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The pain is still surging like a hot wave through my body, making every fiber and every nerve scream. I keep seeing Ayden’s face and hearing his shocked exclamation as he sees me standing in his doorway.

Max! I thought she was my friend. But she was just using me to get close to him.

My breath is rasping, and my lungs ache. It feels as if there’s a red-hot band around my chest threatening to crush me. Nothing can take this pain away; nothing can wipe these images from my memory – except for that soothing sense of unbridled power that I’m only too willing to follow. The more power I allow to flow out of me and into Yoru, the lighter I feel. It’s as if the pain and all my other emotions are streaming out of me. And that’s exactly what I need right now. I don’t want to feel anything; I don’t want to think; I just want to be numb and empty.

“Teresa,” Noah calls to me, shaking me gently. “Don’t give up, do hear me? We’re almost there.”

Noah found me standing in the middle of the street, in the process of turning into one of the fallen. And I still am, as I realize when I glance at my hands. Flames lick out from my fingers and black smoke pours out of my palms, my arms, probably my whole body. It tells me that I’m going too far and that I’m about to pass the point of no return. But right now, I don’t give a damn – I don’t care about anything anymore. I can’t go on. I’ve been through so many terrible things in the last few months. But what Ayden just did to me is more than I can bear.

I’m only vaguely aware of entering the Odyss. My vision is blurry, everything swirling and wavering before my eyes. But I think I see Noah summon another door, and we go through it.

We’re standing on the edge of a dark forest. Shimmering lights illuminate our surroundings, but even those are a blur. They dazzle me, so I close my eyes again. I feel so light, so far removed from everything. My legs no longer obey me.

Noah holds me, pulls me in close. “Teresa, I won’t let you just give up. Whatever happened, this is not the answer.” He pauses, and I assume he’s taking a look at me. “I hope it’s not too late.”

He drags me along behind him, and when I can no longer walk, he lifts me up and carries me. Being near him should make me feel better. I should be able to smell him, feel his warmth. But I sense nothing but cold and a disgusting smell that reminds me of sulfur and mud. I wonder whether the fallen smell like that because I’m beginning to suspect that the smell is coming from me.

“Teresa, open your eyes,” Noah commands, shaking me again. “Shit, damn it!” He increases his pace.

I want to answer him, but I can’t. I can’t even move my hands. My chest is rising and falling very slowly and laboriously. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I was dying. But as horrible as it is, even that thought doesn’t scare me right now.

“Everything will be alright,” says this tempting voice in me. “Just a little farther and you’ll make it. Peace and quiet, no more tormenting memories, no more pain.”

As if those murmurings aren’t tempting enough, I picture Ayden again, and my heart contracts painfully. But his image is not the only one that flashes through my mind. I see Chloe, Aunt Frida, and, of course, Ty. They all look at me, and their lips form two words: “Let go.”

I can’t hold on anymore, and I feel the last of my resistance fading. There’s just this happy weightlessness, this inner emptiness. I barely even sense my body anymore. Maybe it no longer exists. I don’t care; I’m ready to go, and I take my final breath.

And at exactly that moment, I feel water around me. Agonizing heat. I scream and scream and scream like I’ve never screamed before. I lash out as violently as I can in my weakened state. But with this all-encompassing pain, some of my strength returns too.

I manage to open my eyes, although everything still looks blurry. Dark patches above me, which could be trees. Shimmering lights, mist swirling around me. I fight back with all my might, screaming in agony, and I’m sure I must have been mistaken – this isn’t water. I’ve been thrown into an immense fire. It’s as if I can feel my skin blistering and the flesh beneath it burning and coming away from the bone. I scream again, and finally, one of my arms strikes the person who’s holding me. Why is this happening to me? Why?

“Teresa,” says a voice that sounds vaguely familiar. “I’m sorry. I’m truly, terribly sorry. I know this must be painful, but it’s the only way. You have no other choice. Trust me, you’ll feel better soon.”

But I don’t trust this person. My entire body is seething, burning, tensed to breaking point. I shout and scream until I’m hoarse. My voice fails me, becomes a hideous rasp. Every nerve in my body is trying to escape this endless torture and force me to run away. But I can’t. I’m being held down and pushed into the heat. I can’t go on, I think, and then I finally experience some relief and sink into merciful unconsciousness.

I can’t tell how much time passes. Again and again, I wake up and I’m plagued by this horrendous pain. No words can describe the agony, and I keep wondering each time what I did to deserve this. Why can’t they just let me go? Why can’t I follow the voice that’s calling to me and promising peace? It’s quieter now, harder to understand.

Each time, the wave of pain rises to a new high, at which point I lose consciousness, and I’m allowed to sink back into the merciful darkness. Hours pass, days, maybe weeks. I’ve lost my sense of time, but that’s irrelevant now anyway.

In my short periods of consciousness, I keep hearing this voice, and at some point, I recognize it as Noah’s. “Teresa, you can do this, you have to, do you hear me? I’m here, and you’re so strong.” But now and then I sense his fear, his doubt. “What if it’s too late? I don’t know what else to do.”

I register his touch. He strokes my forehead, my hair, my whole body. It’s gentle and delicate, but it’s always followed by this unbearable pain. When I manage to open my eyes, I see why. Noah keeps wetting his hands with something and rubbing it over me. It’s so incredibly painful, but it’s not quite as bad as it was at the start.

I’m overcome with tiredness again and let myself sink into it. Restless dreams, images of Mom, my friends. I hear their laughter, their voices. When I wake again from this deep sleep, I see Noah looking straight ahead with a tense expression. He appears not to have noticed that I’m awake. He lifts me up off the ground and carries me, and I see a small lake. Smoke hangs above its surface, and the water shimmers in breathtaking colors, emitting a strange glow.

Noah takes me to it and submerges me, still holding me in his arms, and for the first time in so long, there’s no pain. He dips his hand in the water and passes it over my body again. When he looks at my face, he sees that I’m awake. I see astonishment in his eyes, disbelief and relief. Noah stares at me speechlessly for a moment and seems afraid to speak to me, afraid of asking his questions and maybe finding out that I’m no longer the same person. Am I? I don’t know.

“What… what happened?” I rasp. My voice sounds scratchy, hoarse, and unfamiliar. But it’s no wonder after all the screaming.

“You… you were on the verge of becoming one of the fallen,” Noah says finally. “I found you because you were emitting so much odeon that it was impossible not to notice. Then I brought you here to the goddesses’ garden. This lake still contains some of their power, and sometimes it can be used to stop a person from turning. You have to find them in time, and they have to survive the procedure, which isn’t easy as you found out for yourself. The chances weren’t good. But I had no other option.” This is hard for him to talk about, and I can see how difficult this period has been for him and how afraid he was for me.

I remember Noah telling me about this garden the last time I was in the Odyss. It’s a sacred place, and it’s off-limits, even to the fallen. So they won’t come looking for me here even if they can sense me.

“How long have we been here?” I ask.

“Eight days,” Noah replies. “A long time, and I’m sorry you had to endure so much pain. But it was the only way. It was your only chance. There were times when I thought you weren’t going to make it.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, looking around me again. Blue grass grows around the edge of the lake and trees beyond that. The water still shines in beautiful fluorescing colors. It’s glowing, and there are lights dancing above the surface too. This is an absolutely magical place – quiet and peaceful. But I’ve been through hell here in the last few days.

“I’m not even supposed to be here,” Noah continues. “And it’s totally forbidden to use the source itself. The power here is too precious, and in time it would all be used up.”

I gulp, because Noah has once again broken the rules and taken a big risk for me.

His fingertips wander down the side of my face, over my forehead, my cheeks, my lips. “I just couldn’t let you die,” he murmurs.

I can imagine there have been others like him who put all their hopes into this place. I hate to think how many people have died here, or transformed anyway, and how many helpers had to pay a high price for their love.

“Do you want to tell me what happened?” he asks quietly, but then he shakes his head. “Sorry, it’s probably too soon. You’ve just woken up. I know you’ve been through a lot in the last few weeks and that the temptation must have been great. It is for everyone who fights with a key spirit. We’re constantly nearing the edge, and we know the call well – the liberating feeling that gets stronger the closer we get to the other side.” He studies my face. “Most students are a long way from that limit. But you’ve always been different,” he adds with a smile. “For us, it’s always a challenge not to go farther, to resist the temptation and remain who we are.”

“I’m sorry,” I murmur again. “I’ve caused you so much trouble.”

“More than anything, you scared me, but I don’t blame you. I know how much you’ve been through. I’ve witnessed a person transforming twice before. Unfortunately, those times I couldn’t help.”

The whole situation, this environment, everything feels so surreal. I listen inside of myself, but I’m not sure what I feel. Shouldn’t this situation scare me? What if I’ve lost part of myself and changed irreversibly?

Noah caresses my face, looks into my eyes, and says, “Let’s get out of the water. That should be enough for now. But its effect doesn’t last long at the beginning. You’ll have to repeat the procedure several times in the coming days and weeks. The intervals can be gradually increased, and eventually you’ll be able to stop coming altogether. But you won’t make it without it.”

“That’s a great prospect,” I mutter.

“Sorry,” Noah repeats.

He carefully supports me as I walk across the sandy lakebed. It all happens very slowly, and I really notice how much my body has suffered over these past days. I feel weak. I have no energy and barely make it to the shore. To my relief, I see Yoru there. He looks tired too. He’s lying on the grass and lifts his head to look at me. I can see in his eyes that he’s okay, but I wonder what it’s been like for him.

Eight days, I think. A long time to not be in school or at home. They’ll be worried about me, maybe even searching for me. I briefly allow myself to think of Ayden and wonder what he’s been through, how my disappearance affected him. But I don’t linger on that thought.

As the water gets shallower, I realize that I’m wearing nothing but my underwear. But even that doesn’t bother me. When I glance at Noah, he looks away, embarrassed, and I see him blush.

“Your skin needed as much contact with the water as possible. And I couldn’t leave you in those wet things the whole time.”

“It’s okay,” I mutter, clinging to Noah as we approach the shore, and the buoyancy of the water is no longer there to support me. I slump to the ground and gasp for breath. “What’s wrong with me?” I whisper, running my hand through my wet hair.

Noah is instantly at my side, draping a blanket around me and sitting down beside me.

“It took a lot of energy to resist the transformation. For you and your spirit. You were pretty far advanced. It wouldn’t have taken much more for you to be lost forever.” He’s speaking quietly now, but his words lose none of their intensity, pain, and heartache. “It’s normal for you to feel depleted at this point. You’re probably also finding it hard to feel anything. At least, that’s what it says in the testimonies of the Noctu who narrowly escaped the transformation. There haven’t been many. I don’t know if it applies in your case.”

“Will my emotions come back eventually?” I ask.

Noah nods. “They’ll grow stronger with every minute, every hour, and every day until they reach their original level.”

I nod numbly, unsure whether I should be happy about that. I’m so empty, so tired, so depleted.

“You should eat,” Noah suggests. “I tried to feed you and keep your fluids up over the past few days, but it was barely enough to keep you alive.”

“I’m not really hungry,” I say, but Noah ignores this.

“I’ll just pop into the village and grab you something to wear and something to eat and drink.” He looks at me doubtfully, then decides to ask anyway, just to be sure, “Can I leave you here alone for a while?”

I nod, and Noah leaves immediately. I wrap the blanket more tightly around myself because suddenly, I feel cold – at least I have some physical sensation. Hopefully that means I’m on the road to recovery. I gaze out at the beautiful surroundings that I barely registered in the last eight days. Noah spent the entire time caring for me and making sure I didn’t succumb. He saved me, again.

I know I need to leave this place as soon as possible. Does my mother know about my disappearance? What have they told her? What has the school done? Are they searching for me? But I can’t go back there yet, nor do I want to. It’s too much to deal with, and I’m just not up to it right now.

I’m so tired, so incredibly tired. I slowly sink down on the blue grass, feel the cool blades under my fingers, and close my eyes.
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When I wake, I don’t know where I am at first. I see the lake, the dancing lights, the tall trees, but it takes me a moment to remember.

“So it wasn’t a dream,” I realize.

“No, although I wish for your sake that it was,” says Noah, who’s standing behind me. He comes to join me. “Do you feel rested?”

“How long did I sleep?”

“Almost a whole day.”

I’m stunned. “What?!” That makes nine days in total. I need to get back. “My mother must be worried sick.” I jump up, but I instantly feel light-headed and almost black out.

Noah catches me and sits me down again. “Take it slow. Don’t overexert yourself,” he warns. He opens a backpack and hands me a bottle of water, some bread, and some apples. “Have something to eat and drink first.”

I don’t need to be told twice. I tear off a piece of bread and slowly begin to eat it, soon realizing how starved I am. I devour everything Noah has brought and feel a lot better after the meal.

“Did anyone see you when you went to get this stuff?”

He avoids my eye but then answers truthfully, “Frances. She was starting to wonder where I’ve been for the last week, and she was looking for me. She was happy to see me. I guess she figured I’d been taken out by the Tempes.” The wry smile on his face softens his words a little.

“And she didn’t want to come straight here and bawl me out?” I inquire. “I mean, she can’t be happy that you’re helping me.”

Noah laughs. “She prefers this to the idea of you roaming around in the Odyss as one of the fallen. So she promised to watch my back.”

That surprises me, but I’m glad we don’t have to worry about her.

“I can’t stop thinking about some of the decisions I’ve made and things that went badly,” I admit, recalling the moment when I gave in to that voice – but also other things, for example, when Ayden caught me off guard reading Noah’s message on my phone. “What was it you wanted to tell me?” I ask. “When you kept calling and leaving all those messages?”

“I found out that the Tempes weren’t onto us. A Noctu was selling information to the Tempes in return for dying breaths. I just wanted to give you some peace of mind and tell you that I was trying to find out more.”

I nod. I found this out myself in the meantime. Charles was the Tempes who had dealings with a Noctu. But that’s irrelevant now.

Noah and I say nothing for a while, and I know we’re coming to the question he’s burning to ask. And then he finally asks me.

“Are you going to tell me what happened?”

I take a deep breath, unsure if I actually want to tell him and relive the horrible memories. But he deserves the truth, and I can’t run away from it forever.

“A while back, I went too far in training and suddenly had this feeling of freedom, as if a weight was lifted off me. That feeling kept coming back and kind of calling to me. I’ve really struggled to process everything that’s happened in the last few weeks and months. And I guess that made me susceptible to the temptation to keep pushing the boundaries.”

In my mind, I revisit all the things that have happened. I see the faces of those involved, hear their voices and feel the intense pain. And then Ayden comes to mind. I see him lying in bed, the sheet covering his lower half, his naked torso. He looks so beautiful, so familiar. And then I see Max lying beside him. I hear her voice, her justifications, her arrogant tone as she tells me that our friendship was all a pretense. But what’s far worse is Ayden’s expression when he wakes up and sees me. That horrified look and his shocked voice saying, “Fuck, Teresa.”

He wasn’t expecting me. Of course he wasn’t.

“Ayden cheated on me,” I say to Noah. “With a girl who I thought was my friend. But she was only trying to get to him through me. And as sad as that is, in the end it worked.”

Noah raises his eyebrows in astonishment but says nothing. He puts a soothing arm around me and gently pulls me into a hug. His warmth envelops me and gives me a sense of safety, calm, and peace, things I haven’t felt in a long time.

“You probably think I’m pathetic for letting it get to me like that and almost letting myself turn into one of the fallen.”

Noah quickly shakes his head and puts his cool fingers on the back of my neck in a gentle, soothing caress. A faint shiver runs down my spine.

“No, I don’t think that. I can’t believe they did that to you, and I can understand how that pushed you to a point where you felt you couldn’t go on. We all know this battle.”

And I guess I’m going to have to fight it over and over again. But hopefully next time, I’ll be better prepared and able to resist it.

“You should stay here a few more days,” Noah suggests. “Rest up and get your strength back and maybe take some time to get your head straight.”

I have to admit it’s a tempting offer. I get a stabbing pain in my heart at the idea of seeing Ayden and Max again. I don’t even know if I’ll want to talk to him, let alone what I would say. No, I guess it’s best if I steer clear of him for a while. What words could he possibly find, what could he say to me to justify what he did? There’s nothing!

Noah holds me tight, and I feel his breath in my hair. I’m strongly tempted to accept his offer – to hide from my problems a while longer, take some time out and not have to think about anything. But the very thing that seems so attractive right now is what almost turned me into one of the fallen a few days ago.

I slowly shake my head. “I’ve run away from it all for long enough,” I say eventually. “It’s time to go back. No one knows where I am. Mom must be scared out of her mind.”

I see Noah’s hesitation. “It really would be better if you stayed here a while longer. You’re still weak, and you shouldn’t take any risks.”

I cup his cheek in my hand and look into his beautiful eyes, which sparkle like the starry night sky. I know what he’s afraid of: I could still be susceptible to crossing that line again next time I have to face a major conflict. But it won’t happen. Not again.

“You don’t need to worry about me,” I promise. “I can cope, and I have to go back sometime.”

Noah nods, putting his arms around me again and squeezing me tight. “I’ll take you back.”

I turn around and see Yoru. He looks a little stronger and more lively now, but I can also tell from his stiff movements that this has taken a toll on him.

I ruffle his fur, and he closes his eyes appreciatively.

Noah and I exchange a glance and then start walking. I take a deep breath, arming myself for what’s to come.
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Noah and I are standing in a gloomy street. The houses are small with grimy walls. In general, the area doesn’t inspire confidence, so I’m really glad to have Noah by my side.

“We’re not far from the hospital,” he says. I still see the hesitation in his eyes. “Teresa, you don’t have to do this,” he says slowly, his voice becoming more emphatic. “In all the time that you’ve been with the Tempes, nothing good has happened to you. You’ve been through so much and had to deal with everything on your own. It doesn’t have to be that way.”

I frown, not exactly sure what he’s trying to say.

He puts a hand on my cheek and gives me a penetrating look. “I would be here for you; I’d never leave you hanging. Please, at least consider it.”

My eyes widen, and I take a step back. “You… you can’t be serious,” I say, studying his face in the hope of finding some sign that he’s just cracking a stupid joke.

“We Noctu aren’t that bad. I’d be here for you anyway, and we’d look out for you and protect you from situations you’re not equipped to deal with.”

I shake my head and mutter, “Noah, how can you think…” But he interrupts me, moving a step toward me and laying his index finger over my lips.

“You don’t need to say anything now. Just think about it. That’s all I ask. Consider it for a few seconds at least. Think about what it could mean for us. Teresa, you know how much I care about you. I really do.” His voice is a murmur.

My head is spinning. I don’t know what to think or feel. I can’t understand why he’s suddenly saying all this.

He runs his finger along my lips, and I open them slightly and let it happen. Maybe because I’m still so taken aback, or maybe the real reason is that I don’t find his touch unpleasant at all. I like Noah; I like being near him. But does he really think we could be together? I picture it briefly: me and Noah. Could we be happy? I do have feelings for him; I can’t deny it. But the idea of us as a couple is something I haven’t considered in a long time.

“I realize this is pretty unexpected,” he says. “You need time, and I’m happy to give you that. But I hope you know how I feel about you. I guess I didn’t exactly pick the best moment to say all this.”

His breath dances over my skin; his fingertips stroke my cheek, and all I can do is gaze into his face. I see the honesty in it, the warmth, a deep affinity. Noah slowly leans forward and closes his eyes. And for a sweet moment, I feel his lips on mine. It’s a wonderful feeling, light and easy. Like a promise that I’m not even sure I want to hear.

“You found a replacement pretty fast,” says a voice. It’s as cold as ice, and I flinch. Because I recognize it. I can’t believe he’s here.

I slowly turn around and brace myself for what’s to come, but the sight of Ayden still shocks me. My legs weaken and buckle under me. Luckily, Noah catches me. I quickly pull myself together and stand straight, trying not to show any weakness.

Ayden is standing about five yards away with his arms folded. Snow is beside him, his teeth bared and his fur bristling. He looks at least as angry and dangerous as his master.

“I don’t believe this,” he says. “How could you do this to me? Do you have any idea how worried I’ve been? I’ve been searching everywhere for you for the last nine days. I even asked for help from my hunter friends. When Snow suddenly picked up your scent and ran off, I prepared myself for the worst.” He glances at Noah, and his eyes flash with hatred and contempt. “But I wasn’t prepared for this.”

It takes me a moment to find my voice and calm my emotions enough to respond. It’s not easy, but what helps is to hold the image in my mind of Ayden half-naked in bed, Max beside him, and his horrified expression when he sees me.

“How can I do this to you?! Are you insane?! Do you know how much you hurt me?! I trusted you, and I thought we had a chance, and then you go and sleep with Max?! Do you have any idea how that made me feel?”

My fists are clenched, and I can’t hold back. I’m angrier, more full of hate than I’ve ever felt in my life. This feeling gives me strength, and that’s exactly what I need right now.

Ayden shakes his head. “You seriously think I was fooling around with Max? You actually think I’d do that to you? After everything we’ve been through? After everything I said to you? You should know me better than that. But I guess you don’t.”

The disappointment in his voice hurts me more than if he’d just yelled at me, and I momentarily lose my balance.

“The least you could do is be honest with me and stop lying to me. I’ve had enough! I saw you, and Max told me everything. And then, that look on your face when you saw me standing in the doorway – that said more than a thousand words.”

“It wasn’t what you think, and if you knew me, you would have realized that,” he says in a surprisingly calm, steady voice. “Max showed up at my door that evening really upset. She was crying her eyes out because her parents had another fight. She asked if I knew where you were because she needed a friend. I told her you were with Kate.”

“That makes no sense,” I interrupt. “She knew I was with Kate. I invited her to join us.”

He just shrugs. “That’s what she said. She looked really dejected and said she didn’t want to burden you guys with her problems. She was just looking for a place to sleep because she didn’t want to go back home. Since she’s a good friend of yours, I offered her the couch. I went to bed, and the next thing I know, I wake up to find you standing at my door opposite Max, and the way you looked at me…” He shakes his head. “I knew immediately what you were thinking. I ran after you, but you were gone, and since then, not an hour has passed without me trying to search for you somewhere.” His gaze wanders to Noah again. “But I could have spared myself the trouble. Apparently, it didn’t take you long to find comfort elsewhere.”

I swallow hard, and my heartbeat is so dull in my chest that it feels as if might stop altogether. I can’t believe what I’m hearing. I picture the whole scene again, but this time through very different eyes. Is he telling the truth? Is it possible?

“What about Snow? He growled at me when I approached your bed.”

Ayden shakes his head without taking his eyes off me. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Max told me you came to my room in the middle of the night and that you flipped out when you saw her on the couch. She said you argued and then you ran off.”

I stare at him incredulously. “You can’t be serious? She was in your bed, naked. When she saw me, she got up and told me how one thing had led to another and that you guys… She knew about Noah; she knew you and I had argued about him. How did she know about that if not from you?”

Ayden shakes his head. “No idea. She didn’t get it from me. But she was obviously playing a nasty trick – on both of us.” His eyes are dripping with contempt. “She won’t get away with it. But I guess that doesn’t change anything now.” He shoots Noah another furious look.

I can’t believe it. Max, that little bitch! She knew I was with Kate, so she exploited the chance to go and see Ayden. She told him this ludicrous story. If she was actually supposed to be sleeping on the couch, then she must have crept into his bed in the middle of the night. But why?

Right, she wanted to drive us apart, and she seized the opportunity when she heard me at the door.

“You must be the only guy in the world who doesn’t wake up when a naked girl climbs into his bed,” I mutter.

“Uh, yeah, that’s why I have Snow.”

My eyes widen. So he wasn’t growling at me; he was growling at Max for getting into the bed? But how did she know about Noah? I run through every possibility in my mind and finally stop on one.

“When I saw you with Mr. Cunningham’s granddaughter… Max and the others were with me. I said goodbye to them, but she must have followed me. And then you and I argued about Noah.”

Suddenly, everything makes sense. But her duplicity takes my breath away.

“Ayden,” I say slowly, moving a step closer to him. But he shakes his head.

“No, Teresa. The last few days have been hell for me. A thousand scenarios went through my head of what might have happened to you. I looked everywhere for you. And all that time you blamed me for everything. But instead of talking to me, you just ran straight to him for comfort.”

Tears well up in my eyes, and I swallow hard. I didn’t trust Ayden. He’s right. And that alone is bad enough.

“It wasn’t like that,” Noah interjects. “And the kiss… it wasn’t Teresa’s fault.”

I shoot Noah a grateful look and shake my head at the same time. He shouldn’t have to defend me. Especially as it won’t help now anyway. And Ayden’s right. The real problem is that I didn’t trust him. I should have at least given him the chance to explain himself. But instead, I ran away.

I open my mouth to say something, I don’t know what, and then I hear voices.

“Ayden, there’s nothing here. Have you found anything?”

We hear the footsteps of more than one person approaching. Ayden’s expression grows so dark and threatening that I barely recognize him. I quickly turn to Noah. He needs to leave now before it’s too late. But he doesn’t budge. He seems reluctant to leave me alone, but I wish he wouldn’t be so stupid.

“Ayden? Everything okay?” calls another voice.

They’re getting closer; they’ll be here any moment, and it’s clear to me that a fight will be unavoidable.

“Yeah, all good,” says Ayden suddenly. He’s come to a decision. “Nothing here either. Let’s try somewhere else.”

“Okay, I’ll check the hospital again.”

The footsteps fade into the distance.

For a moment, silence reigns. I can’t believe what Ayden just did. He protected Noah when it would have been the easiest thing in the world to eliminate his enemy with the help of the other hunters.

“Teresa cares about you, so I’ll spare you this time. But if I see you again, I’ll show no mercy; you can count on that.”

With that, he turns and leaves with Snow.

My knees quake as I watch him disappear – out of the street and out of my life. The realization hits me so suddenly that it robs me of energy, and my legs buckle under me. Noah catches me again and holds me tight. But even he can’t comfort me right now. The realization that Max orchestrated all this and manipulated me so that Ayden and I would break up is more than I can bear. Especially since, in the end, it was all down to me: if I had trusted Ayden, Max’s plan would have failed.

Bitter tears well up, and the pain is almost unbearable. I almost wish I could feel the numbness again that I experienced when I came close to transforming. Instead, the agony pulses through me with every heartbeat and feels as if it’s about to tear apart every fiber of my body.

“I’m sorry,” says Noah, squeezing me tight. “I made everything so much worse for you.”

I slowly shake my head and wipe the tears off my cheeks. “No, I did that all on my own. I should have known him better. I should have talked to him. That’s what he holds against me now, which I can totally understand.”

“You should tell him what really happened and why you were gone so long. Maybe then he’ll be more understanding.”

I know it’s hard for Noah to say this. Which makes me all the more grateful. I nod. “Maybe. I’ll try.” But when I think of the look on Ayden’s face, I doubt it will make any difference.

I slowly pull away from Noah. I feel weak. This altercation has drained me, but I need to get back. I have no choice. I need to clear things up.

“Don’t take on too much. You’re still vulnerable,” Noah says, looking at me anxiously.

I nod. “It won’t happen again.”

I can tell that Noah doesn’t want to let me go. He opens his mouth to say something, to stop me, but in the end, he just strokes my cheek and says, “Good luck.”

I nod, square my shoulders, and walk away without a backward glance.
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I’ve just got back from speaking with the principal. He was understandably pretty angry about my disappearance. I had no choice but to tell him about my fight with Ayden. But I didn’t tell him what happened after that. Instead, I make up a story about going to stay with a friend; I turned off my phone because I didn’t want to see or talk to anyone until I had calmed down.

Mr. Collins called me irresponsible. Did I have any idea how many people were worried about me? They searched for me. Especially my mother. She was scared out of her mind. I’ll never forget the way he looked at me. Cold and disdainful, as if he’d known all along that I wasn’t right for Ayden and that it would never work out between us.

“Do you realize what it was like for him? I’ve never seen him so upset. He was constantly out searching for you. I never expected you to have that effect on him. But you obviously don’t think about anyone but yourself. Clearly, it’s for the best that things didn’t work out between you two.”

I had no choice but to clench my fists and nod. What else could I do? If I told him the truth, his reaction would have been worse, and it would have caused even more problems. But it’s hard. I never wanted to hurt anyone, especially not Ayden.

“Stay away from him. That’s the best thing for both of you.” And with that, he sent me away.

Now I’m in my room. Before I went to see Mr. Collins, I called Mom. She was beside herself and cried with relief. When I told her the lie about staying at a friend’s place after my fight with Ayden, she tried not to react badly. But she was angry with me, which is totally understandable.

“One message from you – that would have been enough. Just one word.”

I feel like the lowest scum. I’ve hurt so many people, and now I have to hurt them again by lying to them.

I lie on my bed and wait for the tears to come. But there’s nothing left. Just this emptiness that saps my energy. So many things have gone wrong; there are so many things that I wish could have turned out differently.

I have no idea how long I’ve been lying on my bed. But at some point, I must have fallen asleep. A quiet knock wakes me up and jolts me back to the present.

I stand up and open the door. I’m overcome with relief when I see Kate standing there. She takes one look at me and then steps forward and gives me a big hug.

Finally, I start to cry. All the despair bursts out of me. Ayden, Max, Noah, my mom, Mr. Collins – they all pop into my head, and every thought just hurts so much.

Kate pulls me back into the room and closes the door behind us. She slowly steers me to my bed, and I let myself sink down onto it. She’s instantly at my side again, putting her arm around me giving me all the time in the world to collect myself. When the last sobs finally abate, I wipe the tears off my cheeks.

Kate looks at me expectantly. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“I don’t know where to start,” I say. But I know I need to talk to her. I can tell her the truth about everything. I can finally stop lying, keeping secrets, and sugarcoating things. And so I tell her the whole story – about going to see Ayden after spending the evening with her. About how I knocked and caught Max in bed with him. His reaction when he saw me and how I ran away and lost control and almost turned into one of the fallen.

“If Noah wasn’t there…” I mutter. I tell her about the grueling experience in the lake, about the agony and how I thought I might die of the pain. And finally, I tell her about how Ayden found me and Noah.

“I’ve ruined everything,” I say. “I should have known better. I shouldn’t have believed Max for a second.”

Kate looks at me, lost for words. She seems deeply affected by what I’ve told her. She rubs my shoulder and tries to make sense of it all.

“I knew she must have done something horrible because her story was totally implausible. After you disappeared, she went around telling everyone that you ran away because of her. She said she was having problems with her parents again and Ayden was kind enough to let her sleep in his room. That you found her on his couch and totally flipped out. She said she tried to explain things to you, but you just accused her of things I’d rather not repeat. And she said you didn’t give Ayden a chance, that you attacked him in a rage. Anyway, she found plenty of people willing to listen to her story.”

I nod sadly. “I guess now everyone thinks I’m a hysterical cow.”

Kate avoids my eye and adds quietly, “Ayden’s hardly been in school at all for the past week. I kept going to him to ask if he knew where you were or why you disappeared. I was really worried too.”

I put my arm around her and give her a squeeze.

“Max took advantage of the fact that he wasn’t around,” she continues, “and told everyone that he was so upset about the fight with you that he needed to take some time out.”

I roll my eyes and snort. “Great, as if it’s not enough that I have to deal with Max. Now she’s turned half the school against me.” I flop back on my bed and take a few deep breaths. “I can’t believe she did this to me. She was using me this whole time.”

Kate lies down beside me and stares up at the ceiling too. “Not just you. She was using all of us. I can’t help wondering how Lucia will react to this – whether she’ll even believe us. She and Max are pretty tight.”

I nod. Another situation I need to attend to. But not now. Right now, I don’t want to think about anything; I need to digest what’s happened in the last few hours.

“How’s Noah?” asks Kate. “It can’t have been easy for him to hold back when he saw Ayden.”

“He wouldn’t do anything to Ayden,” I say with conviction. “He knows I’d never forgive him.”

Kate nods slowly, and we just lie side by side for a while.

As I walk down the corridor, I wonder whether I’m imagining the looks or if the other students really are staring at me – some of them with hostility. I glance at Kate, who’s walking beside me, and see her glaring at them. So I’m not mistaken. Apparently, Max has trotted out her story to anyone who’ll listen. It just surprises me that my life is interesting enough to the other students to warrant this kind of reaction. But I guess that’s what you get at a school with its own rules and conventions. Apparently, I’ve violated those conventions.

At least the tiredness that I felt deep in my bones has finally gone. It’s been replaced by anger. I don’t intend to let Max get away with this. And I want to talk to Ayden again too. It can’t just be over. Not like this.

At least I have Kate on my side. She’s still loyal to me. She slept in my room last night, and I was glad not to have to spend the night alone.

“Unbelievable. Just shows up again as if nothing happened,” I hear one girl whisper loudly to another.

“After what she accused her friend of. Can you believe it? And all because she spent the night on her boyfriend’s couch. That girl’s crazy.”

“Yeah, well, he’s not her boyfriend anymore.”

The looks they give me are poisonous. Neither of them have any qualms about expressing their contempt. They have no shame. They must know I can hear them.

“Ooh, this should be interesting,” says one of the girls.

I look up and see Ayden at the other end of the corridor. He’s striding toward me, and my heart skips a beat. I take a deep breath, hold my head high, but I figure this is maybe not the best time to talk to him. Everyone’s staring at us, not wanting to miss the heated exchange that might happen between us.

Ayden doesn’t seem to notice me until he’s right in front of me. He sees me and stops. I see him hesitate, then he spins around on the spot and walks away. I swallow hard and try not to let it get to me, but it hurts so much. Especially when I hear girls giggling viciously and muttering things like, “Exactly what she deserves,” and “I would have done the same.”

I square my shoulders and try not to let my emotions show, determined to follow him. Maybe we can talk in private somewhere. My heart hammers in my chest, and I feel the fear and the tension building in me. My chest feels tight, and before I know it, I suddenly feel this heat inside me. When I look down at my hands, I see small flames spitting out of my fingers.

Shit. I’m getting too close to the edge again. Noah was right – I’ll have to go back to the goddesses’ lake a few more times before my condition stabilizes. I quickly hide my hands behind my back and struggle desperately to find some inner peace. I can’t let myself transform!

As if my condition wasn’t already concerning enough, now Max shows up. She walks up to Ayden and greets him with a commiserating smile. “There you are. I was starting to worry about you when you weren’t in school for days. I wanted to…”

She reaches out to touch his arm, but Ayden grabs her shoulder before she can touch him and shoves her angrily against the wall.

Full of loathing, he hisses at her, “You must be deranged if you think I want to talk to you after the shit you pulled. You’re sick! A nasty, messed up little freak.” He shakes his head and lets go of her. “Stay out of my face and don’t talk to me ever again!”

With that, he turns and leaves her standing there, and Max just stares after him looking stunned. Then, she realizes everyone’s looking at her. She pastes on a smile and shrugs.

“Hmm, I guess he still blames me for his problems with his ex. Sad.”

The bell rings for the next period, and she quickly stalks off.

“What a nasty bitch,” Kate mutters.

I’m surprised at her harsh words. She doesn’t normally talk like that. But she’s right. I glance after Max, who’s walking away down the corridor. I have to sit near her in biology. What I want to do is take her aside and give her a piece of my mind. I have a few things to say to her, but I know this is not the right time. I look nervously at my fingers. Thankfully, the flames are gone.

So I pull myself together, go to class with Kate, and sit in my usual spot. Max is only two seats away from me. When she sees that I’m back, her forehead creases, but then she decides to ignore me. That’s fine with me. And when Ms. Warren begins the class, I’m grateful for once for her breakneck pace. At least I’ll have something to focus on and distract myself with.

At the end of class, Max quickly gets up and disappears with Lucia down the corridor so swiftly that I lose sight of her. I don’t see her again until history, but she arrives so late that I don’t have a chance to talk to her. My mood begins to sink, and the looks and whispers of my classmates don’t help either. It’s no wonder I can’t focus on the class. I just jot down the occasional note, hoping Mr. Brian will resort to his usual strategy of largely ignoring me. I don’t even know which topic he’s currently discussing.

The bell rings, and this time I jump up immediately. I’m determined to speak to Max. She can’t dodge me forever. And I need to talk to Ayden too the next chance I get.

I stuff my things in my bag, glancing repeatedly at Max, who’s talking calmly with Lucia as if nothing is wrong. And as I pick up my bag, about to go and confront her, Mr. Brian calls out to me.

“Miss Franklin, do you have a moment?”

His voice shocks me to the core. I look around in surprise, and for a moment, I think I must have misheard him. Ever since I broke into his house and found Great Aunt Frida’s painting that he’d stolen, he avoids me and never says a word to me. Why does he want to talk to me now? I expect the worst, and I see Max flash me a smug smile as she leaves the classroom.

I take a deep breath and step up to the lectern. He’s sitting behind it, his hands folded, looking at me keenly. His intense gaze makes me uncomfortable. I picture the scene in his house again. And then, I remember Charles’ last words: “Watch… out… for him.” Did he mean Mr. Brian? To say I have a bad feeling would be an understatement. So I approach the situation cautiously and wait to hear what he has to say.

He narrows his eyes and says, “So, you’re back with us. We were all very worried when you disappeared. Some of the teachers were afraid that all the challenges here at school may have become too much for you. I mean, it’s not easy for people who didn’t grow up in the Tempes world.”

I shake my head slowly and try to seem nonchalant. “I’m sorry I caused such a stir. I had a fight with my… ex-boyfriend and needed some time out. So I went to stay with a friend. I now realize that it was a stupid thing to do. I should have let people know where I was,” I reel off. I still hate having to tell this lie.

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” Mr. Brian replies, raising his eyebrows. “But I’m also relieved. I’m sure the breakup is hard on you, but I was anticipating something much worse as the reason for your disappearance. I mean, there was Charles’ death, and I heard that he was dating your mother. It can’t have been easy when you found out he was a traitor.”

His eyes drill into me, and although he’s speaking calmly and choosing his words carefully to appear concerned, I can still hear the barbs in them. He wants answers. And it’s not hard to imagine which ones.

“Charles was just using my mother, and in the end, he got what he deserved. He was a danger to us all, and I just hope they find out what information he may have leaked to the Noctu.”

Mr. Brian keeps giving me the same penetrating look, but then he nods slowly. “We should have kept a closer eye on him. Me especially. We used to be friends after all. But as time goes by, you grow apart and start disagreeing over petty things.” Mr. Brian sighs. Then his eyes flash, and his voice becomes a nuance sharper. “I’m glad to hear that you never considered him a confidant. It would have made his death that much harder on you.”

I know what he’s fishing for, and I quickly shake my head. “No, I never did. My mother liked him, so I was polite to him, but I’m past the age where I need to get along well with my mother’s partner.”

“That’s good to hear,” he mutters. “Still, it’s conceivable that he might have said something to you in the last few weeks that in retrospect seems strange. It’s very important that you pass on any information like that.”

Yeah, preferably to you, I feel like saying, but I just nod and say with an earnest expression, “Sure, I will. But I don’t think there was anything. I didn’t really take in much of what Charles said. He liked to reminisce and told us a lot of anecdotes about Frida, and he was especially sentimental when he visited us at home – in her old house. He liked to wander around looking at everything. I guess everyone has their foibles.”

Mr. Brian seems to swallow this because he can only assume from what I just said that I wasn’t aware Charles was snooping. That’s what I want him to think. He gives a satisfied nod and smiles.

“Well, that’s alright then. I mainly wanted to know how you’re doing. We’ve had our differences, but I’m still concerned when one of my students is not doing well or stops coming to class.”

“Thanks, I appreciate that.”

He dismisses me with a nod, and I leave the classroom with a pounding heart. I hope Mr. Brian believes me and assumes I see Charles as nothing more than a traitor. But I can’t help wondering what he’s afraid of. What does he think Charles might have told me? I’m reminded again of Charles’s final words – the warning and the words ‘two trees,’ which he whispered to me at the end. I need to follow up on that. But first, I need to get my life back on track.
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The rest of the morning drags out interminably, and I’m not really able to focus on my classes. As Kate and I make our way to the cafeteria for lunch, I still feel my classmates’ eyes on me, but it doesn’t intimidate me. It just makes me angry. I clench my fists and hope to find Max in the cafeteria. When we arrive, I quickly glance around, and sure enough, I spot her sitting at a table. She’s talking to Lucia and two other girls, but I don’t hesitate to interrupt their conversation.

“Do you have a moment?” I ask her.

Max slowly looks up and groans quietly. “I figured you’d show up at some point. But I honestly don’t know what there is to talk about. We’ve already said everything there is to say, don’t you think?” She gives me a bored look and pushes her salad around her plate with a fork.

“You’ve said plenty. But I haven’t, and I intend to rectify that. So either you come with me, or we clear this up here in the middle of the cafeteria where everyone can hear us.”

Max raises her eyebrows, shakes her head, and stands up. “You’re really something, you know that? So aggressive.” She gives the other girls a knowing look and then follows me out into the corridor.

I’m boiling with rage and can hardly contain myself. So it’s no wonder when the words burst out of me as soon as we’re through the door. “How could you do something like that? Are you out of your mind?! You told me you never considered me a friend, but still… I mean, how sick do you have to be to do something like that?! You spend the night in my boyfriend’s room and sneak into his bed, just so you can provoke a fight between us in the hope of breaking us up. Honestly, what the hell is wrong with you?!”

My words bounce off her. She looks at me coolly and asks, “Are you done? Have you got that off your chest? Can I go now?”

“No!” I snap at her. “I’m just getting started, and I hope you have something to say for yourself. Because one thing is clear – this whole scheme of yours achieved nothing. You wanted to get closer to Ayden and get me out of the way. Well, now he hates your guts and wants nothing to do with you. So congratulations.”

“Sure, he’s upset now, that’s only normal. But he’ll calm down. He just needs time, and a few words here and there to open his eyes to the truth.”

“Oh, is that so?” I ask. “And what exactly is the truth in your opinion?”

“Uh, that you guys are a bad match and that you’re super jealous. I mean, saying that I crept into his bed. That’s totally crazy, and eventually he’ll realize you made it all up.”

“Are you psychotic?” I ask incredulously. “You actually think he’ll believe that? He knows me; he knows I wouldn’t get worked up over nothing.”

“You didn’t. You just didn’t want me sleeping in his room. And the fact that you ran off shows what kind of person you are. You never think of anyone but yourself.”

“Max,” I snarl. “I want you to look me in the face at least once and admit the truth. You owe me at least that after ruining everything.”

The smile that spreads across her face gives me goosebumps.

“You want the truth? You want me to tell you I took advantage of the fact that you were hanging with Kate? Yeah, maybe I went to him and got him to let me sleep in his room, and told him I wanted to talk to him about you. Maybe I had some information for him that you allegedly shared with me, your friend. About how you were constantly complaining about how unhappy you were with Ayden to the point where you were seriously thinking of leaving him. I mean, there’s still that other guy.”

I shake my head. “You didn’t…”

“No, I actually didn’t,” Max replies. “I didn’t get the chance because Ayden didn’t want to hear it. He just lay down and went to sleep. So I was going to say all that to him the next morning. But then you showed up in the middle of the night and everything went so much better than I could have planned.”

“You undressed and climbed into bed with him. Snow saw you and growled.”

She shrugs. “So what? It worked, and it proved that you don’t belong together. Otherwise, you guys would have seen right through it and confronted me. But what do you do? You run away, and Ayden’s worried sick. So, were you with him? This Noah guy? Is that why Ayden’s so angry with you?”

I bite my lip in an effort to contain myself. Instead of answering her question, I snarl, “How do you know about him?”

“Oh, I’m just observant. Who is he? Your other boyfriend?”

I relax slightly because Max seems to think he’s just an ordinary guy. She doesn’t know he’s a Noctu. If she did, she would have confronted me about it already.

“Ayden will never forgive you,” I say. “He’s incredibly angry with you.”

She flaps her hand dismissively. “It’s only a matter of time. I’ll gradually show things in a different light, and he’ll come around. I just need to convince him that you invented the whole story.” She shrugs and moves a step closer. Glaring at me, she hisses, “And anyway, the main thing is that you’ll never have him; someone like you, a totally incompetent outsider, who for some obscure reason winds up with a fire spirit – so much power that you don’t even know how to use. Nope, you don’t deserve Ayden either. And it looks as if he’ll never want you back. That’s all I care about.”

She grins triumphantly and turns on her heels. I stare after her, speechless, as she struts back down the corridor to the cafeteria. I just stand here and don’t know what to feel. Rage, despair, and a hint of fear that she may turn out to be right.

I return to the cafeteria. Max is already back. She leans toward Lucia and giggles, and then goes to order food. Kate’s still sitting at our table, looking at Max with contempt.

I stride decisively to Lucia and lean toward her with my hands on the table. “I’ve finally got you alone. I’ve been meaning to talk to you,” I begin. “I assume Max told you what happened between us – her version, that is.”

Lucia avoids my eye and looks as if she’s about to stand up and walk away, her fingers gripping her tray. “I’m really sorry about all that. Believe me, I never figured she would go that far… or I would have tried to warn you.” She doesn’t dare look at me.

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “You knew?”

“Max wanted us to befriend you. She was convinced she could get closer to Ayden through you, or at least make sure things didn’t work out between you two. She’s had him in her sights for a long time.”

I can’t breathe; I just stare at her, speechless.

“I’m really sorry. I never figured it would go this far. Maybe I was hoping she would eventually see you as a true friend, come to her senses or something. I don’t know. And I just want to say that I really like you. You’re a good friend. So I’m genuinely sorry about what she did to you.”

“But you still stood by and said nothing,” I observe.

“I can’t believe this,” says Kate, who’s standing behind me.

Lucia gulps. “You don’t know what Max can be like. And we’ve been friends for ages. That’s definitely better than having her as an enemy.”

“Yeah, and now you’re gonna tell me how you feel sorry for her. I mean, she’s going through such a rough time with her parents,” Kate snarls.

“Her parents have been fighting for as long as I can remember. It’s all Max knows. They’ll never split up.”

My eyes bulge. “So even that was a lie. Why? Why did she have to invent that drama?!”

“She was afraid that you’d be pissed at her if she kept trying to spend time with Ayden. And she couldn’t risk losing you as a friend – at least until now.”

“That’s sick,” says Kate.

“Max is really determined when she sets her mind on something. You were just unlucky to get caught in the crossfire. I don’t approve of everything she does.”

“But you still choose to stand by her,” I conclude, staring daggers at her.

“Like I said, we’ve been friends forever. I’m kind of going behind her back telling you all this. It’s the best I can do. I’m sorry that everything turned out this way.”

With that, she stands up with her tray and hurries to Max, who’s still waiting in line to be served.

“Those two deserve each other,” Kate says, glancing over at them.

I’m stunned, still trying to process what I just heard. It was bad enough being used by Max. But the fact that Lucia also knew all along and did nothing really takes the cake.

“Let’s go,” I say to Kate.

I’m going to need a while to process this new information. I’ve just lost two people I considered good friends.

Part of me is relieved when Ayden doesn’t show up at training in the afternoon. It would have been hard for me to be near him and feel the distance between us and be reminded of what I’ve lost. On the other hand, maybe I could have talked to him, which is something I urgently need to do.

Training is a challenge today regardless. I’m constantly afraid of crossing the line again or getting too close to it. I keep looking at my hands to see if flames are coming out of them. Then, there’s that voice still trying to tempt me. I’m not sure if I’m strong enough right now to resist it, so I send Yoru minimal odeon, which makes his attacks pretty weak and earns me a few reprimands from the teachers. But that’s better than risking turning into one of the fallen.

Max ignores me for the entire class, and even in the locker room she doesn’t say a word to me. She seems to be in high spirits, talking excitedly with Lucia and a couple of other girls and acting like I don’t exist. Only Lucia glances at me apologetically now and then.

After I’ve showered and changed, I say goodbye to Kate. We have plans to meet later in the evening to talk, eat chips, and maybe watch a movie. Anything to take my mind off things.

But as soon as I’m alone, I start running through the scene in my mind’s eye again, as much as I want to delete it from my memory. What can I say to Ayden? What can I do to make him believe me, understand me? Is there any chance at all? I know I made a huge mistake. I was set up by Max, but I only have myself to blame for my reaction. And then there’s Noah’s kiss.

As if that’s not enough, I get an text message from him. He wants to know how I am, and I can’t lie to him about the fact that I had flames coming out of my fingers a few hours ago.

“We should meet up again as soon as possible and get you in the lake.”

I know he’s right, so I arrange to meet him, although I have a bad feeling about it. I’m turning a corner into the next corridor when I suddenly bump into something. The collision is so unexpected and violent that I almost fall over backward. A hand quickly grabs my arm and steadies me.

“Sorry, I was in a hurry and wasn’t looking where I was going,” says the young man in front of me. He has dark brown hair in tight curls framing his face and secretive brown eyes, which makes him look kind of mischievous. I definitely haven’t seen this guy before, and he seems a little older than me. I’d guess early twenties. He’s well dressed, in dark pants and a blue shirt. His clothes are nondescript, but they complement his physique, and I’m pretty sure they’re tailored.

“Oh, wow!” he says, walking past me and kneeling down beside Yoru. He looks impressed and runs his hand through Yoru’s fur, saying, “Not bad. The pelt is glossy, long, and strong. Good insulation.” He looks surprised by the three tails. “Hmm, only three? Is he still young or does he have more tails when he transforms?”

“Uh… yeah, then he has nine,” I reply, a little perplexed.

The guy whistles through his teeth appreciatively. “That would increase his power a lot. Which is handy with a fire spirit.”

“How do you know he uses the element of fire?”

“Years of experience. I’m pretty knowledgeable when it comes to key spirits if I say so myself.”

He turns his attention to Yoru’s paws and inspects his claws. My key spirit allows it to happen, looking at the stranger doubtfully as if questioning his sanity. My reaction is the same.

“Hmm, his claws are a little blunt and way too short. With the right care, you could get a lot more out of them. It’s always good if they can fight physically too and don’t have to rely solely on their magic.”

He stands up and gives me a friendly smile.

“Uh, okay. Thanks for the tip,” I reply only half seriously.

“You’re welcome. I’m Alessandro by the way. I joined the hunters a few days ago.”

I raise my eyebrows and stare at the guy in disbelief, which makes him laugh.

“Your face is priceless.”

“I’m just surprised,” I admit. “You don’t seem like a typical hunter.”

“Fair enough. Until recently, I had no ambition to be one. But my family insisted on it.” He scratches the back of his head in embarrassment. “They figure I have too many crazy ideas in my head that need to be driven out. So now I’m supposed to be of service to the community and hopefully learn some life lessons at the same time.”

I can’t help laughing. “That sounds serious.”

Alessandro shrugs. “Oh, it’s okay. There’s a lot of fun to be had here too. I was just checking out the school actually. Looks nice.”

“You sound really enthusiastic,” I reply with a grin.

“Oh, these institutions are all the same. You’re expected to abide by the rules and conform. If everyone did that, life would be pretty boring, don’t you think?”

“So you’re a freedom fighter,” I observe. “And now that thirst for freedom has gotten you shipped off and incarcerated with the hunters.”

“Uh, yeah. Luckily, I have a talent for making the best of things,” he replies with a wink. “For example, now I get to focus on my greatest passion and see loads of key spirits.”

“Then I guess all it worked out fine,” I tease.

He laughs loudly. “You could say that. Anyway, it was nice meeting you. I hope to see you again. It’s not often I meet someone else with a fire spirit. What was your name again?”

“Teresa.”

I shake his hand. So he has a fire spirit too. That surprises me, and I glance around to see if I can spot his spirit, but I can’t.

“That’s a pretty name. I’ll remember it.”

He waves as he walks away. He’s about to turn a corner when I see a key spirit flash past me: a large sleek leopard. How apt.
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Ican’t believe Lucia knew this whole time,” Kate says, reaching for a handful of chips. We’re in her room. Having made ourselves comfortable on her bed, we’re trying to decide whether to watch a movie. But we keep returning to the day’s events.

“At least Lucia can see how messed up Max’s actions were. Unfortunately, the same can’t be said for Max. And I find it really sad that Lucia still has her back. The fact that she knew what Max was up to – honestly, I never saw that coming.”

Kate nods. “What will you do now? How are you going deal with those two?”

I shrug. “What choice do I have? I’ll avoid them. They’re clearly not my friends.”

“No way,” says Kate. Her thoughts seem to wander, and she says, “Hmm, we can’t do much about Max and Lucia. But what about Mr. Brian? It sounds like he’s afraid Charles told you something you weren’t supposed to know. We should find out as soon as possible what that is.”

I nod tentatively. “Charles was trying to warn me about someone, and he must have had his reasons. We need to be careful.”

“He didn’t give you any clues about who it could be?”

I shake my head, and then I remember something. “But he did say the words ‘two trees.’” Something tells me I’ve come across that phrase before, although I don’t know where I might have heard or read it.

“Means nothing to me,” says Kate. “What do you think he was referring to? A place or an object? Maybe one of your great aunt’s paintings?”

I jump up at the mention of Frida because I suddenly remember where I read those words. “Frida’s secret room. I need to go there now.”

“What?” Kate sounds confused.

“I remember where I saw the name Two Trees. On her display wall.” Nothing can stop me now. I don’t want to waste any time. I turn to Kate. “Do you want to come with me?” I have no qualms about taking her to the room.

I briefly think of Ayden. I wanted to show him the room too. I didn’t want him to think I was keeping anything from him. It hurts to think about that, and I quickly try to push aside the memory. What’s important now is what I’ll find in the room.

Kate nods, and together we head to my room. There, I take out the crate of paintings from under my bed and line them up side by side. As soon as I’ve done that, the footprints begin to move across them. The hidden eyes glow, and as soon as the footprints reach the house in the last painting, it transforms. The front opens out, and the furniture shifts. I quickly grab Kate’s hand, and we’re sucked into the painting.

We land hard on the dusty wooden floor. Kate is still looking around disconcertedly as I hurry to the display wall and scan the articles and memos.

“Wow, this is amazing,” I hear Kate say as she slowly comes to join me.

“It must be here somewhere,” I mutter to myself. “I know I read the name here.”

Kate helps with the search, inspecting the pictures and associated texts, and finally my eyes stop on a newspaper article.

“Here,” I say, pointing at it. It’s the piece with two holes in it, as if it’s been removed from the wall and pinned back up. “Maybe Charles read it,” I suggest as Kate skim reads the article.

“A retirement home that received some funding.” She looks at me doubtfully. “What’s the significance of that?”

“I have no idea,” I reply, “but we’re going to find out.” We need to go there. Maybe we’ll find some answers in that place.

At lunch the next day, Kate and I agree that it’s pointless to visit the retirement home after school without a plan. It’s unlikely that they’d simply let two students wander around and check the place out. So Kate wants to call them first and make an appointment. We agree to meet again in the evening and discuss what to do next.

After training, I go back to my room. I keep an eye out for Ayden in the corridors. I can’t express in words how much it hurts being separated from him and not being able to talk to him. Even getting my head around the idea that we’re no longer together is really hard. I keep picturing the expression on his face when he showed up in that alley and found me with Noah. His disappointment, anger, hurt. I want to explain it all to him, and I desperately hope there’s still a chance for us. I’d do anything for that.

Ayden’s currently avoiding me. I’ve barely seen him in the last few days. Either he’s not in class, or he leaves so quickly that I can’t catch up to him. And I’ve waited for him in the corridor outside our rooms in the evenings, but I haven’t run into him there either. So I don’t hold out much hope this time as I traipse up and down the corridor.

I don’t even look up when I hear footsteps because I don’t want to be disappointed again. When they stop abruptly, I look up and see Ayden several yards away, looking at me. I can’t quite interpret his expression at this distance, but I suspect the old familiar coldness and anger. I swallow hard and slowly approach him.

“Ayden,” I say softly. I begin to reach out to him, then I let my hand drop.

He looks at me, and now I can see his eyes clearly. I almost wish I didn’t look, because the expression in them crushes my heart and makes it clear that everything between us is different now.

He tries to walk past me, reluctant to waste a single word on me, but I won’t give up that easily.

“We need to talk, please. Don’t you figure we at least owe ourselves that after everything we’ve been through?”

He stops abruptly, turns to face me, and says in a voice that sounds totally foreign to me, “I don’t know what else there is to say. Some actions speak louder than words.”

“Like when I saw Max in your room and jumped to the wrong conclusion?”

He sighs deeply, and I can see how reluctant he is to have this conversation with me. That hurts more than I could have imagined.

“Please, it’s not what you think,” I venture. What a clichéd thing to say, but it’s true.

“Oh yeah?” He finally turns to me, folds his arms, and glares at me. “So you didn’t just run off instead of trusting me and giving me a chance to explain? And you weren’t with that Noctu the whole time I was searching everywhere for you, going out of my mind with worry? And you kissing him? I really don’t see any point in talking about that.”

I feel the tears welling up. All I want is for everything to go back to how it was before. I yearn for him, his arms, his voice. But the longer I stand here, the clearer it becomes that our relationship will likely never be the same as it was two weeks ago.

He looks at me and waits for an answer. But my mind is in total chaos. I know I have to say something, but I don’t want to make it worse, and I have to choose my words carefully. Ayden eventually nods and goes to his door. He already has his hand on the doorknob when it bursts out of me.

“It wasn’t like that! I know I should have trusted you, but at that moment, it was just all too much. I couldn’t think clearly, and then there was this voice, this feeling inside me. And I gave in to it.”

Very slowly, Ayden lets his hand drop and turns to look at me questioningly. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

I take a tentative step toward him. “I was about to transform. Yoru and I were surrounded by fire. The flames were pouring out of me; they completely enveloped me, and there was this dark smoke.”

I see Ayden’s eyes widen, and a look of horror spreads across his face – and something else: deep concern and fear for me. With a couple of quick strides, he comes to me and puts his arms around me without the slightest hesitation and pulls me in close. There it is again, this incredible feeling that I always have whenever I’m near him. I nestle against him and can’t believe that I’m back in his arms after everything that’s happened.

“Tess, I’m so sorry you had to go through that. If I’d known, I would have been scared out my mind. I’m so incredibly glad you’re okay.”

“Noah found me,” I continue, to help him understand. I instantly feel his body flinch when I say the name, but he doesn’t let go of me. “He took me to the Odyss, to a sacred lake where the goddesses used to live. Some of their power is still in the water. Anyway, it took the whole nine days to cure me.”

Ayden nods and rubs my back affectionately. “You know I can’t stand that guy, but I’m so glad he found you and was able to help.”

I know how hard it must be for him express gratitude toward Noah.

“The danger hasn’t completely passed. I’ll have to keep returning to the lake in the Odyss for a while.”

Ayden nods again and keeps holding me in his embrace. I savor the feeling of his arms around me, breathe in his scent deeply and feel so happy to be near him again. His breath dances across my skin, and his body heat warms me.

“Okay,” he replies quietly. “It’s good that he’s still helping you and that there’s a way to keep you safe.”

“I know it’s hard for you, Ayden,” I say, looking up at him. “But at least now you understand that it wasn’t what you thought, and there’s nothing I want more than to be with you. We can get through this. I know we can.”

A faint smile passes across his gorgeous face. The radiant green of his eyes draws me into its spell, but I can also see a flicker of something else in them. Something sad.

Ayden runs his hand tenderly through my hair, hugs me again, and says, “Tess, there were misunderstandings on both sides, but my reasons still stand.”

I swallow hard; the tears well up in my eyes, and I feel as if my heart will shatter into a thousand pieces. His words echo in my head, and I can’t believe what he’s telling me.

“Ayden, please,” I whisper as the tears stream down my cheeks.

He gently wipes them away and says, “I want you to be happy, and if you can’t trust me, then there’s no point. It’s not good for either of us. And you believed Max more than me. You didn’t even give me a chance to explain.”

“It wasn’t like that. I was just completely overwhelmed. If I hadn’t started to transform… I would have…”

He puts his finger on my lips and shakes his head. “It’s not just that. I’m grateful to Noah for being there and helping you. But that also means you have to keep seeing him. I already told you I’d never ask you not to, but that doesn’t mean I like it. They’re our enemies, and now you have to keep entering their world and spending time there. Even if you don’t join them, it will bring you closer to them. And I can’t stand by and let that happen without saying anything. I promise I won’t tell anyone about this, but I don’t want to know any more either.”

I sniff quietly, wipe the tears from my cheeks, and wish this was all some horrible nightmare that I could finally wake up from.

“I care deeply about you, but there’s too much that stands between us. We’d just keep hurting each other. Neither of us deserves that. And you care about Noah. Otherwise, that kiss would never have happened,” he whispers as his fingertips stroke my face slowly and deliberately.

“Don’t do this, Ayden,” I beg him again, looking up into his face. But I can see in his eyes that he’s made up his mind. There’s no going back.

“Take care of yourself,” he whispers, kissing me on the forehead. Then he lets go of me, turns around, and goes into his room without a backward glance.

I just stand here, my legs quaking, feeling as if I’m falling into a bottomless pit. That’s it, I think. I’ve lost him. Forever this time.
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Idrift though the next few days as though in a trance. I can’t focus on my classes. In training, I deliver a pathetic performance and avoid everyone as much as possible. Kate’s the only one who succeeds in distracting me now and then. But today, she’s visiting her parents, so I’m hanging out in my room alone, trying to watch a TV show to take my mind off things. I sigh heavily and check the time, then I leap to my feet.

“Shit, I’m late.”

I’ve arranged to meet Noah at five because it’s time for me to return to the Odyss and immerse myself in the lake in the goddesses’ garden. I’m kind of dreading it, but I know it’s necessary. The flames coming out of my fingers the other day were a strong reminder of that.

I quickly slip into a bikini and then back into my clothes before hurrying out of my room and leaving the school.

Noah’s already waiting for me at the hospital. He looks relieved when he sees me. “So you came after all,” he observes.

“I’m only ten minutes late,” I reply, but then I realize why he was worried. The last time we saw each other was when Ayden showed up in that alley. We haven’t spoken much since, so he doesn’t know about everything that’s happened since then. But I don’t want to talk about it.

“Ready?” he asks.

I nod and look at Yoru. “I guess it’s best if I leave him here.”

Noah’s expression is answer enough, so I crouch down beside my little fox.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to stay here, okay? I’ll come back for you soon. Wait for me and stay out of sight.”

Yoru looks at me as if he understands every word, and I could swear I also see a flicker of reluctance. But then he turns around and disappears behind a building.

Noah takes my hand, pulls out his key, and opens a portal. I try to brace myself for the fall, and this time I actually manage to keep my balance instead of landing on my ass.

Inside the Odyss, Noah summons an old door made of dark, ornately carved wood, and we step through it. The forest stretches out before us, its tall trees towering into the sky. Shimmering lights whir through the canopy, bathing everything in a golden glow. We have to walk for a while to reach our destination, but then the little lake appears before us. The sight of it takes my breath away. Last time I had more important things to do than enjoy the scenery. Now I’m completely mesmerized by this idyll, the quiet, and the beautiful view.

“It’s so beautiful here.”

Noah nods. “Yeah, and not many people get to see this place.”

I recall him telling me that only Assembly members are allowed to come here. I assume that Noah’s officially allowed as the son of two members.

I go to the edge of the lake and look out across it. This brings back memories of the battle inside me and the pain I felt from the water. I really hope it won’t be like that today.

“Why is it forbidden to use the lake’s magic? You could have saved all of the fallen.”

“Remember how I told you that the water’s effect comes from the goddesses pouring some of their power into it? That power is finite. It would quickly be exhausted if we used it too often. And this lake is also linked to the Odyss, which feeds off the power in the sacred water and uses it to maintain this world. Everything is connected.”

I nod and study the side of Noah’s face. “And you still want to waste this power on me to stop me from transforming.”

He turns to face me. “I couldn’t just stand by and let that happen to you.” He tentatively takes my hand. When I don’t pull away, he rubs his fingers gently over mine. “I’m always here for you.”

I’m touched by his words, and I swallow hard, knowing he means every word. I know I can depend on him, and I’m so incredibly glad to have him. But then I can’t help thinking of Ayden, who said the same thing.

I smile at him and pull my hand away. I undress as quickly as possible and then slowly approach the water. I want this to be over so I can somehow move on and get my head straight. No more Noah, no more Ayden haunting the convolutions of my brain.

“Will it hurt this time?” I ask, peering into the deep blue water.

“No, don’t worry. You’re past the acute phase.”

I nod, inhale deeply, and take the first step into the water. It feels cold, very cold, and I get goosebumps all over. Every step takes willpower, but I keep going. I’m now standing up to my hips in the water and shivering.

“Man, is it cold in here,” I stutter, turning to look at Noah. “Do I have to keep going?”

He stands on the shore grinning, amused by my bellyaching. “Yeah, sorry. You have to go right under so the water touches every part of you.”

I raise my eyebrows in dismay and then look back at the blue depths before me. I should just get this over with. I take a deep breath and dive under so that the water completely surrounds me. I suppress the urge to cry out in shock. It’s so icy! But within moments I’ve acclimatized, and it’s not so bad anymore. I come back up, spluttering, and paddle around a bit.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Noah watching me the whole time. He looks thoughtful and anxious.

After a while he says, “That should be enough. You can come out.”

I happily oblige and wrap a towel around myself.

“You’ll need to come back in a week or two. If your condition continues to improve, then we can increase the intervals.”

I nod and gaze out over the lake in silence. Noah’s still looking at me, and I sense that there’s something weighing on his mind. But I’m grateful to him for not bringing it up or quizzing me. He’s waiting for me to say something.

“It won’t happen again, I promise. I’m in no danger of transforming again.”

“It’s okay, Teresa. You don’t have to prove anything to me.”

My thoughts wander back to that night. I hate to think what it would have been like if I’d fully transformed. The Odyss would be my home, here among the Noctu. And then, I’m reminded of the retirement home and all the questions surrounding that.

“By the way – I know what Two Trees is,” I say. I tell Noah what I know.

“There are Noctu posted at a lot of retirement homes,” he says with a sigh. “But I don’t know if we have people there. I could try to find out…”

I can tell by his expression that he’s thinking about how to get his hands on that information and that it won’t be easy.

“You don’t have to do that,” I say. “I don’t want you to keep taking risks for me. I can manage, really.”

I fix him with a look of determination, and maybe that’s what makes him realize how serious I am. I don’t want his help. Not if it puts him in danger.

We say nothing for a while, and to my surprise, the silence between us isn’t oppressive at all. In fact, it’s comfortable, and I feel strangely close to Noah in this moment. He’s showing me that he accepts my decision, my feelings; he’s not pushing me, and he’s giving me the space I need. So I’m just as surprised as he is when I suddenly hear myself say, “Ayden broke up with me.” As soon as I say it, I feel a painful twinge. It’s as if my heart is being ripped apart. The wind carries my words away, but they’re still echoing in my head, parading the truth in front of me, and the finality of it. It’s over. For a moment, I feel winded. An icy band tightens around my chest, and I can’t breathe. I try to calm myself and control my emotions. But it hurts so much.

“Tess,” Noah says quietly, “I’m so sorry. I’m partly to blame, but you have to believe me when I say that I didn’t mean for it to come to this.” He runs a hand through his hair and sighs. “I shouldn’t have kissed you. That was stupid.”

I hug my legs and say, “It wasn’t because of you – at least that wasn’t the main reason. He doesn’t like the fact that I’m still in contact with you and that I have to keep coming back to the Odyss. But the thing that hurt him most was that I didn’t trust him. For him, it’s pointless if there’s no trust, and I can understand that.” I shake my head. “Let’s talk about something else, okay?”

Noah looks worried, which is only natural considering what I’m going through right now.

“I’ll be okay. I won’t lose control again,” I promise again, and Noah nods.

“If there’s anything I can do to help…”

“You’re already doing more than enough,” I reply. “You’re here with me now.”

“I’m happy to do this.”

There’s that radiant smile again, which softens the pain in my heart a little. He’s opening his mouth to say something when suddenly we hear a noise. Noah jumps to his feet, and so do I. Instinctively, I call out mentally to Yoru, but of course he’s not here. I’m totally reliant on Noah and can’t even help him if it comes to the crunch. Noah stands in front of me, shielding me with his body, and I’m filled with dread.

We hear quick footsteps coming inexorably closer. It’s clear to both me and Noah that we can’t run. They’ve almost reached us. We watch in silence for what’s coming, and I consider how best to defend myself. A figure emerges from the undergrowth and stops in front of us, breathing heavily.

“Frances!” Noah cries with dismay but also a hint of relief in his voice. “What are you doing here? I told you not to…”

“Your parents are looking for you,” she pants. “Travis is about to stand before the Assembly, and your parents want us both to be there. Your dad already sent people out looking for you, but they couldn’t find you, so now he’s on his way here in person.”

“Damn it,” Noah curses, running his hand anxiously through his hair. He looks pale and seems to be racking his brain for ideas.

“He’ll be here soon,” says Frances, glancing in my direction.

“I have to take Teresa back.”

Frances quickly shakes her head. “You don’t have time.”

“Then I’ll just wait here,” I suggest.

“No way,” Noah says vehemently. “It’s far too dangerous. That time we went to the shrine, one of them followed your scent, even though they’re not supposed to hang around that area. If one of the fallen finds you here, you’ll be totally defenseless without Yoru.” He thinks for a moment and turns to Frances. “What’s happening at the temple right now? I assume half the city is out to see Travis?”

She nods. “Everyone seems to be out in the streets.”

“Good,” says Noah. “Then you can come with us.”

My eyes widen. Has he lost his mind? I’m supposed to put myself right in the middle of all those Noctu?!

“They’ll be distracted by the trial, and no Tempes has ever dared go to our temple. Nobody would ever suspect. Especially if you’re with us. They won’t notice you.”

I dress as fast as possible and leave the forest with Noah and Frances. As we’re turning onto a broader path that presumably leads to the temple, we see someone approaching us on horseback. I wonder if the muscular black horse is his key spirit. A tall man with a dark beard and black hair stops in front of us, his eyes flashing coldly.

“There you are. I hope you weren’t in the goddesses’ garden again. You know what I think about you hanging around in there. You’re not an Assembly member yet.”

“Yeah, I’m aware of that,” Noah replies irritably. “Frances told me you want us both at the hearing.”

“Yes. This will be one of your responsibilities someday, and you can learn a lot by observing. You can’t keep stubbornly dodging your duties forever.”

Noah rolls his eyes but says nothing.

“You have a new friend?” he asks, looking at me.

“Yes,” Noah answers tersely.

His father scrutinizes me for a moment but doesn’t seem to take much interest in me. Why should he? It would never occur to him that his son might bring a Tempes into the Odyss.

“Hurry up. It’s about to start.” With that, he turns his horse around and gallops off.

“Oh, man,” Noah sighs. “He’s really laying it on thick at the moment.”

“Does that surprise you?” asks Frances. “The documents you were supposed to read are still on your desk, and you showed up over an hour late to the conference the other day.”

Noah grins mischievously and ruffles Frances’ hair. “Don’t you start pointing out all my flaws.”

We continue walking.

Frances doesn’t let up. “Your dad’s right when he says you could contribute more.”

“I stay on top of my main responsibilities. But there are some things I just don’t agree with.”

She shakes her head and looks appalled. “You just can’t let it go, can you? That attitude is going to get you killed.”

“Or maybe I’ll succeed in changing a thing or two around here.”

She snorts. “Oh yeah, sure.”

I listen attentively but decide it’s best to keep my mouth shut. Anyway, I’m too busy wondering where we’re going and what I’m about to see. I can make out the temple complex in the distance, the ruined temple itself surrounded by clusters of small houses. The houses have a Mediterranean look, painted white with flourishing gardens.

The entire town seems to be gathered out in the streets and alleys. There are Noctu everywhere. Their sheer number sends a shiver down my spine.

“What’s happening there?” I ask.

Frances turns to me with a strange look in her eyes. So dark, cold… and I think I even detect a trace of fear in them.

“It’s Travis’ first hearing,” Noah explains quietly. “He was the guy who had dealings with your Tempes traitor. He was supplying Travis with dying breaths in exchange for information. The trial is supposed to uncover exactly what information he leaked… and determine the sentence for his crime.”

My eyes widen. So Travis was the Noctu Charles was in contact with.

“I’m hoping the interrogation won’t last long. Travis probably won’t be sober enough,” Noah says, thinking aloud.

“The guy is drunk?” I ask.

Noah shakes his head slowly. “Travis is an ovlem.”

“Okay…” I say, although I have no idea what he’s talking about.

“As you know, some Noctu use dying breaths to enhance their own powers. It doesn’t just make you more powerful, you also experience a kind of intoxication. It makes you feel powerful, strong, invincible, euphoric. You feel complete. But the effect wears off. After that, you fall into a pit of despair. It’s so bad that you’re at risk of transforming because you want to escape the feeling of emptiness and the pain eating away at you. So you have to fight against the temptation to get too close to the edge. And at the same time, you crave the next dying breath. The more you use it, the higher you get and the lower you fall. It’s a vicious cycle. At some point, you’re so deep in it that you’re constantly chasing the next dying breath. If the effect wears off, the person immediately turns into one of the fallen because they don’t have the strength to resist.”

“So they’re kind of like drug addicts?” I ask in amazement.

Noah nods. “Something like that.”

“And this Travis is an ovlem?”

“That’s why he made a deal with the Tempes,” Noah confirms. “He needs dying breaths, which the Tempes supplied him.”

Travis must have been in pretty dire straits to strike that deal with Charles, with a long and painful road leading him to this point. I wonder if there was anybody who could have helped him. It doesn’t sound as if these ovlems are offered any kind of support.

“Is there nothing a person can do to break this vicious cycle?” I ask.

Noah shakes his head. “Even if they can get over the psychological addiction, there’s no way to stop them from turning into one of the fallen in the end. So he’s a lost cause either way.”

“And what punishment is he facing?”

“Can we maybe change the subject?” Frances snaps at me with a scowl.

I raise my eyebrows inquiringly.

“It’s none of your business,” she grumbles. “This is not your world, and you don’t understand this stuff.”

I keep my comments to myself, and we walk the rest of the way in silence. The closer we get to the temple, the more anxious I become. I only have one thought: what if someone notices that I don’t belong?

Noah leads the way, trying to shield me a little with his body. I don’t sense any nervousness in him, which is good because that would only draw attention. But he’s definitely keeping a close eye on our surroundings.

We reach the first of the houses, and to my relief, there’s nobody around. It’s not until we turn into the main street and approach the town center that we encounter the temple residents. And there are loads of them! As Frances said, the whole town seems to have gathered for the occasion. They’re standing around in the street, talking and waiting for something.

Noah, Frances, and I weave our way through the throng until we reach a wide square bordered by large ostentatious buildings. Their entrances are framed by columns, and small figurines adorn the gleaming white facades.

At that moment, the hubbub around us swells to an excited buzz, and then I hear angry shouts. Two men step out of an alley, leading a thin, pale man between them. His long dark hair hangs over his face, and he seems barely able to stand. He lifts his head when he hears the abusive shouts and turns to the two men in a panic.

“Please, I’ll do anything. I’ll make amends somehow. I promise. You know I didn’t want to do it. I couldn’t help it. You have no idea what it’s like.”

But his pleas fall on deaf ears. He’s dragged to one of the buildings and through its doors.

The shouts of the onlookers are deafening and so full of hate that I can only feel sorry for Travis.

“We need to go inside,” Frances says to Noah.

He nods and regards me earnestly. “Stay here until we get back. Hopefully it won’t take long.”

I nod and watch them both disappear into the building where the poor guy is about to be interrogated. At least it’s not a public hearing.

Most of the Noctu remain in the square discussing the prisoner, but I’m standing off to one side, so I only catch fragments of what they’re saying. I still feel uncomfortable in this crowd, and I can’t stop thinking about the fact that they’re all my enemies. I’m reminded of Ayden’s apprehension about me having to return to the Odyss again and again until I’m completely cured. I can imagine what he would say. And right now, I’d agree with him because being here can’t be a good idea. But so far everything seems to be going okay, and nobody is paying me any attention. Why would they? They’re focused on something else entirely.

Time passes slowly, and I wonder how long it will be before Noah comes back and I can leave this place. I restlessly shift my weight from one foot to the other and try not to let my fear show. I turn my head, and a rapid movement catches my eye. It’s so fast that I can’t be sure I didn’t imagine it. What did I just see? A face, I think. A sinister face with dark eyes staring at me. I get goosebumps and search for the face in the crowd. But it’s gone.

At that moment, the doors open, and Travis is brought out, followed by a handful of men and women – presumably Assembly members. Some other people exit the building a short distance behind them, and I recognize Noah and Frances among them. Travis looks wrecked, hanging between the two guards like an inanimate object as he’s subjected to loud condemnations from the crowd and dragged away, probably to a cell.

The faces of the Assembly members are impassive, impossible to read. So I have no idea how the interrogation went. A few of them stop and confer briefly and the rest disperse. The crowd of onlookers also dissipates slowly once it’s clear that there won’t be an announcement.

It’s a while before Noah and Frances deem it safe to join me. She looks pale and harrowed. But Noah seems relieved that it’s over and I’m still here.

“Everything okay? Did anything happen?” he asks.

“Nobody noticed me,” I reply. Then I recall that face. Should I mention it? But Noah is already holding my arm and leading me away.

“Come on, we’ll take you back. You must be keen to get home.”

We leave the temple together, and I feel more relieved with each step that takes me farther away from this place. I still can’t believe I was actually here.

“How was the hearing?” I ask, trying to shift my focus to something else.

Noah shrugs. “No surprises. Travis was pretty spaced out. He had these moments of confusion and didn’t seem to remember much. He just kept pleading for mercy and saying he wanted to make amends.”

“Will he be given a chance to do that?”

Noah’s sidelong glance says it all. “He sold information to the Tempes and betrayed us all. There’s only one punishment for that. And there are a number of Assembly members who follow the law to the letter.” He glances at Frances.

“My parents were never much for compassion or forgiveness,” she explains. “They see mercy as a sign of weakness. If someone makes a mistake they have to stand up and face the consequences.”

“That sounds harsh,” I say quietly.

Frances glares at me fiercely. “I knew you’d see it that way.”

We continue in silence. Noah takes me through the doors and back to my world. He hugs me and says, “I’m sorry about today. Next time will be easier.”

He turns around, raising his hand in farewell, and disappears, and I’m left with a bad feeling, knowing he’s right – I’ll have to return to the Odyss soon whether I like it or not.
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It’s late afternoon when I arrive back at school, and I’m still totally absorbed by what I saw and learned in the Odyss. I keep finding out more about the shadowy side of that world and the dangers associated with having a key spirit. Knowing that a person can become addicted to dying breaths horrifies me. And I wonder whether the problem also exists among the Tempes. Are there individuals among us with a weakness for dying breaths? I’ve seen no sign of it. The Noctu are the ones who need this power to maintain the Odyss and for themselves. The Tempes probably wouldn’t stoop so low themselves – especially since they hate and kill the Noctu for it. But are there isolated cases of people who break this rule? Probably, but obviously I don’t know of any, and in the end it doesn’t matter. What’s important is understanding the huge risk associated with using dying breaths. I picture the young man again, his face, the fear in it. It’s clear what punishment he’s facing.

I reach the corridor to my room and look up in surprise when I hear voices.

“Not bad. I mean, you could take better care of the teeth, and you should give him something to rub his horns on. But other than that…”

I stop when I see several people standing in the middle of the corridor. Two boys and a girl are instantly identifiable as students. They’re in conversation with two young men standing opposite them. I know one of them.

I approach the group and greet Alessandro. “You’re hanging around in school again? Is it that boring working with the hunters?”

Out of the corner of my eye, I study the young man standing beside him. He has shoulder-length blond hair and pale, serious eyes.

“Hey, Teresa, nice to see you again.” Alessandro grins happily at me. Then he glances down at Yoru. “And it’s a pleasure to see your beautiful fox again too. A fantastic creature.” He turns back to the other student and says, “If you take better care of your ram, he could look just as beautiful.”

He ruffles the fleece of the imposing animal standing in front of him.

The guy beside him looks a little older than Alessandro and seems to disagree with his friend’s analysis. “Uh, this key spirit may look impressive at first because of its size. But look at his flanks – almost no muscle tone. And those dull eyes. Hardly any energy or willpower behind them. Not a lot of potential there.”

The boy with the ram looks at the hunter with wide eyes. He’s wrestling internally with himself, but he’ll never contradict the guy because he’s a hunter – a kind of superstar in the world of the key carriers.

“You’re too harsh, and you don’t know what you’re talking about,” Alessandro retorts, with a reassuring glance at the student. “He just needs to do some strength training with his spirit, that’s all. And the dull eyes suggest to me that he needs a little more odeon to boost his mental fitness.”

“You’re giving spirit care tips again?” I ask, amused.

“Oh, key spirits are my passion, and when I see a particularly impressive animal, I have to take a closer look. There’s always something you can do improve a spirit’s health and get the most out of it.” He turns to the other hunter and adds with a grin, “Thomas has a different opinion. He thinks a person’s power comes from having a naturally potent key spirit.”

“You have to admit,” says the other hunter, “there’s a lot of variation among spirits. Some are strong; some are weak, and the weak ones can never be exceptional no matter what you do. With something like that,” he says, pointing at the ram, “you have no chance of becoming a hunter.”

“Well, my experience suggests otherwise.” Alessandro turns to me and continues, “That’s why I brought him with me – there are some really impressive spirits in this school.”

“You haven’t shown me any sign of that so far. If this is the next generation of hunters, we’re doomed.”

“That’s pretty harsh,” I say. “I’m guessing you’ve only seen our spirits in passing, so how can you make such a sweeping judgment?”

“From experience,” he hisses at me.

“I… I like Aeris,” the boy with the ram mutters shyly, stroking the animal’s fleece. “I don’t need him to be a good fighter. He’s loyal; he goes everywhere with me, and he’s a great friend.”

Thomas flaps his hand in the air and rolls his eyes. “See what I mean? And you figure you can protect our world from the Noctu in future?”

“I don’t want to. I know my chances of becoming a hunter are slim,” the boy replies.

I nod energetically. “Yeah, it’s not as if being a hunter is everyone’s lifelong dream.”

“Sad. Just sad,” Thomas mutters.

Alessandro puts an arm around his shoulders. “Oh, come on. Chin up. The hunters won’t lose their fierce, intimidating image just because you think the young talent is getting soft.”

“Easy for you to say.”

I shake my head. I can’t take this guy seriously. I really hope the majority of hunters don’t think like that.

“You should be able to spot a powerful spirit. I mean, that’s the reason you wound up here.”

“You sound like my father,” Alessandro sighs.

I raise my eyebrows inquiringly. “Am I about to finally find out what you did?”

The blond hunter presses his lips into a thin line and flashes me an icy look. I doubt I’ll get anything out of him. But fortunately, Alessandro is more laid back.

“Oh, what’s life without a little risk?”

“Uh… really long and safe,” I retort.

Alessandro dismisses my comment with a wave of his hand. “More like boring and tedious. I never shy away from risk, and I have loads of fun.”

“That’s kind of cryptic.”

“And stupid,” adds Thomas.

Alessandro waves his hand again and says, “Anyway, that’s ancient history. At first, I figured this was going to be some kind of punishment for me. But now I realize it couldn’t have turned out better. I’m surrounded by key spirits, and I can keep pursuing my passion here.”

“Then watch out that your passion doesn’t land you in trouble again,” I say.

Alessandro laughs. “Do you always have an opinion about everything? I’m guessing that doesn’t exactly make you popular with everyone.” His tone is amused, with a hint of appreciation, maybe even fascination.

His hunter buddy groans. He’s obviously tired of this conversation. To him, I’m just a nobody student who’s a waste of his time and has no business talking to hunters.

I studiously ignore Thomas and reply to Alessandro, “Where’s the fun in life if you always follow the rules?”

He laughs again and shakes his head. “It’s definitely worth keeping tabs on you. You’re a feisty one.” His gaze wanders to Yoru. “There’s obviously more to you than meets the eye.”

“I could say the same to you,” I reply.

Alessandro regards me for a moment longer and then says, “Well, we should keep moving.” He raises his hand in a wave, and I watch him go. Such a peculiar guy.

I turn, about to head to my room when I see a person coming toward me down the corridor. Ayden. He’s already seen me and seems to be weighing up how to deal with this encounter. He’s dragging his feet and looks totally exhausted. It’s a shock seeing him like that, and I have a creeping suspicion. I go to him as if in a trance.

“You’ve just come from the trials, right? You don’t look so good.”

“I’m okay. Don’t worry,” he says.

I gulp and give a short nod. I know he doesn’t want to talk to me about it. But I’m worried about him. He leans against the wall and studies the side of my face. Even his eyes look restless and jittery.

“I still don’t understand why you do it to yourself. Especially when nobody knows the long-term side effects.”

“Tess, it’s not your concern. Even less now that we’re not together.”

His words sting, and I swallow before saying, “But I still care about you.”

He sighs. “I care about you too.”

I look up in surprise and intercept his gaze, but the usual warmth in it, and the overwhelming feeling I associate with that, is missing.

“What was Fabrici doing here?”

I raise my eyebrows. “Who?”

He jerks his head in the direction Alessandro and the other hunter just went. And then the name Ayden just mentioned rings a bell. Fabrici – one of the most influential families in the Tempes world.

I catch my breath as it dawns on me. “You mean Alessandro? He’s a Fabrici?” I can’t believe it. Why didn’t he say anything?

“Yeah. He’s just joined the hunters.” His eyes darken a little as he continues, “And I’m wondering what he’s doing in the school.” I can see in his eyes that there’s another unspoken question in his mind: What did he want with you?

“He seems really interested in key spirits and was taking a look around the school.”

Ayden sighs and runs his hand irritably through his hair. “The guy’s a total idiot. He only wound up here because he keeps getting himself into trouble. If he wasn’t a Fabrici, he probably would have been removed from the picture ages ago and left to rot in some cell. But his parents and their influential friends keep helping him out of his messes.”

“I didn’t realize it was that bad,” I mutter in surprise.

“He told you about it?”

I quickly shake my head. “No, he hinted at it. He said he was just trying to have a little fun and wound up here as a punishment.”

“Uh, you could say that. Eventually, even his family had had enough and decided it was time he focused on more useful pursuits. He supposedly joined the hunters to make a contribution to the greater good and learn some discipline. But I doubt that will happen. Even here his name has enormous influence, and that gives him certain advantages.”

“I can imagine,” I mutter. Then I ask the question I’ve been burning to ask this whole time. “What did he do to get sent here?”

Ayden hesitates, then he decides to give me a straight answer. “He organized illegal fights between key spirits. Whose spirit is the fastest? Whose is the strongest, the most powerful? There were a lot of injuries and serious accidents. Those kinds of fights are strictly prohibited, especially since they can result in damage that can’t be hidden from ordinary people. One of his fights caused a major fire that destroyed an entire city block. He couldn’t keep it under wraps after that. I guess it was the last straw.”

I’m genuinely surprised, because although Alessandro strikes me as laid back, I never figured he was that irresponsible. And he takes an interest in spirits and seems to care about their well-being. So it surprises me that he would put their health on the line just get his kicks.

“Anyway, the guy is pretty egotistical and doesn’t seem to think about anyone but himself. So be careful,” Ayden adds. He looks me up and down.

I instantly get this fluttering feeling in my stomach. My heart skips a beat, and I long to cross those few feet between us and nestle up to him. But I guess that will never happen again.

“I’m pretty tired,” he says, turning to go to his room.

I nod and take out my key. Then I hear footsteps. Vicky is hurrying down the corridor.

“Ayden, there you are. I figured I’d come and keep you company. I know you always feel pretty crappy after your sessions. I brought a few things,” she adds with a wink, holding up a bag. She finally seems to notice me but ignores me and goes to Ayden.

He’s opening his door. “Thanks, but I really just need some rest. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

With that, he closes the door in her face and leaves her standing there. For a moment, she looks lost for words, then she turns around, glares at me hatefully, and storms off.
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Kate and I scan the cafeteria for a free table. Max is here too, and she glances sideways at me with such an icy, scornful look that I wonder how she managed to fake being my friend for so long. It can’t have been easy.

As soon as she sees me, she leans in and says something conspiratorially to the other girls at her table and starts giggling. The others giggle too and look at me.

“She’ll get tired of it soon,” says Kate, shooting Max an evil look. We join the line to be served, and I can feel numerous pairs of eyes boring into my back.

“She seems to be enjoying herself so far,” I reply, trying to ignore Max.

Kate and I find a table and begin to eat.

“I’ve been thinking about the retirement home,” she says quietly. “Maybe the Noctu are somehow involved, and that’s why Charles mentioned the name.”

I thoughtfully run my hand through my hair. “Possibly. We need to be on guard when we go there.”

“Maybe you could ask Noah.”

Right on cue, my phone beeps with an incoming message from him.

“Hey, you all good? I just wanted to say how sorry I am for forcing you to come to the temple and watch Travis being dragged through the streets. It can’t have been easy, and I guess it didn’t exactly raise your opinion of us and the Odyss.”

“Not your fault, the main thing is that everything turned out okay. I’m fine, nothing to report. How’s the trial going? Travis was in a pretty bad state at the hearing.”

I’m not sure why I’m asking this. I mean, I don’t know the guy, but I feel sorry for him. I can’t get his face out of my head.

“There’s another hearing in a few days. Hopefully I won’t have to be there. I have a deployment coming up, so with any luck, I won’t be around for it.”

I swallow and type, “Good luck.”

“Noah?” Kate asks after I put my phone away.

I nod. “He wanted to know how I was. I asked him about the retirement home last time I saw him, but he doesn’t know where every individual Noctu is stationed. And he’s already risked a lot for me.”

“Hmm, then I guess we should just go there ourselves as soon as we can, right? I’ll contact them again about an appointment.”

I’m not sure what to say. Kate is probably right, but I’m hesitant. Wouldn’t it be better to just leave things be? My life is kind of out of control right now. That should be my priority.

I’m opening my mouth to express this when I see Kate’s face suddenly go blank. I instinctively reach for her hand and look at her with concern. “Kate?”

In a weird voice that sounds somehow cold and lifeless, she says, “Radiant as the sun. Shimmering gold. The path was determined long ago, a meeting inevitable. Swift and surprising, eyes warm and bright. In the background, the threads are long since spun.”

She falls silent, still gazing into the distance. My heart is in my mouth. What was that? I say her name almost fearfully and run my fingers over the back of her hand. Her chest is heaving, and her face is pale. I’m about to stand up and put my arms around her when she flinches and puts her hand to her head as if she feels dizzy or has a headache. Then she looks at me with a totally clueless expression.

“I suddenly have a headache,” is all she says at first.

“Okay…” I say. “And other than that, are you okay?”

She seems to sense my concern.

“Uh, yeah, why wouldn’t I be?”

I raise my eyebrows. Does she really have no idea what I’m talking about? “Kate, do you know what you just said?”

She frowns and looks at me as if I’m going crazy and then says, “We were discussing whether to pay a visit to the retirement home.”

I slowly shake my head. “Kate, you were somewhere else just now. As if you were having a vision or something. Although… this time it was different. You went pale, and your voice sounded weird.”

Now Kate looks a little scared. She shakes her head slowly as if she doesn’t believe what I’m saying.

“You really don’t remember?”

“No,” she says.

I try to recall her words, which isn’t easy. “You said something about a light, a predetermined path. And an unexpected meeting, and something about eyes… and threads in the background.”

Kate shakes her head again. “I really have no idea.”

I think hard about what Kate said, trying to recall the moment and the precise wording she used. Warm, bright eyes. Who has eyes like that? An inevitable meeting. Maybe we’ll meet someone in the home? My heart starts beating loudly when I recall the rest of Kate’s words: In the background, the threads are long since spun. Is it about the goddesses of destiny? Is the home somehow associated with them? Will I find some clue there?

I have to force myself to stay in my seat. I’m tempted to go there right now, but I realize we can’t arrange it on the spot. After hearing Kate’s words, which almost sounded like a prophecy, I feel certain we’ll find something there.

Two Trees retirement home is about 50 minutes by car from San Francisco, right on the coast in a charming place called San Gregorio. But it takes me and Kate two and a half hours to get there with public transport. It’s a tiny little town by the sea. There’s a long beach below cliffs, and the view out over the water is gorgeous. From the center of town, we have to take another bus, and ten minutes later we finally arrive at the retirement home.

It’s a large white two-story house with a lot of windows. An inviting veranda runs around the building. Kate and I go inside and find a reception area where a roughly forty-year-old woman looks up with a friendly smile.

“Hello. What can I do for you?”

“My friend Kate called ahead. We’re both interested in doing an internship here, and we were told we could visit today and get a tour of the home.”

The woman types something into her computer and then nods. “I’ll let someone know you’re here.”

We take a step back from the reception desk as the woman makes a call. I don’t like having to lie, but there was no other way to take a look around the place. And we’re unsure how much of it we’ll actually get to see.

The home seems friendly and well kept. The large windows let in plenty of light and provide a view of a pretty garden with flourishing flowers and herbs.

It’s not long before a woman arrives and introduces herself. “I’m Ms. Antonio, and I’ll be showing you around today.”

Her dark hair is pulled back into a bun. There are fine wrinkles around her eyes when she smiles, making her look open and kind.

“As you probably know, we have 80 residents here. In the ward I’m going to show you first, the residents are still very independent. Most of them came here after their partners died and their own house felt too big or too empty. But we also have a ward with dementia patients and another one with people requiring intensive care, such as coma patients. So, as you can imagine, our work is quite different from one ward to the next.”

We reach a corridor with a number of doors leading off it. An elderly woman is coming out of her room. She’s carrying a bag on her arm in which I see gardening gloves and a trowel.

“Hello, Mildred,” says Ms. Antonio. “On your way out to the garden?”

The old woman nods. “Hannah’s already out there waiting for me. We want to dig over part of the vegetable patch today and replant it.”

“Have fun,” the caregiver says with a smile. “Like I said, the people in this ward are very independent. They can always ask for assistance and join in the shared meals. But most of them prefer to cook for themselves. Or they cook with another resident and then eat together. The atmosphere here is always very pleasant.”

I nod and look around casually. I still have no idea why Charles mentioned this place to me. Does it have something to do with Frida and all that? Did she suspect there was a goddess of destiny on staff here? That’s my current theory. So I take a close interest in the staff. I was only able to identify Chloe as a goddess because I saw her take away a baby’s destiny thread. And I hope my gift will prove useful in this situation too. Unfortunately, I’ve never been able to control it, and right now I’m not seeing the threads.

“When do you plan to start your internship?” the caregiver asks. “And how did you learn about our home? It’s pretty remote.”

Kate responds with a friendly smile. “We’d like to start here after we graduate. We’re in our last year,” she lies, “and we figured it was a good idea to start looking for a suitable placement. I love this area. My family used to spend vacations in the State Parks around here, and we visited San Gregorio a few times.”

I raise my eyebrows in astonishment. I had no idea Kate was such a good liar.

The caregiver nods with pleasure. “I’ve lived here all my life, and I couldn’t imagine a nicer place.”

We go up a flight of stairs and step into another corridor. The dementia ward. The doors are all closed, and the caregiver’s not about to take outsiders into the residents rooms. But she shows us one of the empty rooms so we have an idea of how the patients live. We’re introduced to the head of the ward, and then we go to the intensive care ward, but aside from an empty room and another caregiver wheeling a woman in a vegetative state along the corridor, I don’t see anything interesting there.

Finally, we go downstairs to a large, sunny room.

“This is our main recreation room. Residents from all the wards come together here. And this is the last room I’ll be showing you. Take a look around and feel free to talk to the residents.”

The atmosphere is pleasant. Some of the home’s residents are sitting on comfy sofas, laughing and talking or reading books. Others are sitting at tables, painting or busy with handcrafts. And a few are playing chess or bridge. There are more caregivers here too, taking care of the old people, helping them with their arts and crafts, and having conversations with them.

Kate and I observe the staff closely. But I don’t see anything unusual. They all look very friendly and caring toward the residents. How can I find out on the fly whether one of them is a goddess of destiny?

Kate shrugs and murmurs to me, “We should take a look around.”

So we approach some of the residents and watch them play chess or create complicated knitting patterns. I can’t help noticing a small woman with tangled curly hair who doesn’t take her eyes off us for a moment. She’s sitting a little aside from everyone else on one of the sofas, watching us mistrustfully.

“Don’t look at me like that. I know what you’re here for. I can tell by looking at you,” she hisses at me as I approach her. “But you’re not getting your hands on my porcelain figurines. I hid those long ago. Plenty of swindlers wandering around trying to part an old woman from her worldly belongings.”

“Okay,” I reply, a little confused. “But you don’t need to worry about me. I’m visiting because I’m considering doing an internship here. I’d never touch your figurines.”

“That’s what you say, child. But I can see that you’re searching for something. I have a sense for these things.”

I nod and wonder if I’m actually that transparent. “I’m just interested in seeing how you live and what a typical day looks like. That’s all.”

The old woman nods. “It’s nice here. But you have to keep your eyes peeled. If you don’t, they suddenly rearrange everything, and then my room is gone. They put me in a different one. But I’m not stupid. I notice. And my figurines are never there.”

The woman sounds absolutely convinced of what she’s saying, so I just nod. I realize she must be one of the dementia patients, and I take a seat beside her. “I can totally sympathize. That would make me really angry.”

She nods. “And there are other annoying things. Dinner time comes, and there’s nothing to eat. If I complain, they insist that I’ve already eaten. Can you imagine that, child? But I’m not stupid. I always keep things to eat in my room. Hershey’s chocolate. It’s simply the best.”

“I like Hershey’s too,” I reply with a smile.

She instantly wags her finger in front of my face. “Don’t even try looking for it. It’s very well hidden. You’ll never find it. And tell that to your hungry cat too. He looks as if it wants to eat me out of house and home.”

I get goosebumps and turn around nervously, but I can’t see Yoru anywhere. Was the lady talking about him, or is she just imagining things?

“Don’t look so mortified. I saw plain as day the way your cat crept in here after you. I’ve been here for years, and I always notice when one of those animals is wandering through the hallways. That dove is always flitting around. I call him Rudy. It’s absurd that other people are allowed to keep pets. When I ask, they always say no.”

I watch her intently as she talks. She seems so convinced of what she’s saying, so certain. But she sounds like that no matter what she’s talking about. Still, is it possible that there’s another key spirit here?

Ms. Antonio joins us and puts her arm around the old lady’s shoulders. “Are you enjoying talking to our visitor, Rosie?”

“I want a pet too,” she grumbles vehemently. “Even this girl is allowed to bring her cat. Why not me?”

Ms. Antonio remains totally calm and explains, “Rosie, pets aren’t allowed in this house, you know that. Nobody has one.”

“Not true,” she mutters.

Then Ms. Antonio nods to a young man who’s just brought one of the residents some new paints. “Andrew, can you take care of Rosie? Maybe she’d like to paint a picture of a cat. I know it’s not the same as a real one, but it might be fun anyway.”

“I don’t want a cat,” says Rosie. “I want a dog, like my old Bo.”

“We can do that,” replies Andrew. “You can paint your Bo and tell me all about him again.” He smiles kindly and guides Rosie to one of the easels.

“It’s not always easy,” Ms. Antonio says to me. “Some of the residents’ needs can’t be fulfilled, but they keep asking anyway. Naturally, we try to do everything we can to make them feel at home here.”

I nod and look over at Rosie. I don’t know what to think of her comments. Has she really seen a key spirit? And if so, whose? Is there maybe an elderly Tempes living here with their key spirit? I glance around, but naturally I don’t see anything.

Rosie is standing in front of her easel with an intensely focused expression, daubing paint on her picture, which looks nothing like a dog. Andrew, the caregiver, has turned his attention to one of the other residents. Rosie pauses with her brush in front of her painting and glances over her shoulder at me, and suddenly I notice her eyes. They’re light brown, almost glowing. She gives me a penetrating stare, as if she knows exactly what’s going on here. Eyes warm and bright, Kate said. Was that in reference to Rosie? Is this the inevitable encounter she mentioned in her trance?

Rosie giggles, puts down her brush, and walks quickly to the door. I want to follow her, but first I try to catch Kate’s eye. I indicate Rosie with a nod, and Kate immediately understands. She’ll buy me some time if necessary.

I hurry through the corridors, but I’m not sure where to look for Rosie. So I try random corridors until I remember where the dementia ward is, where I assume her room must be. But I never make it there. I turn into a corridor and stop. Rosie is standing there as though she’s been waiting for me, and as though she’s trying to pierce me with her gaze.

“Do you like animals?” she asks, looking at me in her peculiar way.

“Uh, sure,” I reply, and then I venture, “Especially foxes.”

She nods and doesn’t react to this information.

“I like dogs. But I’m not allowed to have one. I used to have one, Bo. He was a lovely little dog. I mean, my new dog doesn’t have to be big. A small one would be fine. But I want one with white fur. That’s important.”

Rosie looks at me with conviction. Her eyes are clear. She believes what she’s saying and doesn’t doubt herself for a moment. I try not to let it show that I can’t make much sense of what she’s saying, and she holds up her index finger and continues.

“I’d take good care of it. Better care than that young man with his bird. It keeps fluttering around and tries to hide, but I see it.”

I frown and look at her inquiringly. What does this mean? It sounds like she’s talking about a key spirit. But Rosie is clearly pretty confused. So how much of what she says can I believe?

I slowly lean forward slightly and say, “There’s a bird here? That only you can see?”

Rosie flaps her hand at me. “Don’t talk to me like I’m crazy. Everybody here does that. It’s not my fault that nobody wants to see what’s happening around them. The patients, the nurses, the doctors… they’re all focused on themselves and don’t even see what’s going on right under their noses. And they’re not interested in a bird. A dove if I’m not mistaken. I call him Rudy. But I don’t like him. He always looks at me so strangely, as if he knows something. You know what I mean?”

I nod slowly. “Where did you see the bird? And did you notice a person nearby? You said the bird belongs to a man.”

Rosie narrows her eyes. She looks at me intently and draws her lips into a thin line. “You ask a lot of questions. Like that man who came to visit once. He wanted to know all sorts of things. I think he had an animal too.”

My heart begins to pound anxiously. “Can you describe the man? What did he want? What did he ask you?”

Rosie hesitates for a moment. Then she turns around and walks a few steps before looking back at me and jerking her head for me to follow her. I gulp and wonder what she’s going to show me.
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Rosie doesn’t say a word, walking ahead at a pace I wouldn’t have expected in a person of her age. She bustles along the corridors with me following close behind. I’m still wondering what she wants to show me. My instincts tell me I’m on the trail of something important, but there’s also a hint of doubt in my mind. Can I really trust her?

Rosie turns into a sunny hallway. Porcelain vases with elaborately curved handles stand on chests of drawers against the walls. Paintings on the walls lend some color to the corridor and make it feel less sterile. There’s one of a beach with a bright blue sky. It’s a beautiful scene: the sunlight is really intense, and the play of light and shadow is enchanting. Seaweed, driftwood, clusters of trees, and I can also make out a number of human-made objects – bottles, a barrel, an old pair of shoes. It looks as if a storm has recently passed through and washed these things up on the beach.

Rosie stops in the middle of the corridor, and I slowly take a look around. There’s nothing particularly remarkable here, and yet I have this unmistakable feeling. Something stirs an emotion deep inside me – or is it a memory? I can’t put my finger on it.

I cautiously approach Rosie and ask, “What did you want to show me in this corridor? Did the man come here too?”

Rosie looks disappointed. “When he was standing here, he suddenly got very excited. He went all red and started to shake. But you can’t see it, can you? Do you even know him? Do you have an animal too? I like animals, and the man liked them too. He brought me chocolate and was always so nice to me. He listened to me for hours.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t really understand,” I say doubtfully. “But maybe you can explain it to me. I’m a good listener too, I promise.”

There’s that piercing look again, and the narrowed lips. Then she opens her mouth to say something, but at that moment I hear footsteps.

“There you are,” says a male voice.

I get a fright and turn around. It’s Andrew, the young caregiver with dark hair and piercing blue eyes. I can see that he’s flustered and not too happy to find me here.

“Your friend said you went to the bathroom. You were gone so long I figured I should check up on you.” His gaze is cutting, and I have the sense that he’s searching my face for some sign.

“Sorry,” I say quickly, feigning innocence. “I ran into Rosie on the way and stopped to talk to her. She wanted to show me something, and I figured it was okay to go with her. Sorry if I overstepped.”

Andrew sighs quietly and frowns at Rosie. “Rosie, what are you up to? You’re not supposed to be showing strangers around.”

“It’s not her fault,” I say quickly. “I wanted to go with her. She’s great company.”

There’s that penetrating look again, but his voice sounds less angry now. “Yes, she is, although she keeps us on our toes.” Exasperated, he runs his hand through his hair. “I think we should all go back to the recreation room.”

I nod, but Rosie folds her arms across her chest and only follows him reluctantly.

“Why do I always have to go to the recreation room? It’s so boring there. There are other much more interesting places.”

“I’m sure we’ll find something for you there,” Andrew insists with a friendly smile.

On the way home, Kate and I discuss what we saw and heard in the home, but we can’t really make sense of it. We’re still on the subject when we arrive back in San Francisco to catch one last bus back to school.

“I don’t know what Rosie wanted to show me,” I say. “That nurse arrived before she had a chance to tell me.”

“We can’t show up there too many times without arousing suspicion. So next time it would be good if we know what we’re looking for.”

I sigh and gaze meditatively through the window. We’re near the hospital, and I briefly consider visiting Mom. Then I see a person on the sidewalk who seems vaguely familiar. I turn to peer at them as the bus drives past.

“That’s Noah,” I say.

Kate turns around too. Something about him catches my attention, although I can’t say what. Maybe his gait, which looks less lively than usual, or his stiff posture. Whatever it is, I have a bad feeling, and I jump up from my seat.

“I’ll go catch up with him,” I say to Kate.

“Sure, no problem. I’ll go back to school. Say hi from me,” she says with a wink.

I get out at the next stop and run back to where I last saw him. I spot him a short distance away, marching down the street with his head down and his shoulders hunched.

“Noah,” I call to him.

He stops abruptly and turns around in surprise. “Hey, what are you doing here?” he asks, attempting his usual smile, which doesn’t really come off.

“Are you okay?” I ask, studying his face. And then I see the edge of a bandage at the neck of his t-shirt. “Are you hurt? What happened?”

He avoids my eye and tries to play it down. “Nothing major. We were ambushed by a couple of Tempes.”

I raise my eyebrows and can’t believe what I’m hearing. “You were attacked?”

“They must have been watching us,” I say. “I have no idea how the Tempes got wind of the fact that we were stationed in the hospital. And I can’t explain how they identified us. Orlow was attacked as he was leaving the building. There was a fight, and the rest of us noticed and went out to help him. Anyway, we all got away, but Orlow was pretty badly injured.”

I don’t know what to say and just keep staring at Noah’s bandage. “That’s sounds scary.”

He’s still avoiding my eye. I can see that he’s uncomfortable discussing it with me – a Tempes. He runs his hand through his hair, unsure how much to tell me.

“The Assembly figures the hospital has been under surveillance for a while and that the Tempes had identified one of us – probably Orlow, because he was the first to be attacked.”

“But you don’t believe that?” I ask.

He hesitates. His eyes dart around restlessly. He looks angry, tense, and then he blurts, “Teresa, they really did a number on Orlow. They seemed to have no doubt that he was a Noctu. He’s only been with us two weeks. Before that, he was stationed in Russia. How could they be so sure? Just because they saw him coming and going from the hospital and thought he looked suspicious? I know his key spirit would have stayed out of sight. Nobody’s stupid enough to walk around openly with their spirit.”

“But maybe they spotted it at some point. I mean, our spirits always try to stick close to us.”

Noah snorts. “That’s exactly what the Assembly said.”

“And what do you think?”

“I don’t know. But when the rest of us came out… We could have just been ordinary people coming to the aid of someone lying on the ground. But they attacked us immediately too. As if they knew exactly who we all were. And I’ve never seen any of those hunters before.”

I look closely at him, unsure what he’s driving at.

“Maybe someone betrayed us.”

“You’re thinking of Travis,” I say, surprised.

“That’s one possibility, but I somehow doubt it. I can’t describe it, but when they attacked, there seemed to be no hesitation, as if they knew us all by sight.” He runs his hand through his hair again and looks around pensively. “Everything went wrong.”

I put a comforting hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry that happened to you.”

A tired smile appears on his face. “I know it’s not your fault. I’m not angry with you.”

I nod and look into his exhausted face, into his dark eyes, which look kind of clouded, without their usual radiance. I impulsively step closer and put my arms around him. “I’m glad you weren’t seriously hurt. But this is bad enough.” I hate to see him like this.

He returns the hug, holding me tight so that I’m enveloped by his warmth. It feels good to be so close to him. I breathe in his wonderful scent and have to admit to myself that I haven’t felt this good in ages.

His fingers affectionately stroke my hair, and he keeps holding me tight. “Tess,” he murmurs. His voice tickles my bare neck, and I feel a sudden tingling sensation across my back and in my belly. I quickly step back from him and tuck a strand of hair behind my ear, embarrassed.

“Where were you headed just now?”

A wry smile spreads across his face, but he answers my question. “The hospital.”

I stare at him, baffled. “Where you just got attacked?”

“I want to see if they’re still there and if I can spot anyone staking the place out.”

“Does that mean you intend to keep going back to the hospital to collect dying breaths?”

“We’ll have to come up with another strategy that makes it harder for them to catch us. We’ll post new Noctu there – ones the Tempes don’t know. And maybe rely more on our keys to move in and out of the area. That was unnecessary before now because we weren’t on anyone’s radar. But we can’t let them drive us out. The Odyss – all of us – depend on dying breaths, and there aren’t too many places where we can easily gather them.”

“And you really think you’ll be left in peace there? They’ll surely send more people and try to find out which of the staff are Noctu. And what about you? You can’t be part of the Read & Dream program anymore.”

“They won’t expect us to go straight back and continue our work. And like I said, it’ll take them a while to find out which of the new people are Noctu. And as for me, they can’t scare me off that easily.”

I glance in the direction of the hospital and gulp. There’s nothing I can do to stop Noah, and I’ll just have to trust that he knows what he’s doing.

“Let’s talk about something else,” he says, tracing my cheek with his fingertips and prompting me to look up into his warm eyes. “How are you?”

“I feel good. No more flaming fingers, and I haven’t felt the urge again. So hopefully we can stop our swimming excursions soon.”

His expression changes; his gaze latches onto mine and won’t let go. “That’s good to hear, but I was referring more to something else. You know what I mean.”

I sigh and try to locate that feeling inside me. Lately, I’ve been trying to keep it hidden so it doesn’t surge over me like a gigantic wave and sweep me away.

“I’m okay,” I begin. “Obviously it’s not easy seeing Ayden at school. But somehow, I get by.”

I feel my heart begin to flutter – the grief beginning to build up, squeezing my chest, and sucking the air out of me. I picture Ayden’s eyes, hear his voice – but I don’t want to. I need to forget about him. It’s so damn hard.

Noah very gently tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. His touch is so tender that I feel another shiver run through me. I look at Noah, at his beautiful eyes in which I can so easily lose myself. I wish everything could be different.

I don’t know why, but I hear myself say, “I talked to him again and explained everything. But sadly that didn’t change his mind.” My voice is trembling, and I hope Noah doesn’t notice.

“He’s an idiot,” he says decisively.

This makes me smirk. “You, insulting Ayden? You’ve always been so careful not say anything bad about him because you know I care about him.”

“Yeah, but in this case, it has to be said. How can a person be so rigid and stubborn? I always felt right from the start that he didn’t deserve you.”

His voice is vehement, in contrast to the affectionate way he’s looking at me and the soothing touch of his fingertips on my skin.

I can’t help smiling, even while thoughts of Ayden slice through my heart. I start babbling, to shake off the feeling and try to redirect the conversation.

“I just came back from visiting Two Trees retirement home with Kate. I’m pretty sure this old lady called Rosie knows something. I’m not sure if it has something to do with the Noctu, but I suspect there’s one stationed there. I’ll figure it out somehow.”

“Tess, the offer still stands – I can try to find out if any of our people work there.”

I shake my head and glance at Noah’s injured shoulder. “You have other things to worry about right now. And you gave me the impression that it wouldn’t be easy to come by that information.”

“It’s no problem.”

“That’s sweet of you, but you should take care of yourself and the situation at the hospital first. And be careful. I don’t want you looking even worse next time I see you.”

I smile and gently caress his cheek. His skin is soft, warm, and touching it makes me feel good. It’s moments like this that I realize how important Noah is to me.
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On the way back to school, there’s so much going through my mind. Noah, Ayden, the retirement home; my great aunt, whom I don’t want to think about anymore. I wish I could somehow gain some clarity and finally get a handle on my problems. But right now, it looks as if the chaos in my life is only increasing.

My head hurts, and I feel tired and totally drained. But I want to go to the cafeteria and get myself a snack before I crawl into bed.

I hear voices drifting out of the cafeteria, which is hardly surprising. Many students eat there in the evenings. They sit around talking cheerfully or venting their problems. I stop in the doorway and rub my eyes. They’re stinging and tired. Maybe I should go straight to my room after all.

The world around me begins to flicker. Bright spots appear. I suddenly feel hot and dizzy. I take a few deep breaths and look into the cafeteria again – a big mistake. Too many people, too much noise, too many of those dazzling spots of light – and I know exactly what’s causing them. I turn on my heel, hoping to get away from here before it happens.

I stagger along the corridor, fighting to stay upright and not lose my sense of direction. But it’s hard because my senses are fading more and more. Not now, I think. I try to keep my eyes closed in the hope of bypassing my gift and not having to see the destiny threads. I don’t want to know how long they are, don’t want to know how long each person has to live. My head feels like it’s about to explode. I stumble around the next corner in a panic and collide with someone – with such force that I fall backward and land on the floor. The other person doesn’t fare any better. They fall too.

Seconds pass, which seem like minutes. I try to calm my breathing and my heart. I can’t lose control. I cautiously open my eyes a crack, afraid of what I’ll see.

To my surprise, I see two kind brown eyes. But despite their hue, they don’t look dark at all. No, they’re glowing brightly. Harsh points of light flare at me, which can only be because of my gift. It’s still trying to make the destiny threads visible to me. I recognize those eyes, although they contain none of their usual roguishness. Instead, they look at me with concern – caring and compassionate.

“We keep running into each other. Seems to be our destiny,” says Alessandro with a friendly smile, extending his hand to help me up.

I stare at him. The points of light are still flashing across my field of vision. I rub my eyes again. This has to stop!

“You okay?” he asks, gently putting his arm around my shoulders and trying to catch my eye.

I look at him, and for a moment I hold my breath. Damn it, I failed to stop it again, I think when I see the relatively short glowing golden thread extending out of his chest and waving in the air. I stare at it and feel a cold shiver on the back of my neck. He seems to have a much shorter lifespan than I’ve seen in other people our age. But how short, I can’t say.

I’m still horrified at the sight of his destiny thread. I keep having my nose rubbed in the fact that there’s something wrong with me, that I’m different. I’m receiving knowledge that he doesn’t even have about himself.

“You can see my thread, am I right?” Alessandro probes in a gentle voice, regarding me with a warm smile.

I look at him incredulously and can’t believe my ears. “How… how do you know?” I stammer.

His grin is amused but not condescending. “Well, you’ve probably learned my last name by now. And you’re no stranger to the Council with your gift. I don’t take much interest in politics or the work of the Council – to my family’s dismay – but I overhear things. And your name comes up now and then.”

A shiver runs up my spine, and I keep staring at him, lost for words.

Now he laughs raucously and shakes his head. “Don’t look at me like that! You look as if I we’re discussing your death sentence. It’s really not that bad. They’re just considering how your gift could be useful in the future. But first, they want to give you time to familiarize yourself with our world. And from what I’ve heard, you’ve already seen a lot.”

He cocks his head and looks at me expectantly, and I still can’t see any deception or suspicion in his eyes.

“I guess it’s not easy having that gift. It must be pretty weird suddenly seeing these threads appear out of nowhere and knowing how long a person has to live. Don’t worry, I’m not going to ask you if I have a long life ahead of me.”

“And I wouldn’t tell you,” I say slowly, my shock gradually fading. “I figure it doesn’t do a person any favors, I mean, we all have to die sometime. And it’s better not knowing when that day will come.”

“I totally agree with you. What kind of life would it be if we were deprived of the biggest surprise of all?”

That’s not exactly how I would have expressed it, but I know what he means.

“And?” I press him. “What’s the Council saying about me? Have they decided what to do with me?”

Alessandro runs his hand through his hair and looks at me with his shining brown eyes. A memory flashes through my mind. I recall Kate’s words. Could it be…?

Radiant as the sun. Shimmering gold. The path was determined long ago, a meeting inevitable. Swift and surprising, eyes warm and bright. In the background, the threads are long since spun.

Those were her words. And suddenly, a picture emerges. I was wrong. It wasn’t about the retirement home – not Rosie or any other resident there. It was about my collision with Alessandro. The first part is about me seeing the destiny threads again. Then the inevitable meeting: literally running into Alessandro. His dark brown eyes, which are at the same time bright and warm thanks to the points of light I was seeing at that moment. Hmm, and the last sentence is pretty clear now too: I’m being discussed behind my back. The Council is considering what to do with me.

“You make it sound like you’re some kind of criminal who needs to be put in her place,” says Alessandro, wrenching me out of my reverie. “It’s not like that. I don’t have a lot of time for the Council with all its rules and the duties it tries lay on you, but they mean you no harm. They’re just thinking about the best way to support you. And how your gift can be put to good use, obviously.” He comes a step closer and puts a reassuring hand on my arm. “But don’t worry, you’re incredibly important to them. They won’t try and force you to do anything you don’t want to do.”

“The way they didn’t force you to do something you don’t want to do?” I ask. “You didn’t join the hunters voluntarily.”

“You always speak your mind, don’t you?” he says with a laugh. “But yeah, you’re right. I’d never choose to join the hunters. It’s supposed to be a punishment for me or an attempt to turn me into a more sensible member of the family. But you can’t just dye a black sheep’s fleece snow-white.”

I burst out laughing when I hear this analogy. “I guess not. So you’ll keep getting up to your old tricks while you’re here.”

“You got it. So you see, it’s really not that bad.”

“Oh, I’m sure you know how to have a good time. You seem to have a reputation for doing things for your own amusement.”

His eyes narrow slightly. He scrutinizes me, then says, “You’re full of surprises. Not what I was expecting at all. You’re interesting, clever, and you don’t give up easily. I like that.”

“Are you trying to change the subject?”

“Not at all. So you heard about why I was sent here? Hmm, what can I say? Everyone has their weaknesses. And one of mine is arranging these little fights between key spirits. Sure, things got out of hand a few times, and that sucks. But I learn from my mistakes, trust me.”

“If only your family could hear that.”

“Then they’d sentence me to ten years with the hunters. But let’s allow them to hope that I’ll lose interest in the spirits. I mean, I swore to myself too that I’d never allow an accident like that to happen again. That’s gotta be worth something, right?”

“It’s a start.”

I still don’t know exactly how those fights were organized. But Alessandro doesn’t seem like a bad guy. He seems to put too much emphasis on having a good time and too little on the consequences, but maybe he really has learned from his mistakes.

“Anyway, don’t worry about your gift and the Council. I can say for my family at least that, all things considered, they’re not so bad.”

He smiles and raises his hand in farewell. That’s when I notice that his destiny thread has disappeared.

Weird guy, I think as I watch him go. At the same time I can’t help wondering about the significance of this encounter. There must be a reason Kate predicted it.
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Our math teacher Mr. Klein is pacing up and down the room as the class broods over an integral calculus problem. I’m glad I only signed up for the basic math course because even this is making my brain cells overheat.

“I still can’t believe it,” Kate mutters to me. “You really think my premonition was about you running into Alessandro?”

I nod slowly. “It fits.”

She rubs her tired face. “I don’t get it. I can’t even remember saying the words. How can that be? Why am I suddenly making these obscure predictions?”

I get that this development is scary for her. Especially as she seems to have no control over it.

“Maybe you can learn to control your ability. And hopefully I can too. Right now, I feel totally at the mercy of my gift.”

“I know what you mean,” Kate sighs. “Let’s talk about something else. We need to decide what to do about Two Trees. There must be something about that place.”

“Maybe we should go back to Frida’s secret room. We might find some clue there.”

Kate nods. “Let’s go after classes today.”

Afternoon training was pretty tiring, and some of Yoru’s attacks didn’t go as planned. But that was mostly because my mind was elsewhere. I’m so preoccupied right now, and I wish I could solve at least some of my problems.

“Want to come to my room?” I ask Kate in the locker room.

“Sure. I’ll go get changed and then meet you there.”

I say goodbye and head to my room. When I turn into my corridor, I see someone standing outside Ayden’s room, knocking on his door.

“Ayden? Open up,” Vicky demands, banging on the door again, this time much harder. “Ayden, are you there?” She waits a moment and seems to be listening for noises in his room, but apparently, she hears nothing. “Ayden, please!” She sounds desperate.

I keep walking and try not to pay any attention to the scene, but I wonder what’s happened between Ayden and Vicky to make him avoid her.

She turns to me and flashes me her usual angry look. “He’s giving me the cold shoulder now. I hope you’re happy.”

I briefly consider just opening my door and leaving her standing there, but in the end, I can’t keep my mouth shut.

“I don’t know why you think it has anything to do with me. In case you forgot, I tried to bury the hatchet with you. I told you I have nothing against your friendship with him. I know how much he means to you. And you to him. Whatever’s going on between you two, it has nothing to do with me.”

Vicky looks at me with an icy glare as sharp as a blade. But to my surprise, her voice doesn’t sound cold and condescending like it usually does. More sad and disappointed.

“Since he broke up with you, he’s been really withdrawn. He does his duties, and he’s always punctual and available when it comes to hunter stuff. But he’s changed. I never imagined that we could become so distant.”

I can hear how much this bothers her and that she doesn’t know the reason. She can’t understand how it’s come to this. But she’s talking to the wrong person because I have no answers for her.

And then I hear myself say, “He cares about you. He’s probably just got a lot on his mind right now, but I’m sure he’ll come around. He’d never ditch you. You’re way too important to him. He just needs time.”

I don’t really know what makes me say all this, but I know exactly how she’s feeling right now.

Vicky stares at me. I’m not entirely sure how to interpret her expression. Is that gratitude? Doubt? Anyway, she nods slowly, turns around, and disappears down the corridor without another word.

When I let Kate in, she looks a little tense, her eyes dart restlessly, and she fidgets with the hem of her sweater. “I hope we make some progress this time.”

“Let’s just try it,” I reply, taking the paintings out from under my bed.

As soon as I’ve lined them up, the footprints begin to move. I grab Kate’s hand and prepare to be pulled into the painting. Kate cries out as we fall, and then we’re in my great aunt’s room. It takes Kate a moment to get over the shock. Then she slowly approaches the display wall, and her eyes wander over it.

“I still find this all so impressive.”

“Yeah, and kind of crazy,” I remark. “I’ve looked at it so many times now, and I still can’t really make sense of it.” I point to a memo with the words ‘goddesses of destiny’ written on it. “Judging by the photos and notes, it looks as if Frida continued searching for goddesses in secret during her time as school secretary. I wonder if she ever found any.” I shrug.

Kate inspects everything closely, reading through the articles. “A lot of time went into this. It must have been really important to her.”

I nod and survey Frida’s efforts. I’ve looked at most of it multiple times and still have no answers. I stop on the article about Two Trees. I read it line by line, word by word, but I don’t understand why this place was significant to her. What was Charles trying to tell me? I inspect the photo inset again, and my heart skips a beat. A hallway with vases standing on chests of drawers and a painting of a beach on the wall. I slowly reach out and touch the newspaper clipping.

“What is it?” asks Kate. “Have you found something?”

“I… I’m not sure,” I mutter absently. But there’s no doubt. The corridor in the photo is the one Rosie took me to. I recognize the vases with their elegant lines and curled handles. But the painting is what really grabs my attention: a beach, which I know is strewn with seaweed, driftwood, and flotsam, with a bright blue sky above it. The photo in the newspaper clipping is black-and-white and very small. If I hadn’t been in that very hallway myself, I probably wouldn’t recognize it. But having seen it firsthand, I have no doubt.

“The photo with this article – it’s the corridor Rosie took me to,” I explain to Kate.

She raises her eyebrows “Weird, and too much of a coincidence, don’t you think?”

I agree. Something doesn’t add up. I have the feeling I’m only missing a tiny piece of the puzzle and that I just need to take a closer look. I let my eyes wander over the wall in the hope of finding the answer there. There must be a connection, I’m sure of it.

And suddenly I stop, not daring to breathe. My fingers tremble slightly as they reach out toward the flyer. An art exhibition entitled ‘Beach Combing.’ I know who painted the picture. Patricia Morgan. Charles’ girlfriend who was killed by Frida. The flyer has photographs of vases and sculptures and a couple of paintings by Patricia. One of them is the beach scene I saw in the retirement home.

“How did that painting wind up in Two Trees?” I stammer.

Kate looks at it too. “Maybe Charles donated it to the home?”

I find that hard to imagine – the timeline doesn’t fit.

“I’ll ask Rosie. She knows something, I’m sure of it. It can’t be a coincidence that she took me to that corridor.”

Kate nods. “Okay. I figured we would go back there, so I came up with a plan.” She winks at me conspiratorially. “I’ll buy you time so you can talk to Rosie.”

I shoot Kate a grateful look and then return my attention to the display wall one last time. I feel as if I’m finally about to unravel the mystery.
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This time we ride in Kate’s father’s car. He’s sacrificed one of his few days off for us. In a few minutes, we’ll be at the retirement home, and I’m so glad we didn’t have to take the bus – an impossible undertaking when I think of all the boxes in the trunk. They’re packed full of books, painting supplies, games, needlework supplies, plus some wood, chisels, and clay. Kate collected it all, and her mother was a big help, asking for donations from her network. It’s all for the retirement home residents, who are always happy with a little diversion and variation in their activities.

“It was a really nice idea, honey,” says Kate’s father, looking at her in the rear-view mirror. “It’s nice to be able to do something for other people. Maybe your mother’s charitable streak has rubbed off on you after all.”

Kate rolls her eyes. It’s not as if her mother does this work purely out of a desire to help people. Her main motivation is using the events and her network to showcase herself and garner recognition.

“The people there are really lovely, and I just wanted to brighten their day a little,” says Kate.

The management has been informed of our visit and donation. They’re well positioned financially, but they still appreciated the kind gesture and were happy to accept.

Kate’s dad helps carry the boxes to the reception and then says goodbye.

“I’ll come back for you around four,” he says, giving us a wave and a cheerful smile.

One of the caregivers comes to help us carry everything into the recreation room. The residents immediately gather around curiously to look in the boxes. One or two quickly retreat with a book. Two women decide to try out the new paints, and a small group takes a selection of games to one of the tables. Kate and I join this group and play a round with them. I keep glancing at the door and wondering if the moment has come for me to slip away.

When we finish the game, I stand up and pretend to watch two of the residents painting. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch the caregivers, who are totally absorbed in caring for the residents. I leave the room at a moment when I’m sure nobody’s watching, hoping I can find the corridor Rosie led me to last time. My sense of direction isn’t the best, but I find my way in the end. Fortunately, the corridor is empty, and I can take a look around undisturbed. I go straight to the painting of the sea, sky, beach, and washed-up items. Yes, it’s the same painting I saw on the flyer. At the bottom, it’s signed Patricia Morgan in flowing brushstrokes.

“So it really is hers,” I mutter to myself.

“I thought you’d be back.”

Startled, I spin around. “Rosie,” I say in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

She tilts her head and looks at me as if she can’t believe I’m seriously asking her that. “I heard that you and your friend were back. So I thought to myself, I should come here.”

I nod slowly and point at the painting behind me. “This painting is by a woman named Patricia Morgan. Does that name mean anything to you?”

She looks at me again as if I’m a total imbecile. Without replying, she simply turns around and walks off down the corridor. I follow her after a moment’s hesitation. Rosie keeps walking and then stops in front of a door and turns to face me.

“I don’t understand why everyone always wants to see her. That man was very interested in her too. But I guess that’s how it is when you’ve created something so impressive.”

I frown and mutter, “I don’t understand.”

But Rosie’s already opening the door, and for a moment, I’m paralyzed.

In the room, I see a hospital bed and several medical devices beeping quietly. But my eyes are drawn to the person in the bed. She’s a little older, much paler – almost sallow. But I recognize her at once.

“Patricia,” I murmur, staring at the woman. “But how… how is this possible? She died.”

Rosie clicks her tongue and shakes her head. “No, she’s not quite dead. Just in a coma. The other guy was just as surprised as you.” She shifts her weight from one foot to the other then turns around and says, “I’ll leave you two alone. That’s what he wanted too. I’m sure you have things to talk about.”

This confuses me too, and I watch Rosie leave and close the door behind her. As soon as I’m alone with Patricia, I get a weird feeling. It’s strange being in here with her. With someone I assumed was dead. With someone Frida supposedly killed.

“So Frida didn’t do it,” I mutter quietly to myself. “Or at least she didn’t see it through. Whether intentionally or not, I guess I’ll never know.”

Did Charles bring her to this home? Rosie keeps talking about a man who came here recently. But then why would he look surprised when he visited Patricia? No, it doesn’t add up.

I slowly approach the bed. Standing beside it, I look at Patricia for a long time and listen to the beeping machines she’s hooked up to.

“What happened to you?”

Once again, I’ve found a puzzle piece, but instead of bringing me closer to solving it, it just throws up more questions.

I slowly stretch out my hand and touch her arm. “I wish I knew what happened and what my great aunt did to you.”

Her skin feels warm and dry, like parchment. It’s strange to feel the warmth of this woman who until now was only a macabre story in the life of my great aunt.

I sigh and pull my hand back. And at that moment, her pale, waxy hand shoots out, grasps my arm, and holds me in its iron grip. I cry out in shock and try to jump back, but Patricia grasps me tightly, not giving an inch.

I stare at her hand and there’s only one thought in my mind: this can’t be happening. And it’s true because her arm is still lying on the bed, motionless and peaceful. But above it hovers another, transparent arm like that of a ghost – there’s no other way to express it.

“What… what?” I croak. This can’t be real! It just can’t be.

“So you found me,” says a rasping voice like something out of a horror movie. The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, and I wish I could command my eyes to stop staring at this thing in front of me. But they automatically swivel toward the voice and look Patricia right in the eyes. Her actual body is still lying there motionless, but a second, transparent version slowly sits up and looks at me. It’s like I’m watching her ghost leave her body.

“Oh my God,” I mutter in a panic, trying to pull my arm free.

“Ha, trying to leave already? Just when you’re so close to getting some answers?” Patricia looks at me with a chilly smile that gives me goosebumps all over. “You actually look a bit like Frida. Has anyone ever told you that? I figured one of her descendants would show up here eventually. This means you’ve found her display wall and know the truth.”

I gulp, unable to utter a word.

“You know I’m a goddess of destiny,” she continues.

“A… a goddess of destiny,” I say, horrified.

Her eyes narrow into slits. I have to force myself to keep looking at her.

“That’s right.”

“So Frida was right,” I gasp. “When she tried to warn Charles that he’d been taken in by a goddess.”

“She got it wrong so many times. But even a blind hen finds the corn eventually. Yes, despite everything, my life changed completely that day. I wound up here in a coma, and I can’t wake up.” She runs her transparent hand over her reclining body. “Nothing I can do, even with my power. Although it’s been a long time since we goddesses were as powerful as our predecessors once were. But I guess you know that.”

I nod slowly. “Every time one of you dies an unnatural death and is reborn, your power is diminished.”

She nods again. “But that doesn’t keep us from continuing our work. This here,” she waves her hand in the air, “doesn’t stop me.”

I just keep staring at her, totally confused, at the same time trying to overcome this paralyzing fear. I’m standing beside a goddess of destiny, and I have no idea how powerful she is or whether she could be a threat to me.

“Oh, don’t be afraid. I can’t do anything to you – at least, not physically,” she continues, as if she can read my thoughts. “As you can see, my body is out of action. But my spirit is free, and with that, I can continue my work.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask, alarmed. “Are you saying you can still determine people’s destinies?”

“That’s right. My spirit seeks out people nearby and I spin their destinies into the threads. I determine the path that lies ahead of them, which obstacles they’ll have to overcome, and the ways in which they’ll suffer.”

“You’re the descendant of Clotho,” I observe.

Patricia nods. “I am. But the original Clotho was far more powerful, just like the other goddesses. They could take care of millions of threads at once, determine their destinies, and didn’t even need to be close to the humans. Sadly, that’s no longer the case. The goddesses alive today can only work on one thread at a time, and we have to be near the person.”

One of Frida’s letters pops into my head. She wrote about seeing Patricia in an alleyway with a strange man. She was standing directly opposite him with her hands on his cheeks and about to kiss him.

“She was spinning his destiny into his thread,” I murmur.

“I don’t often see newborns, so I rarely get to determine destiny from the beginning of a life. I have to make up for it later as the opportunity arises. And trust me, I take my role very seriously. That’s the only reason I’m still here.”

“Why are you telling me all this? Why are you revealing yourself?”

Patricia’s gaze wanders over me, probing, and another shiver runs up my spine. I feel like turning around and leaving the room. But she’s still holding my arm. And I need answers.

“I can see your destiny. I can see what lies ahead and which tests you’ll have to face. I see you.”

I stare at her, momentarily speechless. “You know about my gift?”

She cocks her head and gives me a knowing smile. “It’s very interesting. You’re interesting.”

“Who chose this destiny for me?” I ask. I’m horrified at the thought of a goddess coming to me when I was a baby or a child.

“Nature takes care of that if there’s no goddess nearby to do it. But don’t worry, I could change it all with just one touch.”

She slowly pulls me toward her, and I’m about to struggle again when she lets go of me and laughs. “But don’t worry. I couldn’t have chosen better myself. You have interesting times ahead of you.”

My stomach ties itself in knots. If Patricia is satisfied with my destiny, that can only mean one thing: I’m going to experience harrowing things.

“So it makes you happy to see that I’ll suffer?” I hiss at her. “What kind of monster are you?”

She shrugs and says, “It’s a nice way to pass the time. And you’re particularly entertaining. I’ll give you a tip: find the library, quickly. That way you’ll find out the whole truth, and all of your questions will finally be answered.”

I frown. “Which questions do you mean? Do you mean what happened between you, Frida, and Charles? Or why I can see destiny threads? Why don’t you just tell me? You know the truth!”

She laughs quietly, and her thin ghost body shakes. “Where’s the fun in that? You’re the most fascinating thing to come my way in a long time. And anyway…” Her crystal-clear eyes sparkle at me. “…it’s your destiny.”

A cold shiver runs up my spine, and I take a step back. “Which library do you mean?”

“Which one do you think? The goddesses’ library of course. All the knowledge in the world is recorded there. It contains the answer to every question. I’m curious to see which ones you’ll find.”

I stare at Patricia incredulously. My thoughts are swirling, but one stands out: she can’t be serious!

“Tell me the truth and stop speaking in riddles. Where can I find this library and which book do I need to look for? I don’t want to spend years there trawling through old manuscripts. Tell me what happened between you, Frida, and Charles. Why are you still alive? And if you know about my gift, then you must know I’m a Tempes. Why aren’t you afraid of being discovered? They wouldn’t hesitate to come for you.”

She dismisses this with a wave of her hand. “What can they do to me? And anyway…” Her eyes wander toward the door. “…I’m not alone.”

I slowly turn around to see the handle turning and the door opening.
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Before I realize what’s happening, I’m grabbed, swept off my feet, and slammed hard against the wall. With my left hand, I grasp the muscular forearm and try to dig my nails into its flesh, and with my right I try to prize off the fingers relentlessly squeezing my neck. I gasp for breath, my feet thrashing helplessly in the air.

It’s Andrew, the caregiver who kept such a close eye on Rosie, and whom I met in the hallway here last time. He’s come to Patricia’s aid, and now I’m sure I know who the bird belongs to that Rosie kept mentioning.

“You’re… you’re a… Noctu,” I gasp, and the pressure on my neck increases.

“No kidding. You really think we’d leave a goddess of destiny unguarded? We found her. She belongs to us. We can’t take her away from this place, but we can make sure you Tempes don’t get your hands on her.”

I can’t breathe, and everything starts spinning. My heart thumps against my chest as if it’s trying to burst my ribs open. And I know what that means: these are its last panicked beats, a final desperate attempt to keep me alive.

“I figured the last guy would have learned his lesson after our fight. Instead he sends a girl. As if we’d assume you were no threat. But nothing gets past me.” His voice sounds far away, growing fainter and fainter. And I know why.

My mouth opens; I gasp convulsively for air, but I can’t draw a single breath. My eyes wander one last time to Patricia; her ghostly form is no longer hovering above her. She’s just lying there like a corpse, and I realize I’ll soon look like that myself.

But just at that moment, I detect movement to my right.

Andrew shouts. “So, he finally shows up!”

The Noctu has to let go of me to deal with the little fox who has just pounced on him, biting him and launching one attack after another. Andrew’s bird is trying to get its claws into Yoru, but he’s fast.

I slump to the floor, coughing and spluttering. I desperately suck in air as though it might disappear again at any moment. Andrew’s still distracted. He’s sending his key spirit a command to finish off Yoru. So I summon all of my strength, lurch past Andrew, pull the door open, and call to Yoru, who’s just clamped his jaws around Andrew’s shin, “Come on!”

I know I’m too weak to send Yoru enough odeon for us to survive this fight. Sometimes running away is the best strategy. So I run down the corridor as fast as my trembling legs will carry me. The adrenalin helps. I need to get back to the recreation room, anywhere where there are people. Andrew can’t attack me there. I hurtle around a corner, glancing back to check that Yoru’s still behind me. But he’s not alone. Andrew is in hot pursuit. My heart feels as if it’s about to burst out of my chest, hammering hard against my ribs as I continue to run.

I turn another corner and dash downstairs, sensing a hex whizzing over my head. I duck, but I don’t dare turn around. Yoru is with me now, running as fast as he can.

I hear noises ahead of me and hope that I’ll make it. Yoru also senses that we’ll soon have company, which means he has to hide. He’s torn because I’m in danger, but he has no choice, and Andrew’s spirit will have to hide too.

I reach the corridor to the recreation room, and I’m relieved to see a couple of the residents. They look alarmed when they see me sprinting toward them – and even more so when they see Andrew chasing me.

I finally get to the door, fling it open, and burst into the room. All eyes turn to look at me, and I try not to look too distraught. I walk quickly away from the door toward Kate. She can tell that something horrible must have happened.

I bend down and say quietly to her, “We need to get out of here.”

She nods, and we both glance at the door as Andrew appears.
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Kate and I enter the school building in silence. We’re each absorbed in our own thoughts. I was so relieved when we finally got out of the retirement home. For a while, I wasn’t sure if we’d make it – if we could get past Andrew. I couldn’t explain to Kate right away what had happened. But she understood that we were in danger. Andrew didn’t take his eyes off us for a moment, but at some point, he was called away by one of the other nurses and had to leave the room. We seized the opportunity. As soon as we were out of the home, Kate and I ran. I kept feeling like Andrew was pursuing us, but I couldn’t see him anywhere. And anyway, he got what he wanted. He drove me away, and I’m not about to show up there anytime soon.

The Noctu don’t seem worried about me passing on the information to the Tempes. I guess they’re pretty confident that they can continue to safeguard the goddess. There’s a reason they left her there even after Charles showed up. I’m pretty convinced that the male visitor Andrew mentioned must have been Charles. Did he report the goddess to the Tempes? Are they maybe planning an attack on the retirement home? I can’t be sure, and I have no idea what to do. Kate is similarly clueless. Should I go to the school principal and tell him that there’s a goddess at Two Trees? Did Charles already tell him? And what was Frida’s role in all of this? Should I try to find out more about the part she played?

Images of Chloe flash through my mind. I still remember clearly how the Tempes kept her locked away, and what happened to her in the end. Can I live with being responsible for another death? Even if it’s a goddess of destiny? And Patricia’s in a coma. Sure, her spirit still seems to be awake, and apparently, she can continue her work. But she’s basically defenseless. Yet she didn’t seem to be afraid of me exposing her. Is that because she knows I’ll never bring myself to do it? Or is she just that confident in the Noctu’s ability to protect her?

It doesn’t matter. Whichever way I look at it, it’s best if I keep this knowledge to myself and try to find out more. Should I try to locate the library? Is it my destiny to find it? And if so, do I want to go down that road? And more importantly: what will I find there? My head is buzzing with all these questions. It’s too much; I just want some peace and quiet.

I say goodbye to Kate and head to my room. I wish I could talk to somebody who knows more about the goddesses, the Tempes, the Noctu…

Ayden springs to mind. Could I go to him? It’s been a while since we last spoke, and part of me is afraid of seeing him again. But I can’t deny that part of me craves it.

I don’t want to have any more secrets from him. That was what wrecked everything between us in the first place. But what will he do if I tell him about the goddess? Will he go to his father? Will they head straight out to bring Patricia in? They’d have to fight the Noctu and risk their lives. I gulp, and my hands clench into fists. I don’t want anything to happen to him.

But my feet start carrying me in the direction of his room. I want to be open and honest with him, even if it’s too little too late – way too late. But I still want him to know. And I need somebody to talk to. I need him.

I walk decisively along the corridor, pause outside his door, and take a deep, tremulous breath. Then I knock and wait. Nothing happens. I try again, but I don’t hear any sounds coming from his room.

I feel a surge of disappointment. I wanted to see him, hear his voice – even if only for a minute. Maybe he could have helped me. I turn to go back to my room, but I pause and consider waiting for him in the corridor. Then I hear a voice approaching.

“I hope Grandpa agrees. You know how persuasive I can be. I finally convinced my parents to let me move to San Francisco. But Grandpa sees things differently. He says he has no time and couldn’t take care of me, and thinks I should stay with my family. But my parents are hardly ever home, and I’m not a child. I can take care of myself. Anyway, I figure I can soften him up.”

Another voice laughs, and this laugh is so familiar that it cuts me to the quick. Ayden.

“I believe you. Once you set your mind on something, nobody can talk you out of it.”

“Oh yeah, I’m tenacious. And I love San Francisco. It would be a dream come true to live here. I could see Grandpa more often, and who knows – maybe I could even switch schools and come here. That wouldn’t be a bad thing – we could see more of each other.”

Now they’re close enough for me to recognize their faces. It’s Claire, old man Cunningham’s granddaughter, and I feel a stabbing pain when I see her. She’s walking unusually close to Ayden, smiling broadly at him. She turns to gaze into his eyes, which look radiant. Her long ash-blonde hair is woven into an elaborate braid, and her tight jeans and slinky top look amazing on her.

But it’s not their closeness that hurts. It’s Ayden’s expression. He looks relaxed, cheerful, carefree, and he’s looking at her in that warm, open way that’s so familiar to me. I haven’t seen him like that in ages, and it hurts to see that another girl can trigger those feelings in him.

“Yeah, great. We’ll have lots of fun,” he says.

“Well, I’m sure tonight won’t be boring,” she says in a provocative voice.

Ayden laughs again and shakes his head wryly.

I swallow hard, and wish I could somehow make myself invisible. I quickly try to fish my key out of my pocket and unlock the door before they notice me. But it’s too late.

“Tess?” I hear Ayden say in a surprised voice. I slowly turn to face him. He notices my dismayed expression. “You okay?”

I glance at Claire, who’s standing way too close to him, and nod. “Yeah.” Should I ask to speak to him in private and tell him about the goddess?

I reluctantly look up. His eyes – normally so intense and captivating – are restless. To my chagrin, they keep wandering away from me to Claire. She looks up at him and smiles. I recognize that look on her face. She likes him. She doesn’t just like him, she wants more from him. That’s understandable.

“This is Claire, you remember?” Ayden asks. “Albert Cunningham’s granddaughter. We’re family friends, and we’ve known each other a long time. She’s in town for a few days to visit her Grandpa.”

“And to have some fun. And maybe I’ll even try to put a couple of plans into action while I’m here. I have a good feeling that I’m going to make some progress this time,” she adds with a wink.

Her gaze wanders back to Ayden, and they gaze into each other’s eyes. He looks so happy. And at this moment, something becomes clear to me: I don’t want to come between them. Ayden deserves to be happy, even if that means I have to let go of him. If he likes Claire and wants to be with her, then I need to stand aside and let him go. I can’t keep going to him every time I have a problem, because then neither of us will be free. I can’t tell him about the goddess. That would only confuse things between us and create new problems. I swallow hard as I feel the tears threatening to well up – because I’m not over him. But I should be happy for him.

“Yeah, I remember. Nice to see you again,” I manage to say, surprised at how steady my voice sounds.

I glance briefly at Ayden again. I have a feeling he wants to say something else, but I can’t do this. I unlock my door and go into my room. As I slowly close the door behind me, I see Claire putting her hand on Ayden’s arm and both of them looking at each other in that special way. Then they disappear into his room, and I know I’m going to have a horrible evening.

I sit at my desk and try to finish some schoolwork. But I keep catching myself staring into space, my thoughts drifting to other things. Was I secretly still hoping I had a chance with Ayden? Did I maybe believe he just needed time and might find his way back to me? Well, those hopes are now dashed. Ayden is going his own way; he’s not waiting to see if things between us can be salvaged. Because he doesn’t think they can. And he told me so. But my stupid heart had different ideas. I feel lost and alone. If only I didn’t have to keep thinking about him in his room with that girl.

I stand up with a sigh, flop onto my bed, and try to read, but I can’t focus. When I hear my phone beep with an incoming message, I’m incredibly grateful for the distraction.

An SMS from Noah. It couldn’t have come at a better time.

“Tess, are you hurt? Are you okay? I just heard that Andrew attacked and drove a Tempes out of the retirement home. He described the person in detail, and I figured it must be you. I hope you’re okay. Please let me know.”

I start typing a reply immediately. “I wasn’t hurt. Yoru showed up just in time.” I touch my neck where the bruises are still clearly visible, but I don’t want Noah to worry. “It was a real shock though. To find out that Patricia was there. And what she really is. Why didn’t you tell me?”

My fingers fly over the keys. I consider giving him a taste of how disappointed and angry I am. But in the end, I just hit send. I basically know what he’s going to say. He wasn’t allowed to tell me. But that doesn’t change the fact that he lied to me and kept important things from me. What else is he not telling me? I thought we were friends. But maybe our worlds are just too different.

“I don’t know who Patricia is. Is she a patient? And what does she have to do with Andrew?”

I frown and read his reply several times. Could he really have no idea that there’s a goddess of destiny at Two Trees?

“Tess? What’s going on?” Noah asks in his next message.

And when I still don’t know how to reply, he writes, “Meet me at the hospital. I need to see you. We obviously have some things to clear up.”

I briefly weigh up whether it’s a good idea to go meet him. But I guess the alternative is being stuck in here with those images playing through my mind.

“Okay, I’ll be there in an hour.”

I get ready, put on a jacket, and turn to Yoru, who was rolled up in a ball beside my bed but is now looking at me attentively.

“We have to go out again, little guy. Noah’s waiting for us.” He gets up and follows me out.

In the bus, I gaze out at the city lights rushing by. People are walking the streets and cars pass me by. None of them has any idea about what’s happening all around them, that their destinies have all been predetermined by a goddess, and that their futures are filled with suffering.

I walk the last stretch to the hospital. Noah’s standing near a bench under a tree, almost invisible behind the low-hanging branches. He starts walking toward me, scrutinizing me as if to make sure I’m really unharmed. When he sees the marks on my throat, my hands automatically go to cover them, but Noah is faster. He runs his thumb gently along the dark bruise and pulls a face. I catch my breath and don’t know how to feel. On one hand, I’m infinitely happy for this human contact, which elicits a sweet shiver in me. But I don’t want him to see how narrowly I escaped.

“I’m so sorry this happened,” he says.

His dark eyes seek out mine. They’re warm and compassionate. In the moonlight, they look like liquid honey, a fascinating play of different hues that I could stare at for hours.

Noah pulls back his hand. “Andrew, the Noctu who attacked you, came to our house to report what happened at Two Trees. My parents are home a lot lately because of Travis’ trial. Anyway, I happened to overhear the conversation. It didn’t take me long to realize he was probably talking about you. Although I really hoped I was wrong.”

I avoid his eye, unsure what to say. There’s still so much on my mind.

“Tess, what happened? Why did you reveal yourself as a Tempes? You know a Noctu can’t just ignore that.”

I stare at him and shake my head, wondering if he really knows nothing or if he’s just playing dumb.

“You really don’t know? They never told you about Patricia? Your parents are Assembly members. They must know. Surely that’s why Andrew went to them.”

He frowns, runs his hand through his hair, and pulls a clueless face. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” He looks at me – open, honest, upright.

I slowly open my mouth, knowing I’m about to shake the foundations of his world. “Patricia’s a goddess of destiny,” I explain.

Noah stares at me in disbelief. He can’t believe what he’s hearing, but he seems to trust me and believe that I’m not lying to him – as unlikely as it must sound.

“She was Charles’ girlfriend a few years back. He’s the Tempes who leaked information to Travis. My great aunt and Charles were friends, and she fell in love with him. But he had feelings for Patricia. Frida didn’t trust her and kept snooping around. At first, she assumed Patricia was cheating on Charles, then she thought she was a Noctu. And in the end, she was convinced she was a goddess. Charles didn’t believe a word of it. There was a fight…”

Noah nods. “Yeah, I remember. That’s why we went to the Odyss to find out if your aunt was a Noctu.”

“I thought Patricia was dead,” I continue. “My great aunt was put on probation after the incident, and she lost her status as a hunter. But Patricia’s alive. In that retirement home. She’s in a coma though. And she’s guarded by the Noctu.”

Noah stares at me and looks as confounded as I am. And he doesn’t know the full story yet.

“How do you know she’s a goddess?”

“She… spoke to me.”

Noah’s right eyebrow arches and he gives me a doubtful look. “I thought you said she was in a coma.”

“It was… weird,” I mutter.

Then I tell him everything. About Patricia’s ghostly apparition hovering above her body, what she said about the library and my destiny. About Andrew’s attack and what he revealed to me.

At first, Noah just stands there looking stunned, speechless, as if he’s been hit over the head. But then he steps up and takes me tenderly in his arms.

“She was probably just trying to scare you. I’m sure your destiny won’t be that harsh, and if it is, I’m here for you. And as for Andrew, his post is in the retirement home. He won’t leave it to come after you. Especially since you’re safe in the school. We can’t find you there.”

I know that, but what about when I’m away from the school? When I visit Mom? It’s all so complicated.

Noah seems to guess what I’m thinking and runs a soothing hand over my hair.

“From what I gathered, Andrew was afraid of the Tempes attacking the retirement home. And now I understand why– because he’s protecting a goddess. I figured he was worried that the Tempes could eliminate a couple of Noctu. But I was wrong.” His eyes narrow slightly. “What do you plan to do? Are you going to tell the Tempes about the goddess?”

I bite my lip and think about how to answer him. What do I want to do? I slowly shake my head.

“I don’t want to be responsible for another fight between the Tempes and the Noctu. And that’s what would happen. Both sides would do everything in their power to get their hands on the goddess. That can only end in a bloodbath. And I don’t want to be the one to set that in motion.”

I picture Chloe again, in the room where Ty and I found her. I hear her words and see her eyes, the swift movement and then all that blood. I can’t be responsible for the death of another goddess, as evil as she may be.

“Okay,” Noah says quietly. “I mean, I think you’re right about that. But I could understand if you wanted to tell your people.”

I only need to glance at his face to know who he means. I shake my head slowly. “I haven’t told Ayden. And I don’t plan to.”

Noah raises his eyebrow again. “You didn’t even tell him about the attack? Tess, you’ve just been through a really scary experience. You shouldn’t have to deal with that alone.”

“I told you,” I reply, looking up at him. “So I’m not alone.”

Noah swallows and nods.

“It’s… over between me and Ayden. He made that pretty clear. And if I keep running to him with all of my problems, neither of us will ever move on. In the long run, it would only cause more pain.”

“Tess,” Noah says softly.

I shake my head and try to push Ayden’s face out of my mind. This has to stop. I quickly change the subject. “I can’t help wondering whether Patricia was telling the truth. Is it really my destiny? Will I find the answer to my questions in the goddesses’ library?” I sigh loudly. “I don’t think I’ll find any peace until I can answer that.”

“You want to search for the library?” Noah asks in astonishment.

I nod. “What do I have to lose?”

Noah doesn’t look convinced.

“Yeah, I know, it could be a trap. She obviously wants me to do just that. Maybe something bad will happen when I find the library. But…” I rub my forehead thoughtfully. How can I describe this feeling? “I don’t think that’s how it will go down. It feels like she’s telling the truth. This library is significant, and I’ll find something decisive there. Something that can answer my questions.” I study his face. “Does that sound stupid?”

He thinks about it for a moment, then shakes his head and pushes a strand of hair out of my face. “Not at all. And I’m happy to help you if you’d like.”

I smile tentatively. “I could probably use your help.”

He nods. “There used to be a library in the goddesses’ temple years ago. But when the Tempes turned against the goddesses and the conflict between them and the Noctu began, the library was completely destroyed. I think only a few of the books were saved. I assume they’re kept in the small hall. I can take a look there and in the place where the library used to be.” He shrugs. “Not sure I’ll find anything.”

I’d like to take him up on his offer, and it’s probably the most sensible course of action. But part of me can’t. Some voice inside me is practically screaming at me that I need to be there. I need to see it with my own eyes. No matter how dangerous it is to venture back into the world of the Noctu.

“I need to come with you,” I say. “I know it’s dangerous, and I also realize it’s asking a lot of you.”

I vividly remember my recent visit to the Odyss when I insisted on accompanying Noah to the shrine to see with my own eyes which name would appear on Frida’s ring. One of the fallen could show up again, like they did then. I gulp. Am I doing the right thing? What if I’m just getting Noah into more trouble? He’s the last person I want to burden. And I swore to myself that I’d never put anyone in danger again. But I can’t do it without him.

“I get it,” he replies. “Come with me if you want. I’ll make sure nothing happens to you.”

There it is again. Why do I always have to let other people take care of me? Will I ever be able to stand on my own two feet? I’ll have to leave Yoru behind when I visit the Odyss, again. So I’ll be dependent on Noah, again. Is that what I want? But I feel it in every fiber of my being – I need to be there in person. My head is spinning. I can’t think straight.

Noah puts his finger under my chin and forces me to look at him, into his dark eyes, which are so trusting, and I feel I know like the back of my hand. His gaze is warm and tender, full of confidence, like a promise. And suddenly, it’s all too much. I shake my head, as if I could somehow shake out all the confused thoughts and feelings. I feel the tears coming, and although I try to fight them back, they well up and stream down my cheeks. Noah pulls me toward him. I smell him and feel the warmth of his skin. I let him put his arms around me and give me comfort and support. My head rests against his firm chest, and a feeling of security envelops me. And I can’t hold back. I cry like I haven’t cried in a long time. Everything bursts out of me: my disappointment about Frida, the horrible way Charles used my mother, Mr. Brian’s hostility, my feeling of helplessness in relation to Patricia, my worry about whether my next steps will be the right ones. And my pain at losing Ayden. He’s gone forever, I know that now, and it almost tears me apart. But I have to let go.

Noah just stands there and holds me. And that’s exactly what I need right now: a friend, who’s just there. Someone to catch me as I’m about to fall. Someone who’s incredibly important to me and whom I never want to lose. Someone I want to open up to.

I wipe the tears from my cheeks; the sobbing slowly fades, and I gradually calm down. Weirdly, I don’t feel uncomfortable at all about breaking down in front of Noah. It felt good, and I’m so grateful to him.

“How do you feel?” he asks.

I nod slowly. “Better.”

“Should we take this opportunity and go now?”

I’m surprised. I didn’t expect him to want to go right away. But I’m eager to get closer to solving this thing. So I nod.

I slowly let go of Noah, which I admit is surprisingly difficult for me. Part of me wants to enjoy this closeness a while longer.

“You’re not serious, right?” a voice hisses at us.

I know exactly whose it is. I slowly turn around and groan quietly. Just what I need right now.
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There’s no way you can take her back to the Odyss again. Are you insane?! Have you forgotten that she’s our enemy?” Frances stomps angrily toward us. Will she ever stop sneaking around after Noah?

He rolls his eyes and turns to face her with a scowl. “Frances, I get that you’re worried about me. But it’s none of your business.”

“You are my business,” she snaps. “You’re my friend. I even lived in your house while my parents were away. Wasn’t Travis’ trial enough of a wake-up call? Do you still not get what happens to people who fraternize with the enemy?!”

“That’s bullshit, and you know it. He’s an ovlem, a junkie who’s lost his mind and thrown all caution to the wind. That won’t happen to me.”

“Yeah, right, because you’re invincible.” Her eyes flash coldly, and her voice is sharp.

I’m surprised at her raw tone, the aggression in her voice. But maybe she’s just tired of having to talk Noah out of what she sees as errors of judgment. Unfortunately, she doesn’t seem to understand that it’s not her job.

“Noah, she has no business being in the Odyss. When will you accept that?”

“Whether you like it or not, Teresa and I are friends. We help each other. For example, if it weren’t for her, I wouldn’t know that the Noctu are hiding a goddess of destiny in a retirement home.”

Frances’ eyebrows shoot up, and she looks back and forth between me and Noah. I can tell she doesn’t know whether to believe him.

“My parents must know about it, but they never told me. That’s the level of trust in a Noctu family. The Assembly is the top priority. The Odyss is all that matters. But I refuse to see it that way. If our own families are willing to betray us…”

Frances turns pale. Her hands flutter restlessly, as if she’s struggling to find the right words. Or is she just trying to process the information? She takes a few steps and then mutters, “Some decisions aren’t easy. Sometimes you have to do things that other people don’t understand. But you can never protect everybody. Your parents probably just want what’s best for you.”

“So you think it’s okay that we’re all kept in the dark about the fact that we have a goddess of destiny in our hands?” Noah asks. “Frances, wake up! Your parents are Assembly members too. I bet they know about the goddess. But they’ve said nothing to you either. Of course not! They ignore you the whole time as it is. Even when you were put through your test, they left you on your own; they weren’t there for you when you became a Noctu warrior – they don’t care about you. They keep important information like this from us and expect us to faithfully follow orders.” He shakes his head. “We need to find out what’s in this library, and I’m going to help Teresa with that.”

Frances now looks even paler if that’s possible. Her eyes are directed at the ground and her lips pressed tightly together. She slowly shakes her head. “You don’t understand the situation. If they’re keeping information from us, there must be a reason. Sometimes you protect the people you love by not telling them things. And I’m sure that’s what’s happening here. What do you think would happen if everyone knew about it?”

“We’re not everyone,” Noah retorts. “We’re the children of Assembly members. Their successors. They’re supposed to trust us.”

“What would you know?” Frances hisses.

And there it is again: that cold, scathing look. I can’t understand why it’s directed at Noah. He’s always been the person she cares about most. But this whole thing really seems to be getting to her.

“You make it so easy for yourself.” With these words, she turns around, takes her key out of her pocket, summons a door, and disappears.

“What was all that about?” I say.

Noah shrugs. “I’m not sure. But Frances has been taking things pretty hard lately. Her parents are back in the Odyss for the trial, but they’re totally ignoring her. I guess that’s upsetting her.”

We’re silent for a moment, staring at the spot where Frances disappeared. Noah runs his hand anxiously through his hair and turns to face me. “We should go.”

I nod and say goodbye to Yoru. “Wait here, okay? I’ll come back for you as soon as I can.”

Yoru looks at me with his keen eyes and then disappears around the corner of a building.

Noah takes out his own key and summons a door. I hold my breath as we fall through it, and I’m glad when I land more or less on my feet this time. Standing in the dark room with all the doors, I shiver. This place still gives me the creeps. Maybe because I can’t forget about the first time I came here and encountered one of the fallen.

Noah reaches out and summons another door, which slowly glides toward us. When it reaches us, he opens it. We step through and find ourselves just outside the settlement around the old temple. To get to the ruins, we take several detours, which lead us through forest and fields. This place still seems so strange to me. It reminds me of something out of a surreal, somnambulist movie with all the lights floating in the air and the unfamiliar plants, which look so fantastically exotic. Although I’m actually in more danger of being exposed by a Noctu, I feel safer here than I do in the room with the doors.

The temple complex is imposing, even though all that remains of it are crumbling walls. I see illustrations on one of the interior walls, presumably depicting goddesses. I can make out three women in long robes with long threads coming out of their hands, which they’re weaving around a group of people. It’s really dramatic. The all-powerful goddesses determining the lives of all those insignificant humans.

“This way,” Noah says, and we follow a corridor into an area of the temple that’s not as badly destroyed. I can see that there must have once been three levels. The floors themselves are missing entirely, but I can imagine how magnificent this place must have been once. I see ruined columns, pediments, and figures that are now only recognizable by their rough outlines.

I hear a noise and freeze. Noah stops too. Approaching footsteps. I cast around desperately for somewhere to hide, but we’re in the middle of a corridor. We can only go forward or back.

“Act like everything’s normal. Just keep walking,” Noah whispers, continuing on his way.

Two women walk past, talking animatedly. They glance at us briefly as they pass but don’t interrupt their conversation to greet us.

“It wouldn’t occur to anybody that a Tempes might be here,” Noah explains quietly. “It’s all good.”

I try to calm my racing heart, but it’s not easy. I’m surrounded by enemies. A single mistake could cost me my life. But there’s no turning back now.

We enter a room with high walls that are more or less intact. But the ceiling is missing, and I can see the lights flitting around above us. Now and then, one drops down as if to greet us, pauses for a moment, and then floats away. I take a look around the room, its windows nothing but holes knocked through the walls. Stones of varying sizes lie scattered everywhere, and the occasional patch of grass grows between the slabs. It surprises me to see this sacred place in such a derelict state.

“It was decided long ago not to rebuild these halls. To keep everything the way it was when the goddesses left the Odyss. It’s all supposed to serve as a reminder of the betrayal by the Tempes, who were once on our side but turned against the goddesses in the end.”

I keep my opinions to myself. I imagine this supposed betrayal wasn’t an easy decision for the Tempes. But they couldn’t stand by and watch as the goddesses succumbed more and more to their evil ways, bringing devastation to humanity. The Tempes figured they only had one choice: the beings that they were originally pledged to protect had to be stopped.

I walk a few paces and touch the cold stone walls, wondering about all the things that may have happened here. There must have been so much misery in this place. Embittered fighting and death. I try to push those thoughts out of my head and focus on the here and now.

“This was the library?” I ask.

Noah nods. “Like I said, there’s nothing here now. Most of the books were destroyed in the conflict with the Tempes. Those that could be salvaged were moved to a small library in a safer location. If we want to get in there and take a look at the books… we’ll have to come up with a plan for how to do that.”

The hesitancy in his voice doesn’t escape me, and I realize that it’s going to be a challenge.

“First, we should take a look around here and then figure out what to do next,” I suggest.

I doubt we’ll find anything in this hall. There are no murals or inscriptions or even symbols on these walls. But Noah and I examine everything closely anyway.

I stand in the center of the room so that I have a better overview of the walls. The occasional light still flies in through a window, circling and swooping elegantly around the library.

So I think nothing of it when I see a faint light out of the corner of my eye. But when I look at it directly, I catch my breath. I realize to my surprise that it’s not one of those lights. But I can’t be sure what it is. It’s hovering just above the floor a few yards away from me. It looks like a bright, translucent thread of light that starts in the center of the room and sways gently back and forth in the air. It takes some effort to keep it in focus because the more I follow its movement with my eye, the more transparent it becomes.

“You okay?” Noah asks as I slowly begin to move, following the thread. It winds out of the room. The closer I get to it, the more clearly I can see its light. It’s really unusual. Almost like a destiny thread, but no, it’s different, much thinner, and the light is nowhere near as golden and bright. And I’ve never seen a destiny thread that long.

“Tess?” Noah follows me.

“Can you see it too? That light?” I ask, although I already know the answer.

“You see a light?” he asks.

I tilt my head and try to describe it. “A kind of faint, thin thread of light. I don’t know what it is. I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

Noah says nothing, probably because he doesn’t want to break my concentration. He walks behind me at a distance, giving me the space to completely focus on the light.

We find ourselves in a small corridor, then I turn left and enter what must once have been an enormous room. But it’s sustained a lot of damage. Barely a single stone is left standing. I can see the remains of walls in a couple of places. It looks as if a violent hurricane tore through here. There’s rubble everywhere, some of it piled into mounds. As if in a trance, I climb up one of these hills of rubble without taking my eyes off the thread.

“Tess, what is it?” Noah asks.

He’s noticed that I’m now moving faster. I have a hunch: I’m nearly there.

And sure enough, there it is: a concentration of light on the ground. A glowing sphere sending out bright rays. I kneel beside it and examine the threads of light radiating out like thin arms. They wander across the floor, creeping through windows and walls and weaving their way along corridors, as if they too are searching for something. Or someone who can see them and unlock their secret.

“Do you see this glowing sphere? There are more threads leading off it, and they seem to lead into other rooms.” I turn to Noah, who’s straining to see something, but he shakes his head.

“No, I can’t see anything.”

Disappointed, I look back at the sphere of light, and at that moment, I notice something else. There’s something under it – a symbol set into the stone floor. I run my fingers over it and wipe away the dust, but I’m not sure what I’m looking at.

“A spindle,” says Noah as he bends down beside me. He sounds unsurprised.

“You recognize this symbol?”

He straightens up and gazes around him, turning a full circle. “Every Noctu knows it. This is the room where it all began. Where the leader of the Tempes openly opposed the goddesses of destiny, and this is the exact spot where Clotho died. After that, a relentless battle broke out between the heretics and the Noctu. The other goddesses managed to escape, but help came too late for Clotho. She died right here. This symbol is a memorial to her.”

I look at the engraved spindle again and run my fingers over it. The light is still hovering above it. But I don’t understand. Again, I feel as if I’m on the brink of solving a puzzle, but the last step remains hidden from me.

“They say there are special places all over the Odyss imbued with the goddesses’ power. Places that meant something to them. Like this one.”

I take a deep breath as a thought occurs to me. “You mean this light I’m seeing here could have something to do with that?”

Noah looks at me and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear, which has come loose from my ponytail. “Possibly. One thing is clear: it’s only visible to certain people.”

“What if it really is somehow linked to the goddesses?”

“That would make sense,” says Noah, taking a seat on the floor beside me. “You have a gift that allows you to see the destiny threads. Those stem the goddesses’ power. Their magic resides in the threads. So it’s logical that you could recognize other places where the goddesses left traces of their power.”

It’s hard to get my head around all this, but I suspect Noah may be right. This light is kind of similar to the destiny threads. But how does this help me? Did Patricia want me to find this light? Why?

I run my fingers meditatively over the engraved spindle again. And suddenly, it begins to change shape. The bulbous part of the spindle disappears, and the overall shape expands in all directions. And it feels cold, like metal.

I look at my fingers and hold my breath. One of the threads of light is snaking out of the stone and up my hand. One end wraps around my wrist, and the other remains stuck in the floor. There’s something attached to it. I carefully pull the object out of the stone.

I look at Noah, who seems just as surprised as me and no less bewildered.

“A flute,” he murmurs.

I hold the elegant silver instrument in my hands and stare at it cluelessly. The metal is engraved with fine tendrils, but otherwise it looks like a totally normal musical instrument. Following some impulse, I put it on my lips and blow. A note rings out – a little wobbly maybe, but clearly audible. I wait a tense moment for something to happen. But all remains quiet. I turn to Noah, who shrugs, and then I see that something has changed. The flute is suddenly glowing, surrounded by the same light that’s hovering above the spindle.

I turn the instrument over in my hands, looking at it from all sides. “Do you see that? The way it’s glowing?” I ask Noah.

He shakes his head. “No. All I see is a silver flute.”

I’m still turning it in my hands when Noah suddenly reaches for it.

“Wait, it looks like there’s something engraved on it.”

He turns it slightly, and then I see it too.

“In every beginning dwells magic.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask. “Is that a riddle or just a nice dedication?”

Noah shakes his head cluelessly. “I don’t know. But I think you’ve just found something really significant. This can’t be a coincidence. The goddess must have known the flute was here and wanted you to find it. Now we just need to figure out why.”

I try to recall Patricia’s exact words: The goddesses’ library. All the knowledge in the world is recorded there. It contains the answer to every question. I’m curious to see which ones you’ll find. It’s your destiny.

“The instrument must have something to do with the goddesses’ library,” I ponder aloud. “Patricia said it was my destiny to find it and that I’d find the answers to all my questions there. I think the flute is a clue. If we solve its riddle, maybe it’ll show us the way to the library. Apparently, the goddesses or whoever hid the library wanted to make it hard to find.”

Noah nods slowly. “Yeah, and it takes someone with your gift. When the Tempes and Noctu were still a single entity, protecting the goddesses, those special gifts typically showed up in the goddesses’ most loyal followers. So it makes sense that those are the people who are supposed to find the library.” He sighs quietly and then continues to voice his train of thought. “Although I have to wonder what it has to do with this place. Were the goddesses in possession of special books? I mean, other than the ones we know about? Was there another secret library set up by goddesses that only they had access to?”

I nod slowly. “It looks that way. And it would make sense if they used it to safeguard knowledge that was important to them and that they didn’t want to share.”

“That sounds like them,” Noah grumbles. “And you’re sure you want to keep looking?”

I don’t need to think about it for long. It seems that no one can escape their destiny, and I’m ready to find out what mine has in store for me. I won’t let myself be intimidated. Especially not by a goddess of destiny.

“Definitely. Let’s solve this mystery,” I reply.

Noah glances at the flute again and says, “We need to figure out what we’re supposed to do with the flute.”

I turn the small silver instrument over in my hands and read the inscription again. In every beginning dwells magic.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 17
[image: ]

Ican’t get over the fact that you can see the light too,” I say to Kate as we walk down the street. I showed her the flute the first chance I got and told her about the place where I found it. I was genuinely amazed when she commented on the way it glowed without any prompting from me.

“I figure it’s because we have these gifts. Noah did say that people with an affinity with the goddesses tend to have them.”

“It used to be that way,” I reply. “But a lot has changed.”

“That’s true,” says Kate.

I think of all the evil the goddesses brought into the world. But also the fact that they’re no longer as powerful as they once were.

We turn into the next street and look out for Alex’s house. She’s invited us and Chrissy to her place today. We haven’t seen each other in weeks, and so much has happened since then. I know they’ll want to talk about Ayden and Max because so far, I’ve only given them the basic facts about the breakup. Even now that some time has passed, it’s still painful, and I don’t really want to dredge it all up again. I still can’t get Ayden out of my head. I’d be lying if I said I don’t miss him. But it’s over. I have to live with that, and I’m still trying to figure out how. Maybe spending the day with my friends will help me move forward.

Alex lives in a small house in Western Addition, which at first glance looks as if it’s being squeezed by the neighboring ones. But it has a certain charm with its bright facade and the two bay windows on the second and third stories.

We ascend the steep steps to the front door and ring the bell. Before long, the door is flung open.

“You’re here!” Alex exclaims cheerfully, stepping aside to let us in.

The hallway is narrow. I can make out a small kitchen and beyond that a living room. A staircase leads up to the next floor.

“My parents are at work, so we have the whole house to ourselves,” she says with a grin, headed for the stairs. “Chrissy’s already here.”

Alex’s room is just to the right of the stairs. Chrissy has made herself comfortable on Alex’s bed and is inspecting some vinyl records.

“I can’t understand why you don’t just stream. The record player is so inconvenient, and it takes up so much space.”

“Stream,” Alex echoes, sounding repulsed and crinkling her nose. “Next, you’re going to say I should buy my sushi from the supermarket chiller. No thanks.”

“Since when do you eat sushi?” Chrissy teases, but Alex doesn’t respond, instead sitting down on the bed and looking expectantly at me and Kate.

“Well, what do you think?”

I glance around the room. It’s not very big, but I can tell that Alex has put a lot of effort into decorating it. Posters of bands such as Metallica and the Ramones hang on the wall beside a number of tickets to concerts she went to. The wall behind the bed is painted black, which looks kind of harsh at first. But it’s broken up by shelves holding mementos: dried flowers, autograph cards, and several pairs of sunglasses in 1950s styles. Around them, she’s arranged lots of photos of friends and family. There’s also a closet covered in stickers bearing slogans. Her desk is barely visible under the piles of paper and clothes that she’s thrown on top of it.

“I think it’s great,” I say. “Suits you.” I join the other two on the bed, and Kate pulls up a chair.

“It’s unbelievable how many concerts you’ve been to,” she says, checking out the tickets.

“I love music,” says Alex. “And some of the after- parties are legendary.” She leans in a little and looks at me expectantly. “But first, you gotta tell us – what exactly did Max do to wreck things between you and Ayden? I mean, I could tell as soon as I met her that she had a screw loose, but to be that vindictive…” She shakes her head. “What a poisonous snake, and she calls herself your friend.”

Chrissy elbows Alex reproachfully. “Alex, give her a break. Tess will tell us if she wants to, and if not, then you need to leave it alone.” Turning to me she says. “It’s totally okay if you don’t want to talk about it.”

“Even if that means we have to keep chewing off our nails in suspense,” Alex chimes in again. “We’ve been totally wrecking our heads over this.”

Chrissy gives her an admonishing look.

“It’s okay,” I say. I know they’ve been worried about me. And that’s kind of nice because it shows that they care. So I tell them all about what Max did.

“What a bitch!” Alex hisses furiously. “I found it unbelievably shameless the way she dragged Ayden’s ex along to the café that time. But to do something like this! I mean, that’s psycho!”

“In the end, it worked,” I admit, and the memories flood back. “And I can’t blame anyone but myself. I should have talked to him right after it happened instead of hiding out at my mom’s.” Another lie. I hate this! But I can’t tell them about Noah, and especially not the Odyss.

“No way,” said Alex, putting a comforting arm around me. “You needed time to get your head straight. That’s totally understandable.”

“And he doesn’t want to give you another chance?” Chrissy asks.

I shake my head and feel the pain deep inside me immediately catching up with me again. My hands tremble, and my heart races. For a second, I’m afraid the flames might appear again, and the alluring voice promising to take all my pain away, but I manage to fight back the emotions.

Fortunately, they both notice that they’ve touched a nerve that’s still pretty raw, and they don’t pursue it further.

“It’s pretty hardcore what Max did to you guys. I hope you gave her a piece of your mind,” says Alex.

“I did. I honestly never figured she could be so scheming. But when I talked to her, she made it pretty clear how much our supposed friendship was worth to her.”

Chrissy shakes her head. “And she figured Ayden would forgive her for that? I mean, how stupid can you be?”

“Or overconfident,” Kate suggests. “I guess Max figures she can manipulate him and boss him around.”

“What a creep,” Alex hisses in disgust. “So what are you going to do? How will you deal with her? I can help you come up with a few ways to make her life miserable.” She grins diabolically. “I’m an endless source of inspiration.”

I shake my head decisively. “I don’t want to have anything to do with her, so I’m just going to steer clear of her. She’s dead to me.”

Alex doesn’t look satisfied with this answer. I guess she’d rather hatch some plans for revenge warfare. But after thinking for a while, she nods.

“You’re probably right. You don’t want to sink to her level. It’ll probably drive her even crazier when she realizes she can’t get under your skin.” She flops back on the bed and stares thoughtfully at the ceiling. “Some women can be so vicious. And it sucks how many of them are like that. Maria’s cut from the same cloth.”

I doubt I’ll forget my former classmate at the Urban High School anytime soon. She did everything she could to make my life hell. But it didn’t take long before she had to accept that I wasn’t an easy victim.

“Boy, does that cow get on my nerves,” says Chrissy, rolling her eyes. “I wish I didn’t have to see her at school every day. She kind of calmed down for a while after Ayden left. That really seemed to bum her out. But now she’s set her sights on this other guy, so she’s prancing through the corridors like a queen again.”

Alex flips through her vinyl collection and then goes to the record player. “Oh, the best strategy with Maria is just to ignore her. It annoys the hell out of her. And you can’t reason with her anyway. Remember that time she clashed with Kate?”

Chrissy nods. “Oh yeah, that was hardcore. And all because Kate supposedly looked in her general direction when she was talking to Ayden. So sad.”

Alex responds to my questioning look, saying, “Oh, that was before your time, so maybe you didn’t hear about it. The way she talked to Kate, she sounded totally off her head.”

We look expectantly at Kate, waiting for her to comment, but she just shrugs. “Honestly, I don’t really remember.”

Alex’s eyebrows shoot up, and she stares at Kate incredulously. “You’re kidding, right? How could you forget something like that? She was so aggressive, practically jumped down your throat. I thought she was going to smack you one.”

Kate looks like she’s trying to remember the incident, but in the end, she just shakes her head in resignation. “I really don’t remember. But why would I hang onto nasty memories like that? It’s best to keep looking forward.”

I can’t be sure, but her voice sounds strange. As if she’s trying to reassure herself. Or maybe I’m just imagining it.

Music rings out as Alex starts the record player. Some AC/DC album. The room is instantly filled with loud guitar riffs and a shrill voice. But I have to admit there’s something about the song. We listen for a while, continue talking, and I’m glad when we finally leave the topic of nasty bitches behind us.

Chrissy is telling us about a club that she says we absolutely have to check out when Alex suddenly jumps up.

“I love the start of this song. My absolute favorite progression. If you ask me, the whole song could just be this part. It totally rocks.”

I listen to the heavy sounds, and suddenly something flashes through my mind. The beginning of a song, I think, and I jump up too. My friends look at me doubtfully because I’m suddenly standing in the middle of the room, probably looking agitated. But if I’m right, this could be the answer: In every beginning dwells magic. What if it’s about the beginning of a piece of music? The inscription is on a flute, so it makes sense.

I walk a few paces and feel my friends’ inquiring stares. I’m tempted to run off and tell Noah my idea and make my way to the Odyss now. That alone is unusual: me wanting to go to the Odyss. But I have to be patient. I can’t just run away. And anyway, I have no idea where to find Noah.

“I just thought of something,” I say apologetically, taking my phone out of my bag and sinking back down on the bed.

“It must have been a pretty stupendous idea,” says Alex, searching my face for some clue.

I play it down with a wave of my hand. “Just math homework. I think I figured out the solution.”

That’s not what she was expecting, and I don’t think she totally buys it. The expression on her face alternates between disbelief, disappointment, and dismay.

“And here I was thinking we were supposed to be relaxing and catching up. And you’re stewing over math homework this whole time. There must be something really wrong with my hospitality.”

I put my arm around her shoulder, and her dismayed look makes me laugh. “It’s all good. I’m having fun, honestly. And I won’t think about school anymore, I promise.”

“Okay, I’ll forgive you just this once.” Alex leaves the room and brings back bottles of cola and bags of snacks. “It’s easier to relax on a full stomach.”

We lounge around on her bed and quickly find ourselves in an animated conversation again. After a while, I risk taking out my phone and sending Noah a short message.

“I have an idea about the riddle. Maybe the inscription means that we have to play the flute. It’s worth a try, right?”

I send the message and sip my cola. I’m supposed to be spending a relaxing afternoon with my girlfriends, and I do enjoy their company, but I can’t stop thinking about this puzzle.

After a few minutes I get a reply.

“That’s not a bad idea. We should definitely test it out. I don’t suppose you have musical training and happen to be an orchestral flutist?”

I shake my head in amusement, but I know what he’s trying to say. Even if we’re right, we have nobody to play the instrument. That’s kind of a problem.

“No, sorry. I can’t even read music.”

“No problem, leave it with me.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, but I get no reply.

It’s late afternoon when Kate and I return to school. We’re still in high spirits after fun times with Alex and Chrissy.

“It’s a shame we don’t get to see them more often,” says Kate.

I nod. “But that would make it more difficult to keep all this a secret from them.”

“True,” she agrees. “It sucks having to lie to them all the time. But one indiscretion and we could lose our key spirits and be expelled from this world.”

I nod again. I now know how harsh the punishment for such offenses is. A key carrier who’s in a relationship with an ordinary person is eventually forced by the Council to choose between an ordinary human existence or that of a key carrier. Because past experience shows that it’s impossible to maintain the deception in the long term with someone you share your life with.

“Miss Franklin,” says a voice, interrupting my train of thought. I look up in surprise. Kate and I have just entered the foyer, and Mr. Collins is coming down the stairs toward us. “I’m glad I ran into you. I have something to discuss with you. I was planning to call you into my office tomorrow.”

“Okay,” is all I can think to say. I have no idea what Mr. Collins wants from me. When I think back to our last encounter, I get a sinking feeling.

“Do you have a moment now?” he asks.

“Sure,” I say, hoping to put the conversation behind me as quickly as possible.

Mr. Collins shoots Kate a sideways glance and nods as if to dismiss her. “Let’s go to my office then.”

Without waiting for an answer, he starts walking. I get the feeling that this conversation may take a while. Why else would he need me to come to his office?

I follow at a distance as he strides swiftly along the corridors. It’s little weird that he doesn’t turn around once or say a word to me the whole way.

We reach the front office, walk past the secretary’s desk – she’s already gone home for the day – and step into his office. He closes the door behind me and points to the chair in front of his desk. I sit down, and he takes a seat in his large high-backed leather chair and folds his hands. He looks at me expectantly.

“You’ve been here a while now, and you’ve been through a lot – more than most of our students will ever have to face. For that reason, we wanted to give you some leeway. But the Council and I feel that the time has come.”

I raise my eyebrows. What’s he driving at?

“You have the gift of seeing destiny threads, and that makes you especially valuable to us key carriers. You could be of considerable help to us. But we certainly don’t want to force you into anything.”

So that’s what this is about. I figured this conversation would happen sooner or later. But it still catches me off guard, and I wait to hear what he has to say.

“The Council and I have discussed you at length and decided that we should start by finding out how well developed your ability is and how we can support you.”

“And I suppose it’s irrelevant whether I actually want to get better at seeing the threads? For the key carrying world, the important thing is that my gift enables me to identify goddesses.”

“Well, that’s our hope, of course. But what we’re most concerned about is your well-being. I can imagine it’s not pleasant when a gift like yours crops up out of nowhere. In a large crowd, the impact of all those threads must be overwhelming. If I were you, I’d want to be able to access the gift consciously and prevent it from overwhelming me unexpectedly.”

I bite my lip, unsure what to say. Mr. Collins is right. It would be a major advantage if I could control my ability. But I resent the idea that I may eventually be deployed as a destiny thread detector, or maybe even forced to go on scouting missions to expose the goddesses.

“Miss Franklin, rest assured that we would never put one of our students in danger. What we’re hoping is that, in time, you’ll learn to control your gift, feel at home here in this school, and then later choose to join the hunters. It can’t be denied that your gift would be enormously useful to us in that capacity – but only in that capacity.”

I raise my eyebrows and can’t believe what I’m hearing. They want me to become a hunter? You have to be one of the best fighters in the school for that. Or maybe they’ll turn a blind eye because of my gift, which I really wouldn’t be happy about. Never mind the fact that I don’t even want to be a hunter. But Mr. Collins is right about one thing. It would be a huge advantage if I could master my gift.

“Are you saying you want to train me so that I can learn to control my powers? How would that work? As far as I know, there’s nobody else in school with one of these special gifts. And when would I start?” I studiously avoid mentioning Kate at this point.

“First, it’s important that we find out where you’re currently at, how your powers manifest, and what problems there might be. Once we know that, we can make someone available to you who’s worked with a number of key carriers with special gifts. This person is sufficiently experienced, I assure you. But first, the Council would like to get to know you personally.”

I sense Mr. Collins’ scrutiny and his unspoken expectation that I agree to this meeting – although I suspect it will be more of a parade.

I hesitate, shifting uncomfortably in my seat.

At that moment, the door flies open, and somebody bursts in. “Mr. Collins, I assure you, the damage in the corridor wasn’t my fault. Just because I’ve organized a few competitions in the past where…” Alessandro breaks off mid-sentence and looks at me in surprise. “Excuse me, I didn’t realize you were in the middle of a meeting.”

“Knocking wouldn’t have been a bad idea. Then I could have told you,” Mr. Collins grumbles.

“Is Teresa here about her gift?” Alessandro asks bluntly. “Of course she is. My family would like to take her under its wing. Mr. Cunningham has already expressed an interest, as I’m sure most Council families have. But nothing’s been decided yet, and Teresa should meet the members first.”

I look at Mr. Collins in surprise. “Make it sound like I’m a racehorse being fought over.”

“Mr. Fabrici is slightly misrepresenting the situation,” says the principal, shooting him a reproachful look. “No one is fighting over you. The Council would just like to get to know you and find out where you’re at so that we can support you.”

“To begin with,” Alessandro corrects him. “But don’t worry. If you’re not interested, they can’t do much without your agreement. So, just enjoy the attention and exploit the advantages you’ll get out of it. Could be worthwhile.” He winks at me. “That would be my approach, anyway.”

I can tell that Mr. Collins disapproves of Alessandro’s candidness. I stifle a grin. He can be so direct.

“Also, my family would like to host the party. Surely you have nothing against that?” Alessandro asks Mr. Collins.

“Of course not. If the other members agree.”

“I wouldn’t worry about that. My mother can be very persuasive,” says Alessandro. “We don’t want Teresa to feel like a zoo animal on display. We want it to be an informal get-together where she has the chance to form an impression of the Council members. Students rarely get an opportunity like that.” Alessandro turns to me with a friendly smile. “So, what do you say? Will you come to a little soiree? Could be fun. Anyway, I’ll be there, so it’s guaranteed to be entertaining.”

I shake my head in amusement. Alessandro is a real character. On one hand, I have absolutely no desire to go to an event like that. Especially if I’m going to be the center of attention. But on the other hand, I’ll have a chance to form an impression of the Council members, and then I can decide whether I can even see myself doing that kind of training under the guidance of one of them. Plus, I have the feeling that I don’t really have a choice. I’ll have to agree to a meeting like this sooner or later. So I may as well get the whole thing over with.

“Okay, I’ll come.”

“Great, I’ll let my parents know.” He grins exuberantly and heads for the door, then he remembers why he was here in the first place. “About the water damage in the corridor… Mr. Cayman hasn’t come to see you about that?” he asks Mr. Collins.

The principal shakes his head. “No, not yet.”

“Good, then it’s probably best if you just forget I said anything. It can’t be that bad if you haven’t been informed about it.”

I don’t know if I’ve ever witnessed someone so bad at talking their way out of trouble, but since the principal is already in a meeting with me, he lets it slide, at least for now.

Alessandro raises his hand in farewell, winks at me, and leaves.

Mr. Collins sighs. “I wish the invitation could have been presented differently, but I’m glad you agreed to attend. It’s time you met the Council. And its members need an opportunity to form an impression of you too. Then together, we’ll decide which direction to take and the best way to determine your strengths.”

I still feel like a guinea pig about to be run through a lab test. But there’s no way I’ll allow myself to be enlisted in their cause against my will.

I thank Mr. Collins and say goodbye. My thoughts are swirling, and I try to convince myself that there’s no harm in getting to know them. Where that will lead is yet to be seen.

As I’m getting ready for bed, I look at Yoru, who’s curled up in his favorite spot on the carpet beside my bed with his eyes closed.

“I wish I could be that peaceful,” I murmur. “Who knows what the Council really has planned for us? But I won’t let them bully us into anything. And working with the hunters – can you imagine that?”

This makes me think of Ayden. Embarking on the same profession as him, continuing to live in the same building, and maybe even having to work with him… That would inevitably rub salt in the wounds, over and over again. Plus, most of the hunter’s I’ve met weren’t very friendly. No, I definitely don’t want to go down that road.

I flop down on my bed and stare at the ceiling. As if I don’t already have enough problems.

At that moment, my phone beeps. It’s Noah.

“We can try solving the riddle now. Are you ready?”
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Noah meets me at the bus stop near the hospital. He looks tense, but he tries to play it down with a warm smile. He sets off at a brisk pace, and I struggle to keep up with him.

He makes a beeline for a dark alley where we can’t be seen from the street. Perfect cover for us. But I can’t shake off the uneasy feeling that such deserted, derelict places trigger in me. I hear a sound, and I’m instantly on high alert. Yoru appears at my side, keeping a sharp lookout, his fur standing on end.

A figure walks around the corner of a building, and I exhale with relief.

“Frances,” I say. “You’re coming with us?”

“Believe me, I’d rather be anywhere else right now. But Noah asked to come.”

I raise my eyebrows and turn to Noah in surprise.

“She didn’t make it easy for me,” he says. “But we need Frances’ help with this.”

“Yeah, normally he wouldn’t want me around. But since I can be useful this time…” She groans and rolls her eyes. “I’m doing this for you, Noah. But I still think it’s a total waste of time. You’re exposing yourself to risks that you refuse to recognize. In times like these. And for what?!”

She shoots a poisonous glance in my direction. I guess she’s alluding to Travis’ trial. Its purpose is to demonstrate to all the Noctu what happens when you fraternize with the enemy and leak secrets. And she’s right. It’s basically crazy for Noah to maintain a friendship with me and help me like this.

“Let’s go,” he says, ignoring Frances’ comments.

I say goodbye to Yoru, which is always hard for me. It feels like I’m leaving part of myself behind, and I suspect he feels the same. We belong together and miss each other when we’re apart. But I have no choice.

Noah takes out his key, opens a door, and we all step through. Once again, we land in the seemingly endless space full of doors. I catch my breath and look around. Even now, this place makes me uneasy. But really, it’s extraordinary and absolutely magical. Every one of these doors takes you to a different part of the Odyss or the human world. Some of them look as if they might even take you to a whole new world. You can cover great distances in seconds moving from one place to another. The possibilities are limitless. And yet I know the dangers that lurk in here too. The fallen are never far, and they can sense a Tempes like me.

“So, are we doing this? Or do you just want to stand around in here forever?” Frances asks.

I snort irritably and take out the flute. But I’m taken aback by what I see.

“What is it now?” asks Frances, who hasn’t taken her eyes off me for a moment.

At first, I say nothing and just stare at the silver instrument in my hands, trying to comprehend what I’m seeing.

“Tess, is everything okay?” Noah asks, taking a step toward me. Very cautiously, as if he’s afraid he might jolt me out of a trance, he places his hands on my shoulders.

“The flute is surrounded by light again. But this time there’s also a fine thread leading away from it. It goes in that direction.” I hold out my arm and point ahead of me and slightly to the right. “It disappears back there.”

Noah looks to where I’m pointing, but obviously he can’t see anything.

“Maybe we don’t even need to go back to the temple,” he ponders aloud. “I wonder if we’re supposed to take one of the doors.” He turns to Frances. “We should try it.”

She scoffs, “Do you really think that’s a good idea? We don’t know how long it will take the fallen to track her down in this place. And you want me to play a flute in here?”

Surprised, I look first at her and then at Noah. “So that’s why she’s here.”

Noah nods. “Frances can play several instruments, including the flute.”

“I prefer piano, violin, and guitar. It’s been ages since I played the flute. So it won’t be an award-winning performance,” she elaborates.

She comes to me and holds out her hand, so I pass her the instrument. Frances positions her fingers on it, adjusts her posture, closes her eyes, and pauses for a moment. “Anything in particular?” she asks Noah.

He shrugs. “It says: every beginning. So I guess it doesn’t need to be a particular piece. Just try something.”

Soft, delicate tones ring out in the stillness. It’s a beautiful mellow tune that dispels some of the cold and the darkness that dominates this space. I get goosebumps and listen intently to the melody that Frances is coaxing from the instrument. After only a few beats – the beginning of the piece – more filaments of light form around the flute. They all seem to grow out of it and extend in one direction. She takes the flute away from her lips and hands it to me.

“Not sure if that worked. I guess you can tell us.”

And I can. The threads of light continue to extend, creeping across the ground and snaking around my leg, my hips, my belly. It’s a bizarre sensation because I can actually feel their faint warmth on my skin. A peculiar tingle like electricity. And strangely, I don’t feel any fear. The threads continue to creep up my body, snaking around my arm, across my hand, and then sprouting out of my fingertips. I hold out my arm and look in the direction that the threads are pointing.

Suddenly, I feel someone behind me. Noah’s arms wrap around me. I’m surrounded by warmth, and I realize my whole body is shaking.

“Tess, you’re ice-cold,” he observes.

And that’s when I feel it. It’s as if I’m frozen stiff. Only the places where the threads are touching me are warm.

“What happened? Talk to me. Please,” he whispers.

His closeness does me a world of good. His arms give me strength and anchor me, preventing me from losing myself in infinity.

“The threads. They’re coming out of the flute and now they’re all through my hand. They’re streaming forward. Trying to get somewhere.”

“They’re trying to get to a door,” says Noah.

I tear my eyes away from the dark spot in the distance and turn to look at Noah.

“Tess, keep focusing on your hand.”

He gently strokes my arm, inducing the sweetest shiver in me. His touch is the promise of safety, closeness, and warmth. Everything I long for right now. Noah’s hand wanders down my arm, brushing my wrist, the back of my hand, and finally my fingers, which are shaped as if they’re trying to pull something toward them.

“That hand position is very familiar to me,” he whispers in my ear.

His breath brushes the bare skin of my throat, and for a moment, I have to resist the urge to turn toward it.

“That’s exactly the gesture you make to pull a door toward you.”

My pulse accelerates. I’m not sure why. Is it because I can feel Noah’s voice right by my ear and his fingers gently stroking mine? Or is it the information he just shared with me? I feel momentarily breathless and stare at my outstretched hand, knowing instinctively that Noah’s right.

“The flute seems to be trying to lead us to a door. I’m guessing you sense which one you need to summon?”

I slowly nod and see a movement out of the corner of my eye. Frances is watching us in silence. Her gaze is gloomy and desolate. It’s only for a brief moment, but I think I detect a deep longing, overlaid with resignation. Frances takes out her key and turns around. I’m about to turn to her and call her back, but she’s already gone. I swallow hard because I’m pretty sure I know how she feels about Noah. Looking at us both like this must really hurt. Despite our differences, I don’t want her to suffer.

“Try it, Tess,” Noah says, calling me back to the present. I have no idea where Frances has gone, and I’m probably the last person she wants to talk to right now. I look at my outstretched hand. It’s entirely up to me to solve this puzzle. If I succeed in pulling the door toward me, I’ll find an answer. But to do that, I have to push everything else out of my mind and focus solely on this task.

“Picture the door you want to summon. You should have an image of it in your subconscious mind. Look at it, reach for it,” says Noah.

He slightly adjusts the position of his left hand on my forearm, and I feel his fingers through the fabric of my sweater. It’s a loving, gentle touch that sends a tingle down my spine.

I try to completely let go internally, and I know I can. Noah will hold on to me no matter what happens. My thoughts wander to the doors; I try to picture the one that I want to summon. Do I really know what it looks like? Essentially, I have no idea. First, I visualize a collection of unremarkable doors before me: wood, plastic, huge heavy entrance doors of the kind that adorn grandiose houses, slanted, bent, weathered, and damaged ones.

And suddenly, a wooden door appears. There’s nothing unusual about it at first glance. It’s made of dark wood, which looks very old but not neglected or damaged. The only thing that’s unusual about it is the curled silver handle decorated with a flower pattern. I know this is the door I’m looking for – although I have no idea how I know this.

“Do you see it?” asks Noah.

I nod slowly.

“Now imagine yourself reaching out for the handle or knob. Hold it firmly, don’t let go, and pull as hard as you can. Pull the door toward you.”

It really feels as if I’m standing in front of it, so it’s not hard for me to imagine reaching out and grasping the handle. I can almost feel the cool metal. I pull hard, but nothing happens. I try again, but it’s as if the door is anchored to the ground.

“At first it feels like it weighs a ton. But it’s hovering in space; it’s not connected to the ground. It’s as if it’s attached to an elastic band, which stretches when you pull on the handle so that the door can move toward you.”

I bite my lip and try to picture what he just described. But no matter what I do, the door won’t budge. My hand begins to tremble with the effort. It’s so heavy. My lungs pump oxygen around my body, and my heart races under the strain.

“Take it slow. It’s difficult at first,” says Noah.

But I want it so much! I don’t want any obstacles in my way. I don’t want to be this close to an answer and then fail. It has to work!

I double my efforts, trying to tear the door off its hinges, lift it up off the ground – even blow it up if I have to. Heat rips through every fiber of my being as if I’m about to burst into flames. But I can’t give up now. My heart struggles to pump the hot blood through my veins. My breathing becomes harder and faster. The door in front of me slowly starts to blur. I just have to hold out a second longer, just a tiny bit more…

“Tess, that’s enough,” Noah hisses, pushing my arm down. The door disappears abruptly, and I slump.

Noah holds me upright on my wobbly legs, which can no longer support me on their own. I pant and gasp for air, my heart still pounding. I feel sick, as if I might throw up at any moment.

“Are you okay?” he asks when I don’t stop shivering. His nurturing caress on my arms actually causes the shivering to subside a little.

“Yeah, I think so,” I reply, hearing how weak my voice sounds.

“It’s always hard at the start, I know that. But you can’t overdo it, or you’ll wreck yourself. You need to go easy on yourself.”

I nod. I know he’s right, and yet it’s so frustrating to think that all I have to do is pull that door toward me in order to move on to the next phase.

“You’ll get there,” he promises.

“Oh yeah?” I groan. “What makes you so sure?”

The anger in my voice is plain to hear. I want to try again immediately, but I know that I’d have even less success in my current state.

Noah holds my chin with his thumb and index finger and tilts my face up so that I’m forced to look into his eyes. They’re smoldering hot and at the same time tender and affectionate. For a moment, I can’t tear myself away from this view, and then he’s saying, “You’re strong. Much stronger than you think. If you set your mind to something, you’ll achieve it. But you need to take good care of yourself. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

I gulp. “I wish I could take care of you too, and I don’t want anything to happen to you. But you keep winding up in dangerous situations because of me.” Like right now – because we’re in the Odyss and could be discovered by one of the fallen at any moment.

“Tess, you’re not putting me in danger. Believe me, I’m perfectly capable of attracting trouble on my own. I don’t need you for that.”

There it is again – that mischievous grin that I haven’t seen in such a long time.

“Thanks,” I mutter, leaning against him for a moment. “Thanks for everything.”
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That was smart thinking. The beginning of a song,” says Kate, toying with her salad. “Kind of obvious when you think about it, but I doubt it would have occurred to me.”

I sip my cola. “If it weren’t for Alex and her song, I wouldn’t have figured it out either.”

Kate and I are sitting in the cafeteria, fortifying ourselves before training. I told her about what happened in the Odyss, and now we’re deliberating over how I can master the door-summoning thing faster.

“I agree with Noah,” Kate continues. “You need to give yourself time. You can’t force it, no matter how hard you try.”

“But I’m tired of groping around in the dark,” I reply, stabbing my tortellini with my fork. “I’m always chasing answers. They’re almost within reach, but I keep getting stymied when I’m so close.”

Kate reaches out and squeezes my hand. “You’ve already achieved so much. And now you’ve discovered another goddess,” she says quietly. “The hunters spend their whole lives trying to do that. Sooner or later you’ll find out why Patricia told you about the library. But putting pressure on yourself won’t make it happen any faster.”

I know Kate’s right, but I want to go back to the Odyss with Noah as soon as possible and keep trying to summon the door.

“Have you arranged to meet up with him again?” asks Kate.

Out of the corner of my eye I see a group of girls moving toward us and sitting at the table next to ours.

I mentally roll my eyes when I see that it’s Max and Lucia and some of their friends. They’re deep in conversation, laughing loudly as they seat themselves around the table.

I’m pretty sure that Max has seen us, and it’s no coincidence that she chose that table. I’m not about to run away in a panic when I see her or go out of my way to avoid her in the corridors. But I prefer to be around her as little as possible.

Kate glances surreptitiously at the other girls, who are eating their salads and continuing their loud conversation.

“You want to sit somewhere else?” she asks quietly.

“It’s okay,” I reply. “I’ll just ignore her. Let’s just keep talking and not pay her any attention.”

But that’s easier said than done because one of the girls pipes up, saying, “I saw Ayden in the mall yesterday. He was with a girl. She was really pretty. She had light blonde hair and a figure to die for. They looked pretty intimate and seemed to be really enjoying each other’s company.”

This description conjures a clear picture in my mind: Claire, Mr. Cunningham’s granddaughter.

Max listens attentively to her friend and then waves her hand in the air. “Oh yeah, he always knew how to have a good time, and I guess he needs a distraction after the breakup.”

The other girl nods. “They were totally flirting with each other. I wouldn’t be surprised if they get together – or maybe they already are.”

I feel my whole body tense up, and I’m tempted to jump up and leave the room. Is it pathetic of me to not want to hear this? To still be pining for Ayden when I know it’s well and truly over? I hope I’ll get over him someday, but I’m obviously not there yet.

“She’s probably just a bit of fun for him,” says a girl with dark curls. “I mean, it was pretty harsh what Teresa did to you, and I can’t believe he still refuses to accept the truth… But eventually he’ll realize what a good thing he has with you and come back to you.”

I feel like puking. I don’t know how much more of this I can take, and my blood begins to boil. It takes a huge effort not to jump out of my seat.

“Oh sure, I know,” says Max. “He can have his fun with that girl. I mean, I doubt he had any when he was with Teresa. All they did was fight. I don’t know how he put up with it for so long. But I guess that’s what happens when you get involved with an outsider. I’m just glad he finally woke up. Ayden needs some time to find himself again, and then there’ll be nothing in our way. And I can be pretty persuasive if you know what I mean.” She laughs loudly, and her voice drips with hubris as she says, “And if he wastes too much time with that girl, then I’ll do my best to open his eyes. Whatever they have going won’t last.”

She refrains from adding, “I’ll make sure of it,” but the phrase rings out in my head. It brings back memories of Max in Ayden’s bed, looking at me with a shocked expression and covering her naked breasts with the sheet; then coming to the door and spouting all those lies; Ayden waking up and looking horrified when he sees me. Max is clearly prepared to force her way into Ayden’s life again and destroy another relationship that may be developing. She didn’t just hurt me; she hurt Ayden too.

Without thinking, I stand up and storm over to Max’s table. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Kate come after me. But she can’t stop me. The girls all stare at me with expressions of surprise and hostility.

“What do you want?” snaps the dark-haired one.

I ignore her and go straight up to Max – the person I once considered a good friend.

“What’s wrong with you? What kind of ghoul are you that you can’t stand to see other people happy? Do you really have to go and destroy another relationship? Do you actually believe Ayden would ever choose you? He knows you’re a scheming bitch, and believe me, he’d never ever let someone like you get close to him. You can tell him whatever you like, but hell will freeze over before that happens. Just stay out of it. They deserve to be left alone.”

I turn around and leave the cafeteria without waiting for a reply. Behind me, I hear appalled shouts from Max’s friends:

“What a psycho!”

“Unbelievable! How can anyone be so shameless?!”

“She flips out because Ayden lets you sleep on his couch, and now she throws these crazy accusations at you.”

My blood is still boiling, and I’m glad when I get far enough away from the table that I can’t hear their voices anymore. I hope Max takes my words to heart, but I doubt she will.

I’m striding down the corridor when I hear a voice calling my name.

“Tess, wait!” I turn to see Kate hurrying toward me. She catches up to me, looking concerned. “Are you okay?”

I nod mutely.

“What Max said back there was pretty intense. I get how angry you must be.”

“I just want her to leave me alone. And Ayden too. If he really is interested in Claire and wants to be with her…” I swallow hard because it’s painful to think about. But I’m totally sincere when I say, “He should be allowed to be happy. Without Max interfering and poisoning everything. She’s a duplicitous snake, and I can’t believe I didn’t see it sooner.”

“Oh, is that what I am?” asks a furious voice.

Kate and I turn around. Max is standing a few yards away, sneering at us with cold eyes.

“You’ve got a nerve flipping out like that in front of my friends in a full cafeteria! You have nothing to say to me, just so we’re clear. And if you dare talk to me like that in front of people again, you’ll get to know another side of me!”

“Oh really?” I ask calmly. “You’re completely out of touch with reality. Do you seriously think Ayden will ever forgive you for what you did?! No matter what you tell him, he’ll never trust you again. Never!”

“Ayden knows my version of the story, and I doubt he’ll believe yours when I’m done. A seed of doubt is all it takes. Plus, we’ve known each other for years. He won’t just throw that away. At some point, he’ll start talking to me again, and that’s enough to gradually bring us closer. You’ll see. You’ll be the loser in the end.”

“You’re insane,” I mutter, shaking my head.

I turn around, and I’m about to walk away when I hear a loud hiss and feel a rush of air as something shoots past me a hair’s breadth away. I turn to face her again. Max has assumed a fighting stance. Her little hummingbird Flit has transformed and is now swooping above her head, glowing menacingly. He slowly opens his beak, preparing to attack.

“Don’t turn your back on me,” Max snarls. It seems to cost her an immense effort to keep her anger in check.

“Are you insane?” I ask. “You want to attack me?! In the school corridor?!”

“I’m not done with you. You just don’t get it, do you?”

“Oh, great, so you do have something to say to me. Doesn’t mean I have to listen to you. You’re not worth another second of my time after what you’ve done. But I’m warning you: stay out of other people’s business.”

I clench my fists with rage, and I’m tempted to yell at her some more. But I’ve said everything there is to say. So I turn to go.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Max stiffen. She stares after me in disbelief, her hands shaking with fury. Kate follows me, and we continue on our way.

“Teresa, you bitch!” I hear Max say behind me, and all at once, something hits me in the back. A powerful gust of wind sweeps me off my feet, hurls me through the air and down the corridor, and I slam against a door with a crash. I slide down and just lie on the floor feeling dazed.

As I struggle to focus my eyes again, I feel a sharp pain, and my face contorts. My ribs, my right arm, and the back of my head seem to have received the brunt of the impact.

“Tess!” Kate shouts in horror as she hurries to me. “Are you okay?”

But I don’t have time to answer her because Max is already stomping toward me. She shoves Kate aside and shrieks at me, “You’re nothing but an outsider! You’ll never belong in this world, no matter how long you stay in school or how hard you train. You’re scum, a nobody! So don’t even talk to me. You always screw everything up, forcing your way into the limelight and drawing attention to yourself. Someday you’ll pay the price. You need to pull your head in, you got that? And never talk to me like that in front of people again!” She grabs my shirt and pulls me toward her, hissing in a strained voice, “I hope you got the message this time. Otherwise, you’ll get to know a whole new side of me.”

“Get lost!” Kate yells once she gets over the initial shock. She grabs Max by the arm and drags her away from me. “If you touch Teresa again, you’ll get to know another side of me. I stand by my friends. And if I have no other option, then I won’t hesitate to go to the principal. I’m pretty sure I know what he’ll have to say about this kind of behavior.”

“As if anyone could take you seriously,” she spits at Kate. But she turns on her heels and heads back to the cafeteria.

“I never figured she’d go that far,” Kate mutters as she watches Max stalk off and disappear around a corner.

“She’s completely lost the plot. Although, that was already clear after her stunt in Ayden’s room. But she’s taken it to a whole new level.”

I groan as I try to get back on my feet.

Kate offers me her hand, braces herself against the door frame, and slowly pulls me up.

“I’ll have a few bruises after this.” I carefully rotate my shoulder and wince in pain. I hope it’s not sprained. “Training is going to be great if everything already hurts before I even start.”

I look at Kate, who’s still holding my arm as if she’s afraid I might fall over.

“Kate?” I say when I notice her vacant expression.

She’s still holding the door frame with her other hand, staring at it. And then I realize what’s happening. She’s having a vision. I make sure to listen closely and memorize every word.

“An iron man with a fixed stare. His lance sharpened. He stands on guard there, guarding what must not be seen. Anguish shrouded in darkness. A past that must not be forgotten. Two beasts, ears pricked, claws sharp. Their empty eyes gaze upon death, watching as it goes about its macabre work. Death advances in secret. One after another. Their screams fade away in the gloom. Their rigid bodies found behind glinting metal. See the pain in their dull eyes, which gave up the ghost long ago.”

I hold my breath. She lets go of the door frame, lets her hand fall, and looks in my direction.

“A door,” she murmurs. “Dazzlingly bright.”

Exhausted, Kate puts a hand to her forehead, pulls a face, and slowly seems to come back to the present. I quickly put my arms around her.

“Are you okay?”

“I… I don’t know. Something… just happened. But I can’t remember what. Max was here… and then…”

“You recited another one of those prophecies,” I say gently.

Her head jerks up, and there’s fear in her eyes. “What?”

“I… I should probably write it down,” I mutter. I scribble down the words as I repeat them aloud to Kate. “Their rigid bodies found behind glinting metal. See the pain in their dull eyes, which gave up the ghost long ago.”

Kate seems to have foreseen something harrowing, and I have to admit I’m afraid that I may soon have to witness it or even experience it personally.
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Islip into the black dress. The dark sequins sparkle in the light like a thousand diamonds. I glance at myself in the mirror. Kate loaned it to me, and it’s beautiful. But I wish it was for some other occasion.

Tonight is the party where I’ll be introduced to the senior members of the Council. The most influential Tempes families will be there. And although I’m not looking forward to it, I’ll be glad when this event is behind me.

I wish Kate could come too, but tonight is solely about me presenting myself to the Council. At least that’s what was implied when I received the invitation and asked if I could bring someone.

And this party would probably be a welcome distraction for Kate because she’s been puzzling a lot over her last prophecy, trying really hard to force another premonition in the hope that it will reveal more clues. Because we only have a vague hunch about what Kate’s words may have referred to. A hunch that’s corroborated by the last part the prophecy about a door. There’s only one place I can think of: the Odyss. But that’s the problem – which door is it?

I have a suspicion that the door Kate saw was the one I tried to summon last time I was there. I can’t pretend I’m not afraid of returning there after hearing her premonition. But at the same time, I feel the pressure increasing.

I take a deep breath, zip up the dress, and pin up my hair. I have to set aside all thoughts of Kate and her prophecy for now. First, I need to get through this event. But I quickly reach for my phone and fill Noah in on the latest.

I end the message by saying, “We should go back to the Odyss as soon as possible so I can try to summon the door again.”

At that moment, somebody knocks on my door. It must be Mr. Collins come to get me. He’s going to drive me to the Fabricis’ house where the party is being held. I don’t feel too comfortable about it, but the principal insisted.

“Are you ready?” he asks when I open the door.

I nod and follow him out to the parking lot. He opens the front passenger door for me, so I sit there. He doesn’t say much for most of the drive, which is fine by me. I was afraid he might use the time to lecture me about Ayden. But apparently, he’s not interested in having that conversation with me. Or preparing me for the meeting with the Council members.

“Do you know who’ll be there?” I eventually ask.

“Members of the three most important families,” he replies, terse and cool.

At least I know their names now: Cunningham, Fabrici, and Montrell.

Mr. Collins turns right and drives into a parking garage under a large building. I’m awestruck by the fleeting glimpse of its facade. The walls are illuminated, and the pale sandstone gleams palatially. Lights glitter behind large windows. Ornate gables and little statues hint at how expensive this property must be.

We ride up the elevator, and as soon as the doors open with a soft ping, I hear voices. The hallway that Mr. Collins and I step into is lined with rugs. The walls are paneled wood, and there are statues here too, of warriors from exotic cultures. Valuable-looking paintings adorn the walls, mostly in modern styles that I know nothing about. Many objects are decorated with gold – vases, pitchers, and figurines. There are a few indoor plants, which bring some life to it all.

An employee in a suit takes our jackets and opens a set of double glass doors for us. The hubbub subsides abruptly as countless pairs of eyes turn toward me.

I’m startled. I wasn’t expecting this many people. There are at least fifty guests in the room. If this is only three families, then they’ve dragged along every member. I know that each of these families runs its businesses as a clan. Meaning that uncles, aunts, cousins, sons, daughters, and grandchildren are employed by the family business. They probably need such large clans to divide up the managerial positions because their areas of business are exceptionally diverse.

I gulp and try to meet their gazes without letting my nervousness show. Mr. Collins walks into the room, and I follow him. But they all literally turn their heads to stare at me. And they’re all dolled up as if they’re going to the Academy Awards. The women wear long dresses embroidered with sparkling diamantes or trimmed with lace. Their hair is elaborately styled, and precious gems glitter on their fingers, wrists, necks, and ears. I’m so glad that Kate convinced me to wear this dress – at least I don’t look totally underdressed.

The men are all in suits, some of them even wearing tailcoats. Their pocket handkerchiefs and cufflinks look expensive, and I’m sure they were very carefully selected.

A woman with dark curly hair and a delicate figure encased in a black skin-tight dress approaches me. She extends her gloved hand and introduces herself.

“Marcella Fabrici. Delighted to welcome you to my home. I hope you enjoy the evening. Everything is taken care of.”

As if responding to some invisible signal, a waiter comes and hands me a glass of orange juice.

“The buffet is over there,” she continues. “Please help yourself. And I look forward to chatting with you later.”

“Thank you for the invitation,” I say.

She acknowledges this with a nod and turns around. “Edoardo, come here.”

A man with dark brown hair streaked with the first signs of gray comes to join us. His dark brown eyes scrutinize me, but they look kind, and this is reinforced by his smile. “Now I finally get to meet you. It’s an absolute pleasure. Edoardo Fabrici. You’ve already met our son Alessandro. May I also introduce Alfredo. He’s five years older than Alessandro and studies at Yale.”

A young man steps forward. He has wavy hair and eyes that are as dark as his father’s but lack their warmth. His lips are thin and severe. There’s no hint of friendliness in his face, only cool disinterest and an expression that I find extremely arrogant.

“Pleased to meet you,” he says, shaking my hand. “So, you’re Teresa Franklin, with the gift of seeing destiny threads. Very interesting, and I hear you only recently became aware of our world. It’s surprising that such a talent should surface in someone like you.”

“Yes, nature is fantastic and full of surprises,” I retort, trying hard not to sound too aggressive. “No matter how much humans try to control and tame it. Who knows? Maybe there’s a reason that someone like me wound up with this ability.”

“Hmm, or it’s pure coincidence. And whether anything good can come of it, only time will tell.”

“So you still believe in coincidence? Considering everything you know about the goddesses?” I can’t resist asking. “That’s amazing.”

His lips narrow even more, and his eyes flash angrily at me. But I pretend not to notice.

“Alfredo doesn’t think much of the goddesses,” explains his father. “He doesn’t see the point in hunting them and killing them only so that their powers are slightly weakened and passed on to a new goddess. He believes we’re wasting our time. In his opinion, we key carriers need to evolve to become stronger than the goddesses.”

Alfredo nods. “Anything else is just an endless waste of effort and resources.”

Edoardo laughs and puts his arm around his son’s shoulders. “That’s young people for you. Always thinking they know better and wanting to change things. But wisdom comes with age.”

Alfredo’s expression darkens, and he clenches his jaw so hard that I half expect to hear his teeth grinding.

“Less than ten minutes and you’re already deep in conversation. I hope you don’t mind me butting in.” A short man with a prominent belly and an even more impressive snow-white mustache squeezes between the Fabricis and extends his hand. “Leonard Montrell. Pleased to meet you.”

I grasp his hand, and he squeezes and shakes mine firmly.

“Wonderful party, Marcella my dear. You always know how to spoil your guests. In any case, the brandy is excellent.”

“I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself,” she replies a little coolly – or maybe I’m just imagining it.

“And how do you like your new school? I hear you have a powerful key spirit and have already learned to handle it well in the short time that you’ve been with us,” says Mr. Montrell.

“Yoru and I have become a great team. Obviously, we still have a lot to learn. But that’s why we’re in school.”

He nods benevolently. “You’re right. And you’ve already become embroiled in a few challenging encounters. It was thanks to you that we found that goddess of destiny. That’s bodes well for your future. Once you can really control your gift…”

“That’ll take time. The past has taught us that most key carriers with this gift require a lot of training,” Marcella interrupts.

“I suppose you’re right. But she’s young and has already done very well for herself,” says Mr. Montrell, eyeing me again.

I’m starting to feel uncomfortable, like I’m some scientific curiosity.

“We shouldn’t forget that a hunter died in her presence,” Alfredo objects.

For a moment, I forget to breathe. I stare at him and don’t hesitate to express all my anger and reproach with my eyes. How dare he? Where does he get off bringing Ty into this?!

“Oh, give the girl a break,” says Mr. Montrell. “She’s still young and needs time to develop.” He gives me an encouraging smile, which right now, I can’t return. I’m feeling more and more uncomfortable by the minute.

“Perhaps you’d like to tell us a little about yourself,” says Edoardo, trying to change the subject. “We’d love to get to know you better.”

“I expect you already know most of what there is to know,” I reply. “I doubt my hobbies are of much interest to anyone here.”

I know I sound rude, but is it any wonder when I keep being insulted and discussed as if I’m not here?! The small group stares at me, hovering between dismay and disbelief. Finally, Mr. Montrell bursts out laughing, which makes his belly bounce up and down.

“She has a sting in her tail. I like that. You remind me of my daughter. Just a moment!” He turns and seems to be searching for someone in the crowd, then calls out, “Margret, darling, come here please!”

A woman in her early forties with fine brown hair and very alert green eyes joins us. She’s a little rotund and wearing a simple blue dress that looks very elegant on her.

“This is my daughter and right hand. She knows how to stand her ground too, and she’s the toughest negotiator I know.”

Margret nods and shakes my hand. “Pleasure, Ms. Franklin. It can’t be easy for you being surrounded by Council members. But I’m sure you understand how important it is for us to form an impression of you.”

I can see what her father means. She seems very honest and direct.

“What are your ambitions? Do you have plans for the future? Goals you particularly want to achieve that we can support you in?”

I slowly raise my eyebrows and look at her uneasily. How am I supposed to answer that? My life is so chaotic right now that I’d be glad just to eliminate the worst of my problems. I really don’t have time to draw up five and ten-year plans.

So I say, “Naturally, I want to develop my gift and learn to control it.”

Now it’s Margret’s turn to raise her eyebrows. “So you have no influence over it at all?”

I gulp. This is going from bad to worse.

“Hey, what are you all thinking, monopolizing our guest of honor and interrogating her the moment she arrives? I thought we were here to get to know each other and have some fun.”

Alessandro pushes his way through to us and gives me a beaming smile. He leans forward and hugs me as if we’re the best of friends and whispers to me, “I promised to show you a good time. It gets better from now on. Sorry I was late.” He steps back, takes my hand, and says to the group, “I’ll show Teresa around and make sure she gets something to eat. What kind of party would it be without a little indulgence?” He drags me away, and I’m hugely grateful to be saved from my interrogation.

“You took your time,” I grumble.

He turns to me and says with a wink, “Which makes you all the more pleased to see me.”

I roll my eyes and follow him to the buffet table. I’m acutely aware that most of the guests are still watching me, but they seem to have satisfied their initial curiosity.

Alessandro selects a couple of pastries and hands one to me. Then we help ourselves to drinks and stand at the end of the room where it’s a little quieter.

“You’re doing well,” he says quietly. “I can imagine it’s not the most comfortable situation for you.”

“Mostly, I’m wondering what happens after this party,” I reply quietly. “Will the Council now want to meet with me regularly to assess where I’m at with my gift and figure out what training I need?”

“No, don’t worry about that,” says a voice beside me.

I turn around to see Mr. Cunningham approaching me and smiling.

“Sorry, I know it’s impolite to eavesdrop.”

“It’s okay,” I reply, not knowing what else to say.

He turns slightly away from me and Alessandro and surveys the room. “It can be pretty intimidating suddenly being the center of attention when you don’t know what’s expected of you.”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

“But don’t worry. This is not about interrogating you or finding out whether you can be useful to us.”

I raise my eyebrows incredulously, and he laughs.

“Well, for some of us, such as myself, it’s about something else entirely. We want to get to know you and earn your trust. We want you to know that you can depend on the Tempes Council and that you can come to us for help when you need it. We want you to feel you can be open with us and share your fears and concerns but also your desires and plans. Obviously, we hope that you’ll someday join the hunters. You’d be incredibly valuable in that capacity with your gift. But until then, you need people you can rely on in your corner. And that’s what we want to be.”

“Mr. Collins said the Council would help me master my gift and provide someone to support me in that. I understand there are a few Council members who have put themselves forward,” I say frankly.

Mr. Cunningham nods. “That’s right; in fact, I’ve put myself forward as a point of contact for you. I’ve known a number of Tempes with gifts and had the privilege of learning from them. So I hope to make myself available to you for advice. But I don’t see it as the kind of training that you show up for once a week. I’d simply like to function as a confidant, someone you can approach with any questions or concerns. But that kind of relationship needs time to develop first. What’s important to me is that you know the Council won’t leave you out in the cold. But as I said, it hasn’t yet been decided who your support person will be.”

I have the feeling that things have already been set in motion and that there won’t be any major changes – not if Mr. Cunningham gets his way. And I have no doubt that he can make it happen.

I’m lost for words because I really wasn’t expecting an offer like this. I figured they’d try to harness me into the machinery that serves the Tempes.

“I understand your skepticism,” he continues, scrutinizing me. “You don’t know us, and you don’t know our aims and motivations. So I suppose it’s only natural to assume that we’re not interested in the wellbeing of the individual. But rest assured, that’s not the case. We recognize your value as someone who possesses a gift but also your value as a person. And we hope we’ll be able to help you.”

“That’s kind of you,” I say, although I’m still unsure what to make of this conversation.

He nods slowly. “Give yourself time, and try not to view this as an event where you’re being evaluated. It’s actually the other way around. The idea is for you to get to know us better, form a picture of who we are, and eventually decide who you’d like to have as your contact person moving ahead.”

Well, the picture I have of the Council members so far isn’t exactly pretty. Although I have to admit that Mr. Cunningham is an exception.

“Your expression reminds me of my granddaughter when she’s not in the best mood. I take that to mean that your first impression of the Council isn’t exactly rosy.”

Alessandro gestures dismissively. “You know my brother and his bizarre ideas. And then she had to deal with the Montrells. It actually could have been a lot worse.”

“So much for promising me an enjoyable party,” I grumble quietly.

“Oh, it will be. Hey, I’m here now.”

“You can certainly count on Mr. Fabrici in that regard,” Mr. Cunningham acknowledges with a wry smile. “Maybe you should mingle with the younger people. Then you might find the evening more stimulating, and at the same time, you can get to know some prospective Council members. It’s always advantageous to have an eye toward the future. My granddaughter is here tonight by the way. I’m sure you two will get along well.”

I falter. So Claire is here. I get a sinking feeling because I don’t think I’m ready to see her again – the girl who Ayden obviously has feelings for.

“I… I met her in school. We don’t know each other personally, but I know who she is.”

“Oh, then it’s time for me to introduce you two. She’s a delightful young lady, and I’m not just saying that because she’s my granddaughter,” he adds with a wink. “Claire is very special, and she’ll achieve great things. We all agree on that. We’re very proud of her, and when you talk to her, you’ll find that she’s a charming person too.”

I nod drily and picture her at Ayden’s side. Yeah, she’s clearly very special…

“Mr. Cunningham,” a tall man calls out. “May I borrow you for a moment?”

He nods and excuses himself. “I’ll talk to you again later.”

“You don’t look good,” Alessandro observes. “Is it because of Claire? You went so pale when he started talking about her.” He tilts his head and studies my face. “Hmm, then I guess your encounter with her didn’t go too well.”

“I’m fine,” I say, walking away from him because I can’t stand still any longer. I wish I could leave this party. I just want to go back to school and crawl into bed.

“Teresa, wait. I won’t mention her name again, I promise.”

I ignore him and hurry away. As I do, I almost collide with a young woman talking on her phone.

“It sucks that you didn’t want to come. Now I have to hang around here on my own, bored out of my mind.”

She lets out a quiet exclamation of fright when I almost collide with her, pulling myself up just in time. She gives me a startled look and says into the phone, “No, it’s okay. Someone almost ran into me. I guess I was a little distracted,” she continues in a coquettish voice, turning away from me. “What do you say we meet up tomorrow? I won’t be in town much longer. Unless my plan starts to take shape in the meantime… Come on, Ayden. I miss you, and I want to enjoy my last few days here. I can’t do that without you.”

My heart contracts. I hate the fact that those few words hit me so hard. Why won’t this burning feeling in my chest go away?

“Want to go somewhere more private?” Alessandro asks beside me. Apparently, he witnessed all that and is trying to divert my attention to other things.

“That could be taken the wrong way,” I reply, unable to suppress a smirk at his ambiguous choice of words.

He looks disconcerted and scratches the back of his head. “True. I just thought maybe you could use a change of scene. I could give you a tour, what do you say? There’s plenty to see and marvel at in the Fabrici house. And you could learn more about the Council and the Tempes on the way.”

I frown and look at him doubtfully. “You want to reveal the family secrets to an outsider like me?”

He shrugs. “I’m the black sheep of the family. I have a reputation to uphold.”

I shake my head and follow him across the room. He’s certainly aroused my curiosity.
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We walk along a corridor that’s in no way inferior to the entrance area in terms of its pomp and splendor. The floor is covered in expensive-looking carpet that completely muffles our footsteps. Here too, I see statues and objects such as chalices, vases, and sculptures standing on elegant pieces of furniture.

“You must have to employ a whole battalion of cleaning staff to keep all this stuff spotless,” I say.

Alessandro turns around with an amused expression. “My parents are passionate collectors. I guess it runs in the family. You’ll be amazed at the kinds of things we have here.”

I raise my eyebrows and follow Alessandro up a flight of stairs. “Sounds mysterious. What kinds of things do you collect? Dusty suits of armor from Europe? Do you have the Amber Room stashed away in here somewhere? Or the Ark of the Covenant?”

“You’re thinking along the wrong lines,” he says with a wink. “You’re forgetting that our family has sat on the Council for generations. We’re solely devoted to the key carrying world, so that’s what holds the most significance for us.”

This actually sounds interesting. “And you’re sure your family won’t kill you if you show these things to a stranger?”

“Sure, probably. But I like you. You’re different. And anyway, you have a gift and that makes you valuable to the Council. I figure it’s only right for you to find out more about the Council and its history. Maybe then you’ll feel more inclined to work with us. That would be a positive outcome, wouldn’t you say?”

I hope he’s just teasing me and doesn’t seriously mean that. I can’t imagine anything that would make me enthusiastic about working with the Council. So I just say, “I’m intrigued.”

We turn into another long corridor. I’ve already lost my sense of direction. Everywhere I look I see grandiose objects, gold and silver, and valuable works of art. We finally reach a set of double doors. They’re made of pale wood with etched panes, but I can’t see anything through the milky glass. Even here, the ever-present gold adornments haven’t been neglected.

Alessandro turns to me again. I see a look of excited anticipation in his eyes. He opens the doors, and I step into a room lined on all sides with high, dark shelves. They’re filled with countless books, some of them huge old tomes. But other objects are stored here too: I see a small silver floor clock, porcelain figurines, curved, rusty-looking knives, and old coins in small boxes.

At first, I can’t make any sense of it all, but then my eyes are drawn to the four glass cases in the middle of the room. In one of them is a gem-studded necklace. It consists of a number of chains and is beautifully made. It’s illuminated by a spotlight above it, which makes the stones sparkle.

In the next case is a white shirt that looks really old. I can’t tell what kind of fabric it’s made of. When I look closer, I notice delicate patterns woven into it. I imagine the tailor’s skills were really put to the test when making this.

In the third case is an old book with a leather cover that’s come loose in places. The lettering is so faded that I can’t read the title.

The last thing I see is difficult to describe in words. A strange light dances inside the fourth case. I move a step closer. I’ve never seen anything like it before. A blue teardrop of light hovers in the air, emitting small flickering flames.

“Fascinating, no?” says Alessandro beside me.

I flinch. I’d completely forgotten about him. “What… what is all this stuff?” I ask with a sweeping gesture.

“Treasures collected by the Fabrici family over the years. I suspect that the legends surrounding some of these things aren’t true. But the objects themselves are unique and very old.”

I look up at the shelves again. All these books, the clock, the coins, knives, and figurines – they’re all supposed to be special items with some connection to the world of the key carriers? I look at the glass cases again. These are without a doubt the most valuable things in the room.

“This here,” he says, pointing at the shirt, “is supposed to be the shirt worn by Ernest Cunningham.”

I look at him cluelessly, and he continues undeterred.

“He was the first person to renounce the goddesses. He tried to convince the other people charged with protecting the goddesses of destiny that they had to be stopped. That they never did any good anymore and increasingly amused themselves by tormenting humans and taking pleasure in their misery. But part of the group that wanted to liberate themselves from the goddesses planned to take the goddesses’ power and use it for themselves. Their aim was to take one of them prisoner and force her to change their destinies, or even better, to transfer her power to one of them. Eventually there was an uprising; the group split, and in all the chaos, two of the three goddesses fled. They only managed to apprehend one of them, and it was Ernest who killed her.”

My eyes widen as I stare at the shirt. I’m stunned and don’t know what to say. But it doesn’t matter because Alessandro cheerfully continues.

“This necklace here was worn by one of the goddesses who lived around 1895. One of the first Tempes sealed her fate. According to legend, some of her power still resides in it.”

I take another look at the beautifully crafted necklace, the owner of which met such a terrible end. I know that the goddesses of destiny inflict misery on humanity and need to be stopped, but I’m horrified at the idea of being betrayed by people you trusted and who were supposed to protect you.

“This book is really special. It’s one of the five divine books.”

My pulse instantly accelerates.

“The goddesses once had their own library where they kept books that only they could access. Their entire body of knowledge was stored there. Information intended for the goddesses alone and enormously valuable. Only the goddesses could read the language they were written in. One page of this book is said to have been translated once. An imprisoned goddess was forced to do it. But, uh, she didn’t complete more than one page. It’s supposedly about the everyday lives of the goddesses.”

I can guess the reason that this woman only translated one page. Maybe she took her own life, the way Chloe did. Or she may have been murdered.

I look at the book and feel pure adrenalin shoot through my veins. This must have been part of the library I’m searching for. Will the clue behind the door in the Odyss lead me to another book? Maybe even here at some point? Is it these divine books themselves that I’m supposed to find? Or is it about the location of the library? I curse silently and wish I’d gotten some useful information out of Patricia. I’d like to visit her again, but I doubt I’d survive that.

“And that brings us to our most valuable possession by far,” Alessandro continues, stepping up to the glass case.

His expression changes to one of reverence, and when I turn to look at the glowing object, a cold shudder runs through me. I sense that there’s something very special about this phenomenon.

“It’s the tear of the goddess Clotho, the first one to be killed by the Tempes.”

I recall the name Alessandro just mentioned. “Ernest Cunningham.”

He nods slowly. “He managed to capture her amid all the chaos. Supposedly, the goddess was so horrified at being betrayed by her own people that she swore never to relinquish her power to anyone. But it wasn’t about that for Cunningham. He just wanted to stop her, and he knew the only way to do that was to kill her. As the legend goes, a tear trickled down her cheek as she drew her last breath. It contained all her hate, anger, grief, and disappointment. But what she didn’t realize was that her emotions held incredible power. It’s said that there’s nothing more valuable in the world than this tear. If you drink it, it heals all wounds and illnesses. And the best part: whoever uses the tear is supposed to find the thing that the goddess was denied – peace of mind.”

I stare at the strange formation, radiant blue with little flickering flames. “And you believe that?”

He laughs sardonically and shakes his head. “Nobody has ever dared to use this treasure for their own benefit. It’s possible that the legends surrounding her have been embellished over time and that some of the things that are said about her aren’t true. But if there’s even a grain of truth to it, then this is an incredibly powerful artifact.”

I gaze at it and feel goosebumps all over my body. I understand that this object is not just extraordinary but worth more than all the gold in the world.
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I’m standing near the bus stop where I agreed to meet Noah; I pace back and forth a few times. I’m tense, agitated, unsure what will happen today. Will I finally succeed in summoning the door? I’ve met up with Noah several times in the last few weeks to try again – in vain. At times, I felt like I was on the verge of a breakthrough, which only made the disappointment worse.

I keep wondering what’s behind that door. Will we find one of the divine books like the one I saw at the Fabrici house? And what if we do? What am I supposed to do with it if nobody can read it? Except Patricia of course. Maybe Noah could take the book to the goddess. The Noctu might let him in to see her. But would Patricia agree to help? And Andrew would surely want to know where Noah found the book and then confiscate it to show it to the Assembly. No, that’s not an option.

I take a deep breath and try to organize my thoughts. The party at the Fabrici house was two weeks ago. It was illuminating, and not only because I got to see the tear and the other precious objects. I also started to form an impression of the Council members, and now I know that my assumptions about them weren’t too far off the mark. A lot of them seem to care more about their position and preserving their power than anything else. So they’re interested in me for that reason, although a few, such as Alessandro’s brother, don’t have high hopes for me. I was really glad when the evening came to an end and I hadn’t been forced to talk to Claire. She was too busy mingling with the guests and comparing notes with the younger generation of Council members.

“You look pretty tense,” I hear a voice say beside me.

I spin around and see Noah slowly approaching. I keep an eye out for Rain, who must be around here somewhere. As usual, I can’t spot him. But I can see Yoru clearly, peering out from behind a tree. He’s watching me, and he can probably guess that I’m about to leave him behind again.

“You don’t need to put so much pressure on yourself. I keep telling you that. It can’t be rushed; you need to allow yourself time.”

I snort but refrain from arguing with him. We’ve already had this discussion so many times. So I just say, “I know,” and walk toward him. “Let’s go.”

He nods, takes out his key, and together we step through the door. I’ve been this way so many times recently that I’ve learned to avoid a hard landing. I glance around. But this time Frances is nowhere to be seen. Since she played the flute for us, she only joined us a couple more times, which surprised me. She doesn’t like to let Noah out of her sight, especially when he’s with me. The few times she accompanied us, she sat on the ground, watching us with a bitter expression and her arms folded. Was it just too boring for her? Or maybe too strenuous because we never know how much time we have here in the Odyss? Twice, Rain has picked up the scent of the fallen, and we had to leave abruptly.

I have no idea what’s up with Frances right now. But I should be happy that she stopped coming with us, because I can concentrate much better without an audience.

I position myself, take a deep breath, and extend my arm. The golden threads appear as if out of nowhere – I don’t need to take out the flute anymore. I focus all my attention on this one door, seeing it clearly in front of me, and try to imagine that it’s attached to an elastic band. Then I pull.

My hand trembles and my jaw muscles ache. So does my arm, which feels as if there’s a ton of weight pressing down on it. I feel my strength ebbing away and clench my teeth.

Noah notices the effort I’m expending and moves a step toward me. “Teresa, take a break if it’s too much. It’s better to try again later rather than sap all your energy.”

But I can’t. It feels like the door is moving very slightly. I can’t give up now.

“Tess,” he whispers beside me.

My whole body is shaking now. I feel dizzy, and my surroundings seem to darken a little. A dull ache spreads through my body, right into my bones. And it’s intensifying, growing sharper. I sway.

“Teresa, please,” Noah whispers, putting his hand on my arm. He runs his fingers along it, lightly and tenderly, as if trying to memorize every inch. When they reach my hand, his fingers wrap around mine, and he pushes them down toward the ground. “That’s enough Tess. Give yourself a break.”

My heart races, pumping adrenalin around my body in response to his touch. There’s this tingling sensation inside me, and I’m not sure if it’s right to feel it or if I want to. I’m not even sure where it’s coming from, and I don’t want to know. Maybe that’s why I react irritably, turning around and snapping, “Don’t interrupt me! I’ll never succeed if you keep holding me back. I was almost there. I just know it. I’m so close!”

Noah looks at me without a word, and I’m not sure how to interpret his expression. Worry? Disappointment? Anger? Longing? I don’t know, but I can’t think about that right now. I turn around, take a deep breath, and get back to work.

“Stop!” he snarls at me, grabbing my arm and spinning me around to face him. “You’re making yourself sick. That’s all you’re doing. I’m worried about you; don’t you get that? You’re so stubborn. I know how much you want this, but you’ll never achieve anything with this approach, and I’m not going to stand by and watch you wear yourself down.”

I shake my head and swallow hard. Noah is so close that I can feel his breath on my skin. He doesn’t let me dodge his gaze, and I sink deeper and deeper into those wonderful eyes flashing with determination. The gold and brown flecks in them sparkle so beautifully that I can’t look away. He reaches out and runs his hand through my hair, across my cheek. I still can’t look away, and I find myself asking why I should. Why should I fight this part of me, which knows exactly how it feels?

“Tess,” Noah murmurs, and I open my lips slightly to capture his breath. I’ve been fighting it for far too long, and I’m tired.

He touches his thumb to my lips and gently traces their contours. My heart pumps my hot blood around my body as I try to catch my breath. Our eyes are locked as if silently calling to each other. And I guess that’s how it is. For so long, we’ve had this yearning for intimacy and always been afraid. I want that to change.

“Tess,” he murmurs again, leaning forward slightly. I close my eyes and feel his lips on mine. They melt into a sweet, tentative kiss, which quickly intensifies. I open my lips for him, bury my hands in his hair, and pull him closer to me. It’s so incredibly good to feel him like this. And the tingling sensation he sets off in me, this quiver, the longing that’s finally being fulfilled.

Noah’s hands are on my cheeks, and he caresses them with his fingers while holding me firmly, as if he’s afraid of losing me. Our tongues touch, and for a blissful moment, I forget everything around me. I look at him, my eyes misty with happiness, and then I flinch for a moment. Back there in the darkness: a pale face. I’ve seen it once before. The eyes so empty, dull, and huge. And so maniacal that they frighten me. But I blink and the figure is gone, and now I’m not sure if I just imagined it.

“Tess, are you okay?” Noah asks, trying to catch my eye again. His fingertips touch my cheek, tender and full of promise.

I nod slowly. “Sorry. I… I don’t know what came over me.”

“It’s okay. I know this isn’t easy for you. And just now, between us… maybe it wasn’t the ideal moment. But I’ve had feelings for you for a long time.”

I hear the honestly in his words, and I feel close to him. I trust Noah, and when Ayden disappointed me the first time, I wanted to try with Noah. But then he told me the truth about himself and attacked Ayden.

I guess he can see that it’s a lot for me to process, and he lifts my chin.

“Tess, look at me. I can see the doubt in your eyes. Do you want to tell me what you’re thinking?”

“About everything that’s happened between us,” I admit. “About what you used to say to me back when we were first getting to know each other – that you had plans for me. But also all those times when you were there for me and how important you’ve become for me, how much space you take up in my thoughts, and especially in my heart. I want to be with you,” I say, resting my head against his chest. Yes, that’s what I want. I want a new start with the person I trust.

“I’ve tried to deny it for so long. I know I’m taking a risk and that it’s a risk for you too.” His fingers are still caressing my face, my neck, my hair. It’s as if he can’t get enough of touching me, and I feel the same. I want to be close to him, feel his body and explore every part of him. “I can’t help it, no matter how hard I try. I want to be with you,” he continues.

I look up and see a flicker of longing in his eyes. This time it’s me who leans forward and kisses him, passionately and filled with this blind, crazy desire. I don’t ever want it to end. This moment is simply perfect, and I want it to last forever.

But of course it doesn’t. Noah lets go of me and looks at me. I see sorrow in his eyes. Something that wasn’t there a moment ago. Or did I just refuse to see it?

“Tess, I want to be with you, and I’m sure we can find a way. But first there’s something you should know. And if you choose this, it could make everything much easier for us. I realize the position I’m putting you in, and it won’t be easy for you. I’ve already offered this before, but things were different then.”

I frown. I don’t understand what he’s trying to say. But then I get a sneaking suspicion. My heart has only just begun to cautiously open up, and now it snaps shut again in fright. He’s still holding me and giving me this imploring look that cuts me to the quick.

“When I first started following and watching you, I quickly realized you were special. And I soon had a hunch that you may have a gift. But I also saw that I was too late. You became a Tempes and felt like you belonged. You were fascinated by that new world. Not the best prerequisite for what I was planning. Especially as Ayden was there too. You would never have cut yourself off from him.”

“Noah, what is this?” I whisper as the fear inside me continues to rise.

“I wanted to at least try, and I decided to become part of your life. I wanted to gain your trust, no matter how far-fetched that may have seemed at the time. I was sure I could find a way into your heart.”

I slowly step back from him and shake my head in dismay. “No, stop it.”

Noah steps forward and grasps my arm to stop me from retreating. He puts his hands on my face.

“Teresa, I know how this must sound. But please consider it. Join the Noctu. Leave the Tempes. We’ll take good care of you, and you’d have so much freedom. I’m sure you’d be better off if you joined us.”

“You mean because the Noctu wouldn’t try to exploit my power?! Or because I wouldn’t be constantly attacked by your people? Why? Tell why it would be better?”

I glare at him, deeply hurt. So that was his plan. He wanted to earn my trust and then persuade me to become a Noctu. And now that he’s finally succeeded in getting closer to me, he’s trying to persuade me. After all, I depend on him – I’ve even told him so. The perfect time to let his mask fall and try to twist my arm.

“You’ve had to endure so much with the Tempes, so much pain. You couldn’t count on any of them to help you. That wouldn’t happen with us. I’d be on your side, and the Noctu wouldn’t use you the way the Tempes plan to.”

“Is that so?” I ask. “What do you know about the Tempes’ plans? At least they didn’t lie to me. Unlike you.” I turn around and hiss at him, “Take me back. I want to go home.”

“Teresa, please. I don’t want anything to come between us. That’s the reason I told you about my original intentions.”

“And that’s still what you want. You just told me so. How am I supposed to know what else you’ve been faking with me to convince me to join the Noctu?”

I glare at him with contempt, pain, and anger. How could he do this to me? Especially when he knows how many times people have tried to use and manipulate me.

“Is that really what you think?” he breathes. “You should know me better than that. I’d never fake my emotions with you. I was always honest.”

“Yeah,” I spit. “You just kept certain things from me. But that doesn’t make it any better. Take me home now.”

He nods without saying another word and summons the door, which I charge through. Without turning back, I stomp to where Yoru is waiting for me and then head home. I actually believed I could risk starting something new. But once again, the past came back and wrecked everything.
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Iglance at my phone, but there are no new messages. I guess Noah’s given up. For a few days after our disagreement, he kept trying to call me and sent several messages, which I barely glanced at. I’m still angry, and I feel used and betrayed.

Noah knew how much it hurt me the way Ayden toyed with my emotions when I first met him. He just wanted to probe and test me to see if I met the Tempes standards. And now I find out that Noah was doing something similar. All this time, he was trying to win my trust only to steer me toward the Noctu.

I shake my head and angrily strike out the last sentence on my writing pad. I’m in English class, but I’m not really paying attention. I’ll just be happy if I can stay seated and not storm out of the room. I feel an urge to move around and clear my head.

How could Noah seriously think I would ever become a Noctu? He knows what I think of their activities – how much I despise the fact that they steal people’s dying breaths. The Tempes also do things I can’t stand. But I’d never defect to the other side. Why does he think he can convince me to stab my people in the back? Just because it hurts every time I see Ayden and it would soothe my soul to be able to avoid him altogether? Because I feel something for Noah and can imagine a future with him? Or because he knows I’m afraid the Tempes might exploit my gift and force me to do things I don’t want to do?

I prop my head on my hand and don’t know what to think or feel. All I have is this hole in my heart incessantly screaming the truth at me: that things between me and Noah were never the way I thought. He was just using me.

Kate keeps giving anxious sidelong glances. I told her what happened between me and Noah. She was just as horrified as I was that he would do something like that. She can’t understand it either.

On the way to the cafeteria, she asks. “Has he contacted you again?”

I shake my head. “It’s better that way.”

“Don’t you figure you should talk to him again at some point? Sure, it was a shock to hear that, but he obviously cares about you. It can’t have been all lies.”

“That’s not the point,” I reply. “He tried to manipulate me to gain my trust. He told me several times that he had plans for me. But he never told me what they were. At some point, he said they weren’t important anymore. That’s when he should have had the guts to tell me what they were – if not before. But he didn’t. And I’m sick of being lied to and used.” I feel my throat tighten as the sorrow threatens to overwhelm me. “I thought I had finally found someone who sees me for me. Not for my gift or my powerful key spirit.”

“Tess,” Kate says quietly, putting a comforting arm around me.

“And now I can’t go back to the Odyss. I was on the verge of finding the mystery behind the door. I know I came so close to summoning that door. And now I can’t go back and try again.”

We enter the cafeteria and order something to eat, although I don’t really have much of an appetite. We find a free table, and I push my pasta around on my plate.

“We could try without Noah,” Kate says suddenly.

I almost drop my fork in surprise.

“Gray and Yoru would have to come with us – they can sense the fallen approaching. We would have less time in there because our spirits would be with us and that will draw attention. But a few minutes might be enough. I’ll stay with you and keep watch with the spirits while you try to summon the door.”

I stare incredulously at Kate. “We can’t do that. I can’t drag you into this. What if one of the fallen attacks us?”

I’m reminded of my first visit to the Odyss when I found Yoru and was chased by one of the fallen. That’s something I don’t want to experience again. And I definitely don’t want to expose Kate to that kind of danger.

“Tess, I know how important it is that you find this library. I believe that it’ll happen sooner or later anyway. Because Patricia said it was your destiny. And as much as I’m afraid of the goddesses and distrust them, I believe she was telling the truth. So we should give it a try and not waste any more time.”

I gulp, my thoughts race, and I can’t decide what to do.

“We’ll be fine,” she promises. “And we won’t have to rely on anyone else. We can do this.”

She fixes me with a confident gaze. I really hope this won’t turn out to be a mistake.

Late that afternoon, we open the door to the Odyss through Frida’s painting. I insert my key into the keyhole that appears in the painting, and I’m immediately pulled through with Kate. As soon as we arrive in that dark world, I jump up and glance around anxiously. I can’t see anyone, which is a good start. But I can’t deny that I’d prefer to leave again immediately. I look at my little fox, who returns my gaze, mirroring my anxious expression.

“You need to keep a close watch on what’s happening around us,” I say to him, bending down and ruffling his fur. “Let me know as soon as anyone approaches, and we’ll get out of here immediately.”

I feel a little uneasy when he turns around and trots away. He soon disappears in the darkness, which is only punctuated by the light from the doors. He’s good at hiding, and he knows when he needs to be careful. He’ll be fine. And yet I’d feel better if I could see him. Kate sends Gray out too so that we have two key spirits on guard duty.

“You can start,” Kate says. “I figure we should try for ten minutes and then get out of here. I’ll keep a lookout and let you know if anything happens.”

I nod, take a deep breath, and extend my arm. Ten minutes isn’t long, and the time constraints won’t make it any easier. Plus I keep thinking of Noah, who was with me the last time. I can still feel his presence, and at the same time, I’m painfully aware of his absence. That moment when he held me, when we were close and kissed. I try to push him out of my mind and out of my heart. We’re here to do something important. This has to work.

I close my eyes, slowly exhale, and picture the door I want to summon. It’s not long before I see it. The curved silver handle, which I imagine myself grasping. I recall Noah’s words and try to hold his instructions in my mind. My muscles begin to burn under the strain, my arm trembles, and it takes all my will power to hold it up. I can’t give up now. The door feels incredibly heavy, but it’s not anchored to the ground – it’s attached to an elastic band, which I can simply pull toward me. It’ll stretch and put up a little resistance, but in the end, the door will come to me.

I bite my lip and taste blood, and at the same time, I feel a slight quiver, a faint movement… and I know it’s not coming from me. I open my eyes and feel the door gliding toward me. I did it! I turn happily to Kate, who can tell from the look on my face that I’ve finally succeeded. She opens her mouth to say something, but at that moment, I see a chalky-white face looming behind her.

I want to scream out a warning, charge at the figure, call Yoru, but my body is in no state to do all that at once. So I let my arm drop, and the door snaps back to its original position. I hurry forward to help Kate, but the figure is already stretching its white hand toward her.

“Finally, an opportunity. I’ve been waiting so long for this,” the person says in a strangely rapturous voice. The figures steps so that it’s illuminated by the glow coming from the doors, and for the first time, I can see him clearly. Black unkempt wavy hair hangs down to his shoulders. The young man’s frame is thin, almost gaunt, and he walks slightly hunched forward. He’s wearing torn jeans, a sweater, and a dirty black coat that hangs loosely around him. But the worst part is his pale face, its huge dark eyes bulging out at me. The whites of his eyes can hardly be described as such because they’re so bloodshot. He reaches his hand toward us. His fingers are long, and Kate recoils in fear.

“Who are you?” I ask. “I know you’ve been following me. I saw you. Once near the temple when Travis was being taken to his hearing and then a couple of weeks ago when I was here with Noah trying to summon the door.” I stare at the guy, and a smile appears on his split lips.

“Travis. I watched him die. It was quick. Far too quick. The blink of an eye and the light was extinguished. He should have known.” The guy shakes his head and takes a couple of steps without taking his eyes off us.

Travis is dead? I’m surprised, but I suppose I shouldn’t be. It was clear to me that the Noctu wouldn’t let his betrayal go unpunished.

I stare at the stranger, who’s circling around us. I instinctively feel the danger emanating from him, and I don’t take my eyes off him either.

“I watch everything. I’m everywhere. Invisible. Nobody knows. Nobody sees. The pain, the torment. My heart is long gone. A dead soul in my chest. But it’s better that way. A conscience just gets in the way. And I can’t afford that. It would mean my death. And I don’t want to die. No, I don’t want to. Not like that. Surrounded by the gloom eating away at me. Devoured by the darkness oozing out of every pore. No longer animate. Damned for all eternity.” He flings back his head, flicking his greasy hair through the air, and stares at us. “You’re… one of them. You’re the enemy. I know about you. I know a lot more than you think. Someday, everyone will see it. They’ll see me and know that I did it. But then it’ll be too late for you.” He cocks his head and stares at me. “You’ll die.”

An icy shiver runs up my spine as he comes a step closer. He only seems to have eyes for me. He walks past Kate without even glancing at her. Well, at least she’s not in danger.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I snarl at him. I keep talking in the hope of getting through to him. “Why do you want to kill me?”

He stares at me, his mouth half-open, eyes big and round. “You… look like her.”

I frown. “Who do you mean?”

But he doesn’t seem to hear me; he’s lost in a world of his own. This guy is clearly out of his mind. But that doesn’t explain why he’s been creeping around after me.

“I saw her. She betrayed her people. And I know that she knew Charles. He wasn’t good for her,” he says, shaking his head. “No, he really wasn’t. Then again, maybe he was. Because he was the reason she came to us, became part of this world.”

“You’re talking about Frida?” I ask. “You knew her?”

“It was a long time ago, and now she’s gone.”

“I know she’s dead. But what does Frida have to do with any of this?”

“That’s the reason you’re here, right? You want to follow in her footsteps?” he says.

He thinks I want to join the Noctu? Where did he get that crazy idea? Because I keep coming here? Because he’s seen me trying to learn how to summon doors? I don’t understand.

“That’s not why you’re here?” he asks. “Then why?” He looks at me searchingly, as if he figures he can read the truth from my face. “You’re so similar to her, but you’re not the same person.” He clutches his head and screams, “You’re just here to drive me insane. You want to make my skull explode. I can’t allow that. Whatever you’re trying to do, it has to stop, do you hear me?! She wouldn’t have wanted that. She was always on the side of the Noctu. Always!” He shouts and runs toward me at a speed I wouldn’t have thought him capable of. Out of the corner of my eye I see a movement in the darkness. Some animal charging at us. Probably his key spirit.

I call Yoru and hope he’s nearby.

“No!” Kate screams, and I see Gray appear at her side. She runs at the stranger, throwing herself at him. They collide, fly toward me, and knock me to the ground. I see his white face above me. His hand grips my arm. And as I stare into his vacant bloodshot eyes, it happens: Kate and I are suddenly in a totally different place. And I know at once where we are.
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This is the park!”

Kate is standing beside me. I can see her clearly, but everything else looks strangely washed out, unreal.

“We’re back in your vision,” I say quietly when Frida appears in front of me.

“Just listen to me for once!” Frida shouts with clenched fists. Her face is as pale as it was last time. In fact, it appears to be the exact same situation.

“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; that’s plain to see. I glance at the woman by his side. Patricia, whom I assumed Frida killed. In a couple of minutes she’ll be lying on the ground. But now I know she lived – the evidence of that is lying in Two Trees.

I don’t understand why Kate and I are here. Where’s the guy who just attacked us? We need to get back, but I also know that it’s important to watch what happens here.

“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.” Charles continues listing all of her supposed evidence, which turned out to be false.

“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.”

I know what’s about to happen, and I wish I could intervene and stop it. But these are just images of what has already long since happened.

“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.”

Even now, Patricia comes across as nice and sympathetic. She’s so convincing. And I believed her the first time I saw this vision. But now I know better. Frida’s telling the truth. Patricia’s a goddess of destiny.

She extends a hand to Frida and says she wants to bury the hatchet.

Frida stares at her for a moment and then leaps back from the woman, 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.

This is the point at which Kate’s attention wandered last time, or maybe her energy waned. Anyway, the picture faded away for a few moments. But this time, everything remains clear.

“Stay away from me!” Frida warns Patty, raising the hand that’s glowing with the hex. “Take one more step and I’ll kill you.”

Patricia does as she’s told and shoots Charles an apologetic but warm glance. You could almost believe she actually cares about him.

Frida finally takes the thing out of her bag that she wanted to show Charles. It’s a stack of photos. She hands them to him. I can’t see the pictures, but Charles’ eyes widen. He flips through them, faster and faster.

“It was a while before I got a chance to photograph it. But there’s your proof: Patricia with two victims. She followed them down a street, lured them into a dark alley, and drew out their destiny threads to rewrite their destinies. And right at that moment, you can see the threads.”

Charles stares first at Frida and then at Patricia. “You… were just toying with me this whole time. No, worse than that – you were using me!” He slowly turns to face his lover. “You took advantage of my position as a hunter to keep yourself safe. I can’t believe it.” He runs his hands over his face. His expression is one of pure horror.

“It’s not true, Charles. Please! You know I care about you. I wasn’t faking that.”

“You think I’m going to believe a word you say now?!” he screams, standing over her threateningly. “You’re a fraud. Actually, it’s worse than that: you’re one of the monsters that we’re fighting against. It’s our purpose to hunt you down and end you. I can’t believe I was so stupid.” He laughs bitterly and walks in a circle. “What will the others say when they find out that I was taken in by you?! There’ll be an investigation; I’ll lose my job; I’ll never be a hunter again!” He comes around to face her again, his face contorted with hatred. “And all because of you! Because you used me and toyed with my emotions!”

“Charles,” Frida interjects. “We can fix this. First, we incapacitate her and take her to hunter headquarters. Then we’ll figure out what to do next.”

“What to do next?!” he snaps at her. “Nobody will show me any sympathy. I was duped by this monster. The Council will think she spied on me and that I’ve leaked information to her. And who knows? Maybe I have. Maybe I’ve revealed far too much to her.”

“Charles, that’s not true,” Patty ventures again, and I can hear the desperation in her voice. “You know that’s not true. I love you. Why else would I still be here? Why would I keep trying to get through to you? I realize you’re in shock, but you know me.”

She takes a tentative step toward him, smiles nervously, reaches out to him. And she’s almost touching his cheek when it happens: Charles casts a hex that bathes everything in blinding light. His key spirit bursts out of the undergrowth. Patricia is hurled away from Charles, and a thousand needles of light shoot out of his spirit’s mouth and pierce Patty’s body like spears. Standing behind her, Frida is splattered with blood. Frida stands rooted to the spot, looking down at the critically injured woman lying on the ground. She slowly bends down and checks her pulse. She must feel that Patty is still alive.

“What have I done?” Charles groans, bending forward with his hands on his knees. “I’m ruined. This is the end for me. The hunters know I was in a relationship with her. When they find out that she was a goddess… that I was in a relationship with a goddess… And now I’ve killed her without Council authorization.” He turns to Frida. “There’s nothing I can do. I’m screwed. It’s over.” He’s breathing heavily and seems to be racking his brains. But then he gives up and says, “We have to tell the others. What choice do I have?” Like a broken man, he goes to Patty.

From this point on, I recognize the scene again. This exact scene is what led me to draw the wrong conclusions last time.

Charles is staring down at Patricia with a numb expression. He’s pale, and his hands are shaking. Frida goes to him. 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’ll 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 wasn’t aware of her until that moment – and maybe he wasn’t.

“We’re a team, we always were, and this doesn’t change that,” she says.

I see the hesitation, the disbelief in his eyes, which I didn’t notice the first time. He seems afraid. But probably only about his future. Finally, he nods and says, “Yes, it was an accident.”

Frida smiles and nods. “Exactly, that’s what it was. I’ll take responsibility for this. Nobody will find out that she was a goddess. I’ll take care of everything.”

Charles nods again. He now looks like a lifeless puppet suspended on strings, being led off-stage by a puppeteer.

Frida bends down to Patricia and strokes her hair. “I didn’t want him to kill you. Yes, I wanted you to be recognized for what you are and captured. And for you to receive a fair sentence. I never thought Charles was capable of something like this. He loved you. But it was all over from one second to then next. Even when he attacked you, you didn’t try to defend yourself. You just gazed at him with that look that I know so well. You love him.”

Frida regards the lifeless woman pensively and seems to come to a decision. She tears off a piece of her shirt and bandages the wounds.

“I know what I’m doing is wrong. But it would be bad for Charles if the Tempes find out that he killed a goddess of destiny without authorization – especially one that he was in a relationship with.” She sighs. “I’ll take you to a hospital and give you a small head-start after you recover. But at some point, I’ll come looking for you again, and if you’re still going about your work, then the hunt is on.”

But I know it never came to that. Patty was so critically injured that she wound up in hospice care. And I’m pretty sure I know who arranged that: my great aunt, who didn’t kill this person.
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Iblink and find myself lying in the Odyss again. I see the doors in the background, and, above me, the man’s pale face. He’s still holding my arm, and his left hand is grasping Kate’s sweater. It’s possible that only seconds have passed while we were inside the vision. And judging by the guy’s expression, he has no idea.

He pulls us toward him, trying to get a firmer grip on both of us. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Yoru hurrying toward me. I send him odeon and flames instantly blaze around him.

Gray tries to coil himself around the stranger’s leg and trip him up. But it never comes to that. A figure suddenly hurtles out of the darkness and launches at us.

Frances drags the guy to the ground. He’s so startled that he lets go of me and Kate. Frances and the stranger skid past us a short way and come to a stop, both lying on the ground. The Noctu throws herself on him, and her key spirit – which is already a huge bear – transforms and becomes even bigger, his claws elongating. He rushes to Frances’ aid at a breathtaking pace. She turns to us, still holding down the stranger, and calls out, “Get out of here. Now! This guy is an ovlem. I’ll take care of him.”

I’m not sure what to do. My first instinct is to help Frances. But she’s warning us off with such a fierce look that I can tell what she thinks of that idea.

“Go. You’ll only get in my way here, and you’ll attract the fallen.”

There’s that look again, so I quickly get up. I help Kate to her feet and then turn back to Frances, who still has the guy pinned on the ground, and tell myself she’ll be fine. I don’t like to leave her here like this, and I really hope I’m doing the right thing.

“Come on, Yoru,” I say. “We need to get out of here.” He looks at me and then turns around and leads us through the darkness. It’s not long before we reach a door. We open it and tumble through Frida’s painting back into my room.

Kate and I sit on the floor, and it takes us a moment to process everything that’s just happened.

“Who was that guy?” Kate asks eventually.

I shake my head slowly, his pale face, hollow cheeks, and red eyes still vivid in my mind’s eye. “Frances said he was an ovlem – a Noctu addicted to dying breaths. He needs them to stay sane and not turn into one of the fallen.”

“He seemed pretty insane to me. I guess he hasn’t had any dying breaths for a while,” Kate remarks.

“I guess not. But why did we see that vision? And why did he trigger it?”

“He seemed to know Frida,” says Kate. “Which isn’t really surprising, since she defected to the Noctu at some point.”

I nod thoughtfully. “I wonder when and why she decided to turn against the Tempes. I mean, thanks to the vision we now know that she wasn’t as crazy as we were led to believe. She was right. Patricia was a goddess of destiny. And it wasn’t Frida who hurt her, it was Charles. Frida actually saved her life.”

“She gave her a chance at survival,” Kate agrees, “but she still intended to hunt her down later. Frida took her to the retirement home. She probably paid a price for that. Maybe the Noctu took Patricia into their care. I mean, Frida must have told them about her.”

“I just don’t get it,” I mutter. “What did that guy have to do with Frida?”

Kate shrugs. “I don’t think the vision came up because he knows about that event. It was probably just triggered because he knew Frida and was thinking about her. He seemed to be in a pretty heightened emotional state. I guess I didn’t have enough energy to hold onto the vision all the way to the end the first time. But when he touched me, he seemed to jolt something in me – maybe I absorbed some of his intense emotions.” She shakes her head thoughtfully. “I don’t know. But it was powerful enough for me to call up those images again and hold onto them to the end.”

Kate’s probably right. It can’t be easy maintaining those visions, and I guess it requires not only practice and focus but energy too. And the guy seemed to have loads of that despite his pitiful appearance.

“I wonder if Frances is okay,” Kate says quietly after a period of silence.

“I don’t know. I really hope so.”

I briefly consider letting Noah know. He could check on her. But I guess she’d be pretty pissed at me if I did that. She doesn’t want to be rescued or protected. And I can totally understand that. Still, I’m worried about her, and I weigh up whether to return to the Odyss to see if she’s okay.

And in the end, that’s what I do. But Frances and the ovlem are both gone. Thankfully, I find no traces of blood, and I can only hope Frances wasn’t hurt.

On the weekend, I visit Mom and spend the day with her. She’s bought cake, and we cook dinner together. It’s nice to spend time with her, and we laugh a lot. But I keep seeing this pensive look on her face, tinged with sadness. It hasn’t been long since Charles died, and, of course, she misses him. She doesn’t know what he was or that he was using her – at least at the start. Whether that really changed toward the end, I can’t say. I hope so for her sake.

It’s late evening when I say goodbye, promising to visit again soon. I walk down the street lost in thought. I’m still wondering what to make of Kate’s new vision. It changes so much, and at the same time, it changes nothing. Frida didn’t kill an innocent person, and she didn’t tell lies about Patty. Patricia was a goddess of destiny, and despite that, my great aunt saved her life. Why? And when did she go over to the enemy side? I’m acutely aware that I’m still missing a piece of the puzzle. But at least I’m a little closer to solving it.

I turn into another street, and I’m walking past a house with a dense hedge when I hear a voice. “Finally. I was wondering when you’d show up.”

I flinch, but the fright quickly passes and is replaced by simmering anger. “Noah, what are you doing here?”

“What do you think? Waiting for you. I figured you’d have to visit your mother at some point. And I was hoping to run into you. We need to talk; you know we do.”

I avoid his eyes, and I’m tempted to keep walking. But one thing stops me. “We’ve already said everything there is to say.” I see him open his mouth to argue, but I don’t give him a chance. “How’s Frances? I guess she told you about the fight. Did she kill that ovlem? Was she hurt?”

Noah looks at me in astonishment and frowns. For a moment, he seems lost for words. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. But Frances is fine. I saw her yesterday. She didn’t say anything about a fight.”

That surprises me. Frances and Noah are close; she’s really attached to him. Why would she keep something that important from him? He seems to be asking himself the same question.

“If you know about the fight, I guess you were involved,” he concludes.

I sigh and silently curse myself for bringing it up. But I just wanted to know if Frances was okay.

“Kate and I were in the Odyss. I tried to summon the door again.”

Noah raises his eyebrows and gives me a dark look. “Okay. And you were attacked there?”

I nod. “By an ovlem apparently. He said all kinds of crazy stuff and attacked me and Kate. Luckily Frances arrived and intervened so that Kate and I could get out of there.”

“An ovlem,” Noah parrots in surprise. He runs his hand through his hair the way he often does when he’s thinking hard. “Well, they’re always roaming around in the Odyss. He must have been watching you and assumed you were an easy target. They’re constantly chasing the next dying breath.”

So that’s what he was after.

“But I wonder what Frances was doing there. Why was she at the doors? And why didn’t she mention this to me?”

I can see this hurts him, and I get it. Until recently, he was her closest confidant, and now she no longer seems to want to tell him everything. Does it have something to do with the fact that Noah and I became intimate? I’m sure it wasn’t easy for her to see that.

“Since Travis’ conviction, she’s been pretty withdrawn,” Noah explains. “I think the whole trial and especially the execution really shocked her. It wasn’t easy for any of us.”

So Travis is dead. That’s what the ovlem was talking about.

“I can understand if that affected her. I mean, she’s supposed to become an Assembly member someday, just like you. And then you guys will have to make those kinds of decisions. Not a very nice thought.”

Noah nods slowly. “I’ll talk to her.”

“Do that,” I say, looking up at him briefly. There’s nothing left to discuss, so I continue walking.

“Goddammit, Teresa,” he snarls, following me and grabbing my arm. “Don’t run away. You know we need to talk. About us. You can’t avoid me forever. You’re so damn stubborn, you know that?!”

“And you lied to me and manipulated me, you know that?! You wormed you way into my life just to try to convince me to switch sides. Is that what your people did with Frida too?”

He shook his head in resignation. “I told you; I didn’t know your great aunt. But I did offer to try to find out more about her, which you refused.”

“I don’t want you to take any risks for my sake.”

“Damn it, Teresa,” he curses.

He looks desperate, and part of me is sorry to see him like this.

“I just need some space to digest everything.”

I pull out of his grasp and keep walking, but a few seconds later, I hear footsteps again. He catches up to me, unwilling to let me walk away. He grabs me and turns me around to face him again, pulling me in close. I’m pressed up against his chest, looking into his face. His fingers cup my cheek, caress it.

“I already gave you long enough to think it over. But you only hear what you want to hear. You’re unbelievably important to me, and you should know that by now. My feelings for you changed. Sure, at the start I was prepared to do whatever it took to convince you to become a Noctu. But at some point, that plan took a back seat. All I care about is you. Nothing will change how I feel about you, whether you become a Noctu or stick with the Tempes. I just want to be with you. Do you seriously think, after all this time, that I’m faking it? Do you think my feelings for you are a lie?”

I’m so close to him; I feel his firm grip on me, smell his wonderful scent, and recognize that spark in his eyes. Part of me believes him, but is that enough? I’ve had so many disappointments.

“Don’t do this to me just because Ayden keeps screwing up,” he murmurs.

I shiver runs through me. The temptation is so strong just to lean on him and give in to the longing. Am I really too stubborn? Am I really just denying myself something good because I’m scared? Am I looking for evidence that he’ll do the same thing to me as Ayden? It’s true that it’s not fair to make him suffer for what Ayden did. But has he really behaved so differently? Noah manipulated me too, to try to gain my trust. On the other hand, I sense that he means what he says. He abandoned his plan of winning me over to the Noctu. Obviously, he’d be glad if I changed my mind anyway, but if I remain a Tempes, he can live with that. Or so he says. But I still have this fear. It’s warning me to be careful. What if I get hurt again? I know there’s no way to be completely safe from that, but what happened with Ayden really ripped the rug out from under me. I couldn’t take that a second time. Not now.

“Tess,” Noah continues, stroking my cheek with his thumb. “I know this is hard for you, but you can trust me. Give me this chance. I was always there for you; always helped you. You know I won’t let you down.”

“Do I know that?” I murmur.

He hesitates, his fingers tracing the contours of my lips, and then shakes his head. “I guess not. And no matter what I say, it won’t make my promises to you any truer. But you can’t run from your feelings forever. Someday you’ll have to take a chance, and I hope I’ll be the one you take a chance on. You’re strong, and running away is not your style. I know that much about you.” A smile appears on his face and slowly steals into my heart.

I still don’t know what to do. But my body seems to have decided because my right hand is already moving toward him. It slowly strokes his cheek, runs along his jaw, his neck. Noah has always been there for me, and he means so much to me. Maybe this can be a fresh start with him. I know it won’t always be easy, but I can’t keep hiding from this. This is right. And I don’t want to run from my feelings anymore.

“Tess,” he murmurs, holding my gaze. His hand wanders to the back of my head, caresses my hair, and then pulls me a little closer to him. With a pounding heart, I let it happen. I feel his lips on mine and give myself over to the intoxicating feeling. Yes, this is a new beginning. From now on, I’ll look to the future.

It’s late when I arrive back at school. I feel so much better than I have in a while – kind of jaunty and happy. I’m with Noah now. I’m happy to say it, and I mean it with all my heart. It’s time to put the past behind me, and this is the right way to do that.

I’m opening the entrance door with my key card when I hear footsteps behind me. I turn around and part of me instantly wishes I didn’t. Then again, we’re going to keep running into each other. I’ll have to get used to it eventually.

“You’re out a lot lately,” Ayden observes. It doesn’t sound accusatory, more like he’s trying to make small talk.

“And you? Just got back from a deployment?”

He shakes his head. “Visiting a friend.”

I can guess who that was, and I’m surprised to discover that it doesn’t give me the usual stabbing pain. Maybe this is really a first step.

“Okay, uh, have a nice night,” I say as I open the door.

“Tess, wait,” he calls after me.

I pause, then I turn around and see the inner conflict in his eyes. I only look at him for a moment. All too quickly, I feel my heart contracting again, and images that belong in the past flash through my mind.

“Are you okay?” he asks.

“Why do you ask?”

“I just want you to be okay,” he mutters eventually. I can see it’s not the whole truth, but I’m tired of agonizing over that.

“Yes, I am. Finally. And I’m glad to be able to say that. I drew a line in the sand, and I’m happy to be starting over with someone new.”

I guess he knows what I mean because his eyes darken for a moment. He nods and says, “I’m happy for you.”

I don’t look at him again, don’t search for some clue in his face about what he really means. We’ve both found somebody new. And that’s how it should be.

“Have a good life, Ayden,” I whisper, unsure whether or not he can hear me. It’s a final parting of ways and a step in the right direction. Toward Noah, who I really care about.

I notice Ayden twitch slightly, but he stays where he is. And I’m glad. There’s no going back to that time, which was so full of pain and heartache for me.
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My eyes are closed, my arm is outstretched, and I can see the door in front of me – always that same damn door, which I’m determined to pull toward me, whatever it takes.

Noah’s with me this time. He’s just standing there saying nothing, but I can feel him near me. And that’s all I need right now. He’s giving me the space I need, and for the first time in ages, I feel a sense of inner calm that’s eluded me for so long.

My hand begins to shake as I focus on the door and nothing else. Like last time, I imagine it moving. And sure enough, it’s not long before it glides forward a few millimeters as if pushed by an invisible hand.

My heart flutters. I try not to let the excitement affect me, try to stay focused. The door moves. It’s actually gliding toward us bit by bit.

Noah moves a step closer as the door finally reaches us. Again, he places his hand gently on my arm, and it instantly causes a sweet shiver to run through me. His fingertips brush over my sleeve, and part of me wishes there was no fabric between us. His fingers close around mine, and he murmurs in my ear, “I knew you could do it. You couldn’t have done better. You can let go of the door now. It won’t move back until you push it away with your hand.”

I nod slowly and lower my arm. My eyes are on the door that’s finally standing in front of me. But my attention is on something else entirely: Noah standing behind me, holding me in his arms and awakening a feeling in me that’s really not appropriate right at this moment. But I lean back against his chest, feeling his muscles shift with each subtle movement, and I inhale deeply, trying to get a whiff of his delicious scent.

He just smiles and nestles his head against mine. “Shouldn’t we check what’s behind the door first?”

“Didn’t you just say it won’t snap back?” I ask, slowly turning to face him. I lean in, sling my arms around his neck and tentatively place my lips on his. It’s incredible just to taste him, and I give myself over to it. We’ve only been together two weeks, and in that time, we’ve had so few opportunities to be close.

Noah’s fingers wander up my spine and trace the contour of my waist, so light and tender that it’s almost unbearable. My lips have open, and his tongue plays with mine, igniting a surge of happiness like I haven’t felt in a long time.

I let my hands move over his torso, taking pleasure in the slightest touch that allows me to explore and get to know him. I wish I could stay like this forever, together with him, every other thought extinguished and relegated to insignificance.

It’s Noah who eventually pulls back, cups my face in his hands, and looks at me with an amused expression. “I hate to be the voice of reason, but we can’t stay here forever. We’re in too much danger of being detected by the fallen. And the door is waiting for us.”

He nods at it, and I know he’s right.

I let go of him with a sigh and turn toward the door. I’ve finally succeeded in summoning it. “I can’t wait to see what’s on the other side.”

“Well, there’s only one way to find out,” he says, stepping forward and reaching out to turn the handle. I can make out a street and the front of a house. Without hesitation, I join Noah, and together we step through the door.

I find myself on a sidewalk. The house looming in front of us is impressive. And I only need to glance up at it to know where I am.

“This is Alessandro’s house,” I murmur, and Noah’s just as surprised about this as I am.

“Alessandro?” he asks.

“Alessandro Fabrici. Surely you’ve heard the name.”

“Sure. They’re Council members.”

“And they have an impressive collection of objects associated with the goddesses of destiny.”

He raises his left eyebrow in surprise.

“Alessandro showed them to me last time I visited. They’re really powerful objects. I can even guess which one brought us here.” I recall the glass case containing the old leather-bound book. “A book from the goddesses’ library. Apparently, they used it to record their daily lives and endeavors. It may contain information about the library.”

“Or maybe we’ll just find a clue there that will lead us to the next one,” Noah muses. “Did you sense any kind of strong energy in this place? I mean, there were traces of the goddesses’ power in the place where we found the flute.”

I cast my mind back and try to recall the moment precisely. And yes, there was a special kind of energy emanating from the objects. Was that true for one of them more than the others? I can’t remember.

“We’ll have to go in and find out,” I say, looking up at the house.

“Hmm, it could be hard to get inside,” Noah remarks.

I have to agree with him. I can’t exactly show up at the door with Noah and ring the bell in the hope that they’ll just let us in to look at the precious artifacts.

“We need to come up with a plan. We have to do this right and weigh up our options carefully,” says Noah.

I nod. There’s no use standing around here any longer. We’ll only wind up drawing attention to ourselves.

“Where should we go?” I ask. I can’t think of anywhere off the top of my head where we can sit together quietly and plan our next steps. This is a problem we’re constantly faced with. There’s nowhere we can be alone together. And man, there are moments when that’s all I want.

“We could go to my place,” says Noah.

I stare at him in surprise. “Your apartment here in San Francisco?”

I’m aware that it’s a risk because we can’t rule out being spotted by a Noctu, who would know what I am as soon as they see Yoru. Which is why we’ve always avoided it until now.

“Are you sure?” I ask, looking up at him.

He gives me that indescribable smile and runs his hand through my hair. “Absolutely. I can’t wait to finally be alone with you.”

At these words, I get a few vivid ideas too, and I kiss him briefly on the lips. We leave together. At first, I assume that we’ll take the bus, but I soon learn that Noah prefers other modes of transport. He promptly summons a door. I barely register the Odyss, seeing it only for a split second before another door speeds toward us and Noah opens it, and we jump through. We find ourselves on a street. I can’t tell which part of the city we’re in.

But this neighborhood with its tall buildings looks clean and inviting. A short distance away I see a park with trees gently swaying in the breeze.

He stops in front of a brick apartment building. I follow him and ask, “Why is there no door that leads straight into your apartment? That would be pretty handy.”

He turns to me and grins mischievously. “That’s true. But not every place in this world is connected by a door. The doors draw their magic from the Odyss, so there’s a limited number of these links.”

Noah leads me up a short flight of steps. There’s a long list of names on the doorbell panel. He takes out a key, opens the door, and we go upstairs.

“This is it,” Noah says, unlocking his apartment door.

The apartment’s not big but it’s just right for one person. To the right is a simple kitchen with a dining table. We pass a small bathroom, then step into a spacious living room, and I’m surprised by its size. A TV screen, a comfy couch with a small coffee table, and a balcony with a nice view over the park. A couple of landscape paintings hang on the walls, bringing the place to life and giving it a homey feel. All in all, I’m surprised at how comfortable I feel here.

I sit on the couch. Noah takes a seat beside me.

“This is really nice,” I say as I look around the room.

“Sadly, I don’t get to spend much time here.”

I know that he frequently moves back and forth between his homes in the human and Noctu worlds. Lately his parents have insisted that he spend more time with them in the Odyss because they normally travel a lot.

“Do you actually get along with your parents?” I ask.

I still know so little about Noah. But he’s always happy to answer my questions and never seems to want to withhold anything from me.

“Your dad seemed pretty strict. But I only met him that one time when he came to take you to Travis’ hearing.”

He shrugs. “I get along with them okay. They’ve never been around that much, and they’re still not. So you kind of grow apart over time.”

“You mean, you were often left alone as a child?”

“When I was younger, I mostly traveled with them. It was pretty stressful, and I spent most of my childhood in hotel rooms and attending events. I guess it wasn’t easy for my parents to raise me under those circumstances.” He thinks for a moment and then says, “When my mother was pregnant with me, she almost lost me. My parents were ambushed by Tempes and attacked, and my mother was badly hurt. The chances weren’t good, and the doctors told my mother to expect the worst and to be prepared to lose me. But, as she always says, a miracle happened.”

“That must have been hard on her,” I reply. I can only imagine how it must feel for a mother to fear for the life of her unborn child. I doubt there’s anything worse.

“Yeah, she was really scared, and her own injuries were serious too. But in the end, everything turned out fine.”

Noah scoots over and puts his arm around me. I happily snuggle up to him and enjoy the closeness. It’s a special moment, finally being together undisturbed. His breath tickles my cheek, and I’m overcome with intense longing. He hasn’t even touched my skin, but his scent and his warmth enveloping me are enough to fill me with this deep desire.

I lean in and gently brush my lips along his neck. I hear him gasp, and he bends toward me. He urgently seeks out my mouth and seals it with a passionate kiss.

I don’t actually want to think about anything else right now, but an idea keeps pushing its way into my head. I pull back, catch his eye, and say, “I know Alessandro. I’ll ask to spend some time with him. I’m sure I can get him to invite me to his house. Once I’m in the building, I’ll let you in through a window. Except it may not be easy to find the room where that stuff is kept. The house is huge.”

“Tess,” Noah begins. I can see the doubt and concern in his face. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? It’s sounds dangerous.”

“Breaking in is not an option,” I reply. “Trust me, this is the easiest way for us to try.”

“You always have to put yourself in dangerous situations,” Noah says quietly, leaning his head against mine. He doesn’t sound accusatory at all, he sounds sad. “I hope someday that will change.”

I hope so too. But I don’t want to waste this opportunity. I lean forward and kiss him. His breath caresses my skin, and I realize that there are far too many layers of clothing between us. I push my hands under his shirt, tracing his muscles and enjoying the chance to explore his smooth skin.

I kiss his neck, his collarbone, and I get goosebumps all over. He’s eager to peel off the layers of clothing too. His lips feel their way along my neckline, and there too he pushes the pesky fabric aside. I sink back on the couch, close my eyes, and enjoy the way he touches and tenderly kisses my breasts.

I look up and bury my hands in his hair, and something behind him catches my eye. I see a strange glow coming from a chest of drawers.

“What… What’s that?” I blurt.

Noah’s irritated and doesn’t know what I’m talking about, but he follows my eyes, moving his head back and forth. Finally he sees it too. He frowns, stands up, and pulls the furniture out from the wall a little. What he finds there makes him catch his breath. There’s a hole drilled in the wall behind it and inside is a small pouch that I guess is not properly closed, because there’s light shining out of it.

I go to Noah and kneel beside him. “What are those?” I ask as he turns the small blue lights in his hands.

“Each of these spheres is a dying breath,” he says. “But I’m guessing they weren’t collected by a Noctu. Or they were acquired illegally because otherwise they’d be in the vessel that we normally store them in.”

“Like Frida’s ring,” I say.

He nods. “This is not good. This is really not good.”

“But why are they in your apartment? Who brought them here?”

Noah is already on his feet, reaching for his phone to make a call. “Come to my apartment right now,” he says. I can hear the anger in his voice. He ends the call without waiting for an answer and paces restlessly back and forth. It’s not long before the door opens, and Frances enters.

“Why did you call me?” she asks, then stiffens when she sees me. “Why did you ask me to come here?”

Noah takes out the pouch, opens it, and holds it out to her. Her expression freezes. Even I can recognize the guilt in her eyes.

“What do you want with these? Why did you collect them, and how dare you abuse my trust and hide them in my apartment?”

Frances’ face turns pale, but then a look of determination spreads across it. Her eyes smolder with anger and fierce resolve. She’s not going to open up to Noah, and that worries me. He’s always meant so much to her, and I’m sure he still does, even if she can’t show it anymore. Something has happened.

“It’s none of your business. Stay out of my life. You expect the same from me.”

Noah’s brow creases, and he looks at her incredulously. He opens his mouth to say something, but Frances doesn’t give him the chance.

“I’m warning you, drop it. Or maybe I’ll reconsider keeping quiet about this… perverse thing you two have going on.”

Her words are like whiplashes. Frances walks toward Noah, snatches the pouch out of his hand, turns around, and leaves his apartment without another word. We both stand here speechless, staring after her.

“I’ll talk to her again,” he says, running his hand through his hair. But I hear the uncertainty in his voice. He doesn’t believe it’ll change anything either.
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Imust have searched half the hunter wing for Alessandro. I had to ask several hunters for directions to his room before I finally found it. But he wasn’t there. Eventually, I found him in the cafeteria.

He’s sitting over a cup of coffee with a couple of other hunters and seems to be enjoying himself. He’s talking nonstop and punctuating his statements with expansive gestures. When he sees me coming, he stands up and waves me over enthusiastically.

“Teresa, I wasn’t expecting to see you here. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I was looking for you,” I confess.

I know my plan isn’t without risk, but there’s no other way. Noah and I have to get into his house, and this is the only way I can think of. Noah eventually conceded when he couldn’t come up with a better idea. And he’s been pretty preoccupied for the last couple of days. Another conversation with Frances didn’t achieve anything. She’s closed herself off to him, which upsets him, and we’re both wondering why she’s behaving so strangely. But right now, she doesn’t want any help. I hope that will change.

“You were looking for me?” Alessandro asks in surprise. “I’m flattered. What can I do for you?”

I cast a quick glance at the other hunters, and I’m not sure it’s a good idea to voice my request in front of them. But again, I have no choice.

So I try to sound as casual as possible when I say, “The party your family threw the other day was really impressive, and your mother went to a lot of effort. I didn’t get a chance to thank them properly.”

He dismisses this with a wave. “Don’t worry, there’s no need. But I’m glad you liked it despite the bumpy start. Maybe you’ll develop a taste for these kinds of soirees.”

I shrug. “Who knows? But I’d like to thank your family and maybe get to know them a little better.”

“Sure, if you really want to. Why not come to Claire’s party?” He leans forward eagerly. “That would be a good opportunity, and believe me, this party will be more to your taste,” he adds with a wink. “My parents will probably make a brief appearance. So you’ll have a chance to thank them and then get to know some of the younger generation too.”

I wasn’t expecting an opportunity like this. But the mention of her name makes me hesitate. “Claire Cunningham?”

He nods. “She’s been visiting San Francisco for the last few weeks. She’s going home soon, and we’re throwing a farewell party for her. On Saturday. So what do you say? Will you come?”

It won’t be easy being around Claire. But I can’t pass up this chance. So I nod and smile cheerfully. “Sure, thanks.”

I distractedly stuff my clothes in my bag and think about what else I should take and whether I’ve forgotten anything. It’s late afternoon, and I’m going to meet Noah. One last time, I’ll submerge myself in the goddesses’ lake in the hope of further silencing that voice inside me.

I put clean underwear and a sweater in my bag and my thoughts wander to the evening ahead. I’m going to spend the night in Noah’s apartment for the first time – at my boyfriend’s place. This feeling is still weirdly unfamiliar to me, although Noah himself is not. I feel safe with him and happy when I’m around him. I guess part of me is afraid that this happiness is fragile. But what’s the point of living in constant fear and anxiety? I don’t want to run away. I just want to be happy. And today I will be.

Noah and I meet in front of a coffee shop near the hospital. We’re always careful to choose a different location each time, to minimize the risk of being exposed by the Noctu or the Tempes. It’s not an easy situation, and it’s a constant reminder that we can never be together in a totally carefree way. But I don’t regret my decision for a moment.

I spot Noah a long way off. He has that smile on his face again. Not only do I find it incredibly attractive, but it never fails to make my heart race. When he reaches me, he bends forward and kisses me in his indescribable way. We’re both reluctant to pull apart, but we have the whole evening and night ahead of us.

Noah and I go down a side street where he summons a door that takes us to the Odyss. He pulls another door toward us, and we arrive at the edge of the forest. It takes us a while to reach the lake, but when we do, I’m once again deeply impressed by the beauty of this place.

I’m wearing my bikini under my clothes, so I quickly slip out of my jeans and sweater and get in the water. Once I’ve grown accustomed to the temperature, I swim a few laps, enjoy the cool water surrounding me, and look back at Noah, who’s sitting on the shore watching me.

“Do you feel anything?” he asks.

“No. No more pain and no urge to push my inner limits.”

“Sounds like you’re fully recovered.”

I nod.

“Did you talk to Alessandro?” he asks.

I know this question has been on his mind. And I know he’s still not entirely comfortable with my plan.

“He invited me to a party on Saturday. It’s mostly for the younger generation of future Council members. It’s the perfect opportunity for us because they’ll all be distracted by the party.”

Even from this distance, I can see the anxiety in Noah’s eyes. I slowly wade back out of the water. Noah hands me a towel, which I wrap around myself and then sink down beside him. I reach for his hand and entwine my fingers in his.

“It’s going to fine, don’t worry.”

“Tess, that house belongs to Council members. They wouldn’t leave it unprotected. And the room we’re trying to get into contains unimaginably valuable objects. I find it hard to believe there’s no security.”

I shrug. “Maybe there is. But I’ll go into the room first, and if anything happens, then I’ll be the one to deal with them. I’ll say I just wanted to see the items again. They’ll be angry, and maybe I’ll even face some kind of consequences, but I’m sure they won’t kill me or exile me. I’m a Tempes with a valuable gift.”

At least, that’s what I hope, but of course I have my doubts too. I just don’t want to admit this to Noah because we have no other choice.

“That all sounds way too easy,” Noah persists.

I understand his concerns. But it doesn’t matter. We have to take this risk, and I don’t want to waste precious time thinking like that.

I lean toward him and sense his hesitation, which is nevertheless short-lived. With a fierce kiss, I put his concerns to rest, at least for the moment.

Noah puts his hands behind my head and pulls me closer. He buries his fingers in my hair and holds me as if he never wants to let me go. The interplay of our tongues ignites a fire in me that burns more and more fiercely. I want to be closer to him, and I don’t want even an inch of space anywhere between us. So I sit on his lap, caress his face, touch his cheekbones, his smooth skin, his firm chin. I can’t get enough of him, and he seems to feel the same. I pull off his shirt and feel his heart hammering under my hand.

Noah kisses me with unbridled lust. He runs his tongue along my cheek, my neck, my collarbone. His fingers push aside the towel and reach for one of the straps on my bikini top. He pushes that off too, and I breathe fast, the tension building in me until it’s almost intolerable. He slowly slides his fingers under the fabric of my bikini top. The sensation is intoxicating, and I throw my head back, look up the treetops against the sky, and feel Noah’s lips wander across my breast. The tip of his tongue on my skin drives me crazy, and I don’t think I can stand it much longer. His other hand rests on my hip, caressing my bare skin – so slowly that it’s almost torture.

“Noah,” I murmur, then I hold my breath as his fingers begin to explore the rest of me. I gladly give myself over to this incredible feeling, and I sense that he can barely contain himself either.

I lean forward and cover his firm chest with kisses, tracing the outlines of his muscles. I explore every concave, every convex, and I’ll never forget this breathtaking sight. Now it’s my turn to move tortuously slowly and drive him to the brink of madness. I hear his quick breaths and feel his skin quiver.

After I unbutton his pants and he liberates himself from them, he beds me in the soft grass and lies on top of me. We kiss, and I wrap my arms around his neck, never wanting to let go. I don’t want to think about the past anymore; I don’t want to be caught up in it.

Noah’s lips brush over my breast as his hands caress my inner thighs and slowly wander higher. I sigh softly under his incredible touch, which sends a shudder through my whole body. I put my hands on his hips and dig my nails into his skin. Noah is above me, and as he slowly lowers himself down on me, I feel as if my heart will explode.

It feels too good – his lips, his movements, his caresses. I can finally be free and be together with the one who means the world to me. I know I’ve had this feeling once before. It was intense and almost destroyed me. But this time, it will be different. I can be happy with Noah. We can overcome all the problems and difficulties together. Ayden won’t be in my thoughts anymore; he belongs in the past; so do his hands, on my skin, the feeling of his body, his voice in my ear, whispering my name…

“Tess? Are you okay?” Noah murmurs into my neck. Then the look he gives me is pensive – searching even.

I force a smile and try to focus on the here and now. “Yeah, I’m fine. My thoughts just wandered for a moment.”

He says nothing, just looks at me. Piercingly, as if he can see through my eyes and identify something that remains hidden from everyone else. He slowly strokes my hair and says, “You’re not ready to give your whole heart to me, are you?”

His words are like a slap in the face, and it takes me a moment to find my voice. “What… how… what makes you say that? No, that’s not true. You have to believe me. I want to be with you.”

Noah lies down beside me and wraps me in his arms, firm and warm. A few seconds pass in which we say nothing.

“I believe that’s what you want,” he says finally, “but you can’t deny that he still has a place in your heart. And that’s okay. You loved him a lot.”

I can hear how reluctant he is to say these words, and I feel them pierce my soul. Why? Why does he have to say something like that? I just want to be with him and be happy. I don’t want to pine for Ayden anymore. I want to be free of him. Once and for all.

“Tess, it’s okay,” says Noah, wiping the tears off my cheeks. “I can wait. You just need a little more time, and I’m happy to give you that.”

He kisses my cheeks, my hair, and I nestle up to him. I feel as if my heart’s going to explode. I’m so overwrought and don’t know what to think or feel. Noah’s wrong. I’m over Ayden; he doesn’t mean anything to me anymore.

Or it might be true? Am I just using Noah to try and erase all my feelings for Ayden from my heart? No way! I’d never do that!

“It’s all good, Tess,” he says, his lips tickling my face. But this time, the kisses aren’t fiery and filled with lust. They’re comforting with a hint of bittersweet sadness. This evening he’s lost something too, and the realization is painful for both of us.

I’m totally beside myself. How did this happen? What went wrong? We were so close, everything was perfect. And then I ruined everything.

Noah and I sat by the lake for hours. He spent most of that time holding me and trying to comfort me. But my emotional upheaval didn’t improve. I keep wondering what’s wrong with me. And whether maybe Noah was right.

No, he’s definitely not. But what he said to me made me so unsure of myself that I’ve started to doubt my own feelings. Noah wants to give me time – time that I don’t even need. I know what I want. I’m so angry right now. At myself, at Noah, at Ayden, who’s just thrown my life into chaos again. But this ends now. I’ll call Noah tomorrow and make it clear to him that his assumption was wrong and that it was just his own fears and concerns talking. Because there’s no doubt. Not for me!

I’m back in school because Noah understandably didn’t want us to spend the night together under the circumstances. He said I should try to sleep and give myself the space to find some peace. How am I supposed to do that without him?

I turn into my corridor and catch my breath when I see a person leaning against the wall.

Why? Why now? How come our timing is always so terrible?! I consider turning around and walking away, but it’s too late. Ayden’s seen me and he’s coming toward me.

“Hey, I was waiting for you,” he says. “I wanted to talk to you again.”

I shake my head and can’t bring myself to look at him. Am I afraid of how he might make me feel?

“There’s nothing to talk about,” I say in a cold voice as I walk to my door.

“Then at least listen to what I have to say,” he says, blocking my way. He’s right in front of me, way too close. I nervously look up, into his green eyes, and I instantly realize that this was a mistake. My throat constricts, and my heart contracts painfully. Tears well up in my eyes, and I wish I could hide my weakness from him.

“Tess,” Ayden says softly, tentatively lifting his hand as if he wants to reach out to me. He hesitates, not daring to touch me at first. But when he sees the tears on my cheeks, he caresses my hair. I instantly feel a tingling sensation, an invigorating rush that fills me up and makes my heart race.

“No,” I reply. “Please don’t. Don’t keep doing this to me.”

I see the pain in his eyes. He swallows and struggles to find the right words.

“I just want to be happy,” I say quietly, “and every time I think I can, you show up and mess everything up again. It’s not fair. You have someone new, and so do I. Please don’t keep turning my life upside down.”

He frowns, then opens his gorgeous lips and says, “Tess, I don’t know who you’re talking about. I haven’t been with anyone since you.”

His hand is still in my hair, caressing it so tenderly that more tears stream down my cheeks. Why does it have to hurt so much?

“I can’t get over you that quickly,” he whispers.

I look up at him in surprise. A mistake because his eyes suddenly hold me captive. But I can’t let them! It’s over; I’m done. I’m happy, and I want a fresh start with Noah. He doesn’t deserve to get hurt. And just now I was so sure of what I wanted. So why does this certainty suddenly seem to be fading away?

“Ayden, please, don’t!” I beg him again. “I’m with Noah, and we’re happy.”

I know my words hurt him, but that’s exactly why I have to say them. He needs to know that there’s no going back, no matter how often we have this feeling of being magically drawn to each other. Ayden made his decision, and now so have I.

His eyes flash with pain, and his lips narrow slightly. His fingertips trace my cheek like an almost imperceptible breath of air, and maybe that’s why it’s so compelling. But I can’t let this happen. Not when I was just about to sleep with Noah, and now, thanks to Ayden, everything seems to be falling apart. I can’t throw myself into his arms and let him comfort me!

“Then why do you look so unhappy?” he murmurs.

I shake my head. “It’s not like that.” With these words, I finally manage to tear my eyes away from him, and it’s like waking from a trance. Rage bubbles up in me, so searing hot that it consumes me. I quickly push Ayden away from me and snarl hatefully at him, “Leave me alone! Stay away from me. It’s over! Forever!”

He’s so taken aback by the ferocity of my outburst that all he can do is stare at me, stunned. I take this opportunity to unlock my door, slam it behind me, and slowly sink to the floor. I can’t hold back the tears, and I rest my head on my knees. I’m racked with sobs and just don’t know what’s wrong with me.
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Itake another deep breath and turn into the street where I’m supposed to meet Noah. We’ll walk to Alessandro’s house together. I’d be lying if I said I’m even remotely okay today. That encounter with Ayden a few days ago really upset me, and for a long time, I couldn’t stop thinking about what he said to me. I kept remembering the way he looked at me, the way he touched me, and the feelings that triggered in me. But that’s understandable, right? I mean, I cared about him a lot. And I was already going through a tough time. Noah’s probably right when he says I just need time. Things happened pretty fast with us.

When I see him, my heart beats faster, and I increase my pace. I press myself against him and greet him with a fiery kiss. My hands clasp the back of his neck, and I intensify our tongue play. I hear him gasp, and he pulls me even closer.

“Now that’s what I call a greeting,” he says with a laugh when I finally let go of him.

“I missed you,” I reply, and he tenderly rubs my cheek with his thumb.

“I missed you too.”

He looks at me like I’m some kind of really valuable gift. But then his eyes darken. They fill with doubt. We obviously need to talk. But not now. Right now we have more pressing things to do.

“You’re sure you want to do this?”

I nod. “It’ll be fine,” I say confidently, although I’m anything but sure.

We walk together to Alessandro’s house. Noah waits for me in the narrow alley along the right side of the building. There are a few windows there on the ground level, and I hope to be able to open one of them for him. They might be secured with hexes, or a conventional alarm system. But I’m hoping the family is so confident in their power and status that they’d never expect to be the victims of a break-in. After all, every inhabitant and every staff member has a key spirit.

I kiss Noah again and go around to the front. Before I ring the bell, I glance down at myself. I decided on a pair of dark pants, which are hopefully festive enough but allow me some freedom of movement in case I need it. I’m also wearing a red blouse, and my hair is tied back.

I ring the bell and one of the service staff opens the door. I tell him my name, and he leads me through to a different hall from last time. There are a few guests here already, and one glance is enough to tell me that I’m not underdressed, thankfully.

The other guests’ eyes wander in my direction, but when I just stand here and do nothing, they quickly lose interest.

Alessandro eventually notices me and cheerfully comes to greet me. “So nice to have you here. I’m glad you could make it. Now you’ll finally have a chance to get to know the younger generation. And believe me, tonight is going to be a lot of fun.”

“Thanks. This is really nice. I’m sure it’ll be a great party. Is Claire here?” I ask, glancing around the room.

“No, not yet. But that doesn’t surprise me. She’s not known for being punctual.” He walks with me to the buffet and hands me a cola. “Help yourself to the food too.”

“Shouldn’t we wait for Claire? I mean, it’s her party.”

But Alessandro waves it off. “You never know when she’s going to show up, and she doesn’t mind if the rest of us enjoy ourselves in the meantime.”

We walk across the room, and I scan my surroundings. There’s only one entrance. So if I want to abscond later, I have to use that. At least the hall is on the ground floor, so I won’t have to run through half the house to get to Noah.

“Ah, here she is,” says Alessandro, looking through the window beside him.

I follow his gaze, and my heart flutters. Claire’s not alone. She’s sitting on a motorcycle behind a young man. And although her escort is wearing a helmet, I recognize the machine immediately.

So Ayden’s coming too. I should have guessed. It’s Claire’s going away party after all, and they’re close friends. Ayden told me that they weren’t together, but it’s obvious that they like each other.

It’s not long before they both enter the room. Claire is soon surrounded by other guests, and several people tap Ayden warmly on the shoulder.

His gaze wanders around the room and eventually finds me. Surprise is written all over his face. He looks like he’s about to come to me, but then something stops him. It’s no wonder after our recent altercation.

Claire takes the time to greet her guests. Her laugh drifts across the room, and I wonder when I’ll finally be able get out of here.

Alessandro finally brings her to me, and I greet her.

“We’ve run into each other a couple of times but never really spoken,” I say, trying to hide my discomfort.

“You’re Teresa, right?” She glances at Ayden. What has he told her about me?

I try to keep my smile in place and focus on Claire’s dress, which looks fantastic on her. It’s dark blue and glitters like a waterfall in the light of the chandeliers. It shows off her long, slender legs, her narrow waist, and her generous cleavage. She stretches a little, as if posing for her guests, and shakes out her long hair.

“Anyway, thanks for coming. Alessandro invited you, right?”

I nod. “We met at the school.”

“Do you spend all your time there chatting up the students? You’re a hopeless case,” she accuses him with a laugh.

All the while, I feel Ayden’s eyes on me. They send fiery shivers down my spine, but I do my best to tear my eyes away from his and follow the conversation between Alessandro and Claire.

“You’re not really into parties?” she asks me after several minutes, in which I’ve said nothing and just wrestled internally with myself. “You were pretty quiet at the last party here too. You took off somewhere with Alessandro in the end, right?”

“I find it kind of exhausting,” I admit, shooting her an irritable glance. “But I guess that’s just how it is at a party like this where you don’t really know anyone.”

Ayden glances at me again, but only very briefly, then he turns to Claire and says, “Should we go check out the buffet?”

She nods. “I could definitely use a drink.”

Claire turns around, and out of the corner of my eye, I think I see Ayden glance at me again, but I can’t be sure. They leave me and Alessandro alone.

“Claire can be hard work sometimes, but she’s actually really nice. And she can be a lot of fun.”

“I have no doubt about that,” I say.

“She and Ayden have known each other a long time,” he continues.

I wish he wouldn’t mention his name. He glances over at them. They’re standing at the buffet with drinks, in an animated conversation with a couple of friends.

“But that’s inevitable when you grow up as a child of a Council member. We all know each other really well. It’s not always easy, because secrets don’t stay secret for long, and things quickly come to light whether you want them to or not.”

“Like your organized fights?” I ask with a smirk.

He shrugs. “Or worse,” he replies with a wink.

“Are you going to entertain me with gossip now?”

At that moment, his phone rings. Alessandro excuses himself and answers it. He doesn’t say much before ending the call and turning to me again. “Sorry, a minor emergency. I need to leave, but I’ll be right back. Try not to get too bored in the meantime.” He hurries to the door.

I certainly won’t because this is my chance. Nobody’s paying any attention to me now. Claire and Ayden are deep in conversation and have their backs to the door. So if I hurry, they won’t even notice me leaving.

I quickly find a way through the crowd and make my way to the exit. With a pounding heart, I step out into the corridor and follow it. Eventually it ends, and there’s another one running left and right. I turn left, where the corridor looks pretty deserted but has large windows.

I rush to the first one and look outside. I can’t see Noah, but I’m more or less in the right place. I rattle the handle, but the window won’t open. It’s locked.

I try the others, but none of the windows along this wall can be opened. So I have no choice but to continue along the corridor. Fortunately, I soon find a bathroom with a small window. I say a silent prayer and can’t believe my luck when the handle turns. I open the window, lean out, and look toward the corner of the house. At first, only Yoru responds to my quiet hiss. He appears under the window and looks up at me. Noah must be nearby because I left my key spirit with him. And sure enough, he too appears a few seconds later.

“Tess,” he says, looking up at me.

“Come on!” I say.

He doesn’t hesitate for a second. With an energetic leap, he firmly grasps the window sill and pulls himself up. Our key spirits follow. Yoru takes a run-up, sprints up the wall, and scrambles onto the window sill. Rain has no trouble getting up either.

“Okay, what now?” Noah asks as we leave the bathroom.

“We need to find that room again that Alessandro showed me last time. It was somewhere on the second floor.”

It takes us a while to find a staircase. And when we reach the next floor, nothing here looks familiar to me at first. Which is hardly surprising because I wasn’t paying attention to the way we went last time. And there’s so much stuff everywhere that it’s hard to tell anything apart.

We reach a corridor filled with figurines and statues that stretches to our left and right.

“Let’s try this way,” Noah suggests, turning left. I nod and start to follow him, but I turn my head as I’m walking. The statue beside me jogs my memory, and for a moment, I’m paralyzed.

I recall the first part of Kate’s premonition. An iron man with a fixed stare. His lance sharpened. He stands on guard there, guarding what must not be seen.

The statue reminds me a little of a Chinese terracotta warrior. He’s standing there in full armor and helmet. In his hand is a spear, and his expression is so serious and cold that you could almost believe there’s life in this iron figure. I follow its gaze; the eyes are pointing slightly to the right, fixed on a plain wooden door. I slowly walk toward it. My heart begins to pound the closer I get.

Kate’s next words come to mind: Anguish shrouded in darkness. A past that must not be forgotten. And I clearly remember the last part too. Pain and death await me there. But there’s no turning back.

“Teresa,” Noah hisses behind me. “What’s wrong?”

“Kate had a vision,” I mutter. “I can’t explain why, but I’m sure this is the place that she saw. There’s something waiting for us behind this door.”

I look nervously at Noah. He studies my face without saying a word. Then he reaches out and opens the door.
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In front of us is a long, ancient staircase that looks the opposite of opulent. It’s totally utilitarian, made of rough-sawn timber. Noah takes out his phone and lights the way. There’s no way of knowing what’s down there in the darkness.

The steps creak under my weight, and I breathe in the damp air, which becomes cooler the lower we go. When we finally reach the bottom, we step onto a cold gray stone floor. Old dressers with silver fittings and handles, chairs stacked on top of one another, boxes, statues, figurines. There are even stuffed animals standing around on top of cupboards and small tables.

“A cellar,” I observe, glancing around. I don’t know whether to be disappointed or relieved. Because nothing here seems to have anything to do with Kate’s prophecy. And yet I have this weird feeling, this apprehension that tightens around my chest like a wire. There’s something down here.

Noah takes a few steps, pulls linen sheets off furniture, checks out some books on a shelf.

“I don’t know how any of this stuff could be useful to us,” he mutters.

I take a look around too. It just looks like a totally ordinary cellar. Nothing unusual here.

“I’m sure that warrior statue was supposed to lead us here.” I walk around a bit too and run my hand over the wooden dressers.

“Maybe he was looking at something next to the door,” Noah suggests.

I hesitate, glance around one last time, then nod. “You might be right. Let’s go check.”

I turn around and follow Noah, who’s already on the stairs. But then I see something out of the corner of my eye. A faint glint coming from one of the dressers that I just ran my hand over. I quickly turn around and stare at the cat-like statues on it. Their mouths are open, and their pointed teeth look as sharp as knives.

Noah comes back, follows my gaze, and says, “Those are representations of a pair of key spirits. They belonged to two sisters who were close confidants of the goddesses. Later they joined the Noctu, but they were killed when the temple was attacked.”

I hear his words, but I barely take in their meaning. I’m too busy scrutinizing these figurines. Their fur is bristled, and their eyes are directed at the wall in front of them. But that’s not what makes me go to them. There’s something glinting under one of their paws. It emits a golden light, and once I’m standing in front of it, I recognize the object under the paw. A silver comb. I pick it up. It’s beautifully crafted. It’s engraved with the moon and stars, and between them there’s a tiny hole. I touch it and discover that the edges are smoothly polished. So the hole has been deliberately punched into the metal.

“Maybe it’s another puzzle,” I mutter, looking at Noah, who’s now standing beside me.

“I guess we were right after all,” he remarks.

I nod slowly as I pocket the comb and look back at the cats. Kate’s words come to mind again: Two beasts, ears pricked, claws sharp. Their empty eyes gaze upon death, watching as it goes about its macabre work.

I look at the eyes again and follow the direction of their gaze. They’re unambiguously staring at the opposite wall. I go to it. A few boxes are stacked in front of a shelf unit. I push everything a little to the side, and then I see it: some metal behind the shelves. Kate mentioned that too.

With Noah’s help, I move everything out of the way and then shift the shelves aside to reveal a metal door. Small, narrow. We’ll have to stoop to fit through it. If it even opens.

Noah tries the handle, but nothing happens. “No problem,” he says, and Rain appears at his side. His key spirit looks at the latch and closes his eyes, the way he did when I broke into Mr. Brian’s house. Smoke rises up from it, and when Rain opens his eyes again, Noah reaches out and turns the handle, and sure enough, the door opens.

We’re greeted by cold air and a smell that makes me retch. It’s so dark that Noah has to light the way with his phone. And then, I wish he hadn’t, because I know I’ll never get these images out of my head. They’re like something out of a nightmare, a monstrous hell that should never have come to light.

Death advances in secret. One after another. Their screams fade away in the gloom. Their rigid bodies found behind glinting metal. See the pain in their dull eyes, which gave up the ghost long ago, I recall Kate saying, and I realize how accurate her premonition was. There are cages everywhere, narrow, cramped, and dirty. In them are key spirits of various species. The ones with fur are disheveled, dirty, and blood-encrusted. Those that have scales are also stiff with filth, and I can make out deep wounds. A kind of iguana is lying on the floor, obviously dead and already decomposing. Its legs have been removed, which is presumably how it died. A bird lies on the floor of its prison without wings; an owl’s eyes have been gouged out. Every single creature here is mutilated and has died an agonizing death. They all stare into the darkness with empty eyes, as if they’re still screaming in agony even after death. My legs quake, and the smell is almost unbearable.

“What the… what the hell…” Noah murmurs. He can’t contain his horror. At that moment, we hear noises. A door opens, and we hear footsteps on the stairs.

I hastily pull the door closed behind us, but I’m sure whoever it is will soon notice that the things in front of it have been shifted aside. Noah and I have no choice but to brace ourselves for a fight. Because what we’ve found here was definitely not meant for our eyes.

“You’re lucky I even made time for you. And then you keep me waiting. I’ll be right there – yeah right,” I hear Alessandro say in an irritable tone.

“I got here as fast as I could,” says a woman whose voice also sounds slightly peeved.

“I hope it’s worth it. I had to leave a party for this.”

Their footsteps approach. Apparently, they’ve reached the bottom of the stairs.

“Don’t worry, it’s exactly what you wanted,” replies the woman.

“I hope so, for your sake, because another disappointment like last time…” Alessandro breaks off mid-sentence. I’m pretty sure he’s staring at the shifted boxes and shelves.

For a while I hear nothing, then footsteps again. They’re moving toward us. My whole body tenses, and adrenalin pumps through me. Noah prepares himself for combat too. The door slowly opens, and I stare into Alessandro’s face.
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At first, Alessandro just looks at us in surprise, then a broad grin spreads across his face.

“Well, who do we have here?” He shakes his head. “You’re always sticking your nose into everything. And this time, you even brought a friend. Not a good idea, really not a good idea.”

I gulp and look at the woman standing behind Alessandro. I catch my breath.

“Frances,” Noah gasps. He sounds as astounded as I am. “Please tell me this isn’t happening.”

But the bulging bag slung over her shoulder, in which something seems to be moving, speaks volumes.

“So I guess you’ve discovered my secret,” says Alessandro, leaning against the door frame so we can’t get past. “Until now, nobody knew about this. Not my family, not my friends, not even the people who lost the fights and were stupid enough to gamble away their key spirits.”

I look at him incredulously. “You’re seriously telling me that there are people who would stake their key spirits as bets?”

He shrugs casually. “Sure. The winners get a huge cash prize in addition to the loser’s key spirit. You’d be surprised how many people value that over a weak key spirit. Especially because some of them plan to leave the key carrying world anyway. And as I’m sure you know, they can’t keep their key spirits if they do that. So the prospect of a nice little packet of prize money is pretty tempting. And some like to collect key spirits even if they can’t enter them in the fights. There are a few people with really exotic collections. Anyway, I could never complain about a lack of willing participants.”

“Why did you kill them?” I yell. “Why did you have to torture them like that? Are you some kind of sadist? Do you get a kick out of it?”

He laughs and shakes his head in amusement. “You’ve got it all wrong. I showed you some of our family treasures. You should know that we Fabricis have a predilection for rarities. I’ve always been hugely interested in those precious artifacts, and I checked them out thoroughly. And you know what I found in one of the books? A formula for improving key spirits. Just imagine. We’re not restricted by their limitations. We’re not simply unlucky if we get a weak spirit. No, we have options. Obviously, you need other spirits for that; you take the useful parts that make the spirit special. And there’s a ritual that allows you to transfer those features to your own spirit and make it stronger, better, faster.”

I frown and look at Frances and her bag, which obviously contains a key spirit. “And now that you’re not allowed to organize your fights anymore – which you obviously only did so you could get your hands on more key spirits – you had to go and look for another source?” I stare at Frances, concentrating in that stare all the hate and contempt I feel at her betrayal. I don’t understand how she could get mixed up with Alessandro.

He shrugs. “Well, the key spirits that I acquired through the fights were the losers, but even those have special abilities, and it would have been a shame to waste them. So yeah, I transferred them to my spirit. But then there were a few accidents, as you know. Hmm, those were hard times. At first, I thought my hands were tied when I joined the hunters. But then I recognized the opportunities that presented. A school right next door. Full of unsuspecting students who worship the hunters and would do anything for them. But fortunately, I didn’t have to resort to that.” He shoots Frances an appreciative, almost affectionate look. “We reached an agreement that benefits us both. And Frances typically brings me only the highest quality goods. It couldn’t have turned out better for me.”

“So that’s why you haven’t been around lately,” Noah chimes in. “You were hanging around the doors looking for powerful spirits to bring him. And you let him pay you with dying breaths? That’s where they came from, right? The ones you hid in my apartment?”

Frances just stands there like a lifeless shell, her arms hanging at her sides.

“Oh, there’s so much more to her than that. You never recognized her potential. Unlike me. But this knowledge is useless to you now. Because you must realize that I can’t let either of you live. My secret has to be protected; I’m sure you understand.”

There’s that smile again, although now it looks scary. And as if he weren’t already frightening enough, a creature emerges out of the darkness behind Alessandro. A leopard, sleek and aggressive. Its muscles ripple with each movement, and its eyes are fixed on us, detecting our every movement and breath.

Noah and I both know what’s coming, and we’re aware that we have a challenging fight ahead of us. We’re not facing a normal key spirit but one that’s been altered many, many times.

“You’ll soon see what immense power my spirit has,” Alessandro says quietly, and his eyes change. Then his spirit transforms, becomes bigger, and fire licks out around it. But water droplets form in the air too. Tiny flames shoot out of Alessandro’s fingertips, and his skin gleams wet and bluish.

“What have you done?” Noah asks in horror.

“Perfected my spirit and myself,” he snaps.

A wave of air shoots out of his hand, and hits me and Noah. It’s so fast and violent that there’s nothing we can do, and we slam into the wall behind us. I gasp and cough and struggle to breathe.

Alessandro walks toward us. “You’re no match for me.”

Behind him, I see Frances staring at us with big eyes. When I catch her eye, it’s clear to me: she’s not going to help us. We’re on our own.

I look at Alessandro again, who doesn’t even give us a moment to stand up. His key spirit’s fur bristles, and suddenly water droplets fly at us, combining into a huge deluge. Yoru jumps in front of me, and Noah and ignites his flames, which are so hot that the mass of water simply evaporates.

“Not bad,” says Alessandro. “I knew as soon as I saw your spirit that he could be useful to me. Once I’ve defeated you, I’ll use him for Nero here.”

“That’s what you think,” I hiss at him, sending Yoru more odeon. I know I have to be careful not to transform. But what choice do I have?

Alessandro’s skin is still gleaming with a bluish tinge, and his hands puff out little clouds of smoke as he sends his spirit the next command. This time, he seems to be combining wind with fire magic. A gigantic sea of flame rushes toward Noah, who merges with Rain. His body is surrounded by black smoke, which seems to absorb most of the attack and deflect it back at Alessandro. But Alessandro just laughs, flinging his arms in the air, and a fiery vortex explodes above us. Thousands of small glowing shards of fire rain down on us and set fire to everything they touch.

I have a certain immunity to fire, so my injuries aren’t too bad. And Noah’s not badly hurt either. But the little burns hurt like hell. In spite of this, Noah and I manage to get to the door and sprint into the cellar, which is larger and offers us more room to maneuver.

“That won’t save you,” calls Alessandro. His skin begins to glow, first blue, then red, and I suspect he’s about to deploy two elements again, or maybe more.

Sure enough, the floor beneath us quakes and chunks of stone shoot up out of it and try to impale us. I use up a lot of energy evading the stones or melting them with Yoru’s firepower.

Breathing heavily, I dodge another attack but it’s too late when I see Alessandro raise his arm and shoot something blue at me. The pain is indescribable. I go down, and some kind of destructive power snakes around my legs and crushes them. It feels as if every bone is about to break.

Yoru comes to my aid and tries to melt the ice I’m encased in with his flames. But apparently, it consists of more than just frozen water.

“Tess,” Noah calls out as Alessandro’s leopard rears up at him. He only glances at me briefly, which is good because at that moment, Nero pounces. Noah raises his hands and smoky flames shoot out of them and envelop the key spirit. At the same time, Rain lunges at the leopard and bites into its flank.

“Noah!” echoes Frances’ piercing cry, and then I see it too. Alessandro is holding a knife, which he draws back and thrusts down at Noah. He plunges it into his shoulder, then pulls out the blade and tries to stab him again. It’s clear to all of us that this time it’ll be a lethal strike.

Frances’ bear hurls a hex at him. Alessandro flies several yards and lands near the wall.

Frances quickly goes to Noah and bends over him with tears in her eyes. “Are you okay? How badly are you hurt?”

Noah shakes his head and struggles to his feet. “It’s not that bad. I’m fine.” I can hear the contempt in his voice, and his eyes contain nothing but disappointment.

“I’m sorry,” she begins. “I never wanted this. But I had no choice. I’m doing it for my brother. He’s an ovlem.”

“What?” Noah asks incredulously. “You can’t be serious?”

“His name is Jacob. Teresa met him. He ambushed her in the Odyss when she was trying to summon the door.”

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. That guy, that crazy nut job who tried to kill me and Kate, is her brother?! No wonder Frances sent us away. She never had to fight him.

“I was just trying to help him. No matter what happened, I know my brother. He’s no monster. I had to help him. I’m all he has left.” She slowly lifts her head and looks us in the eyes. “I read a book about the tear of destiny and about who originally took it from the goddess. I knew it was my only chance. It could help my brother recover. I had to try. I came to this house and broke in. But unfortunately, I was caught.”

“And that’s how this wonderful collaboration came about,” Alessandro announces, obviously feeling so superior to us that he doesn’t even take the opportunity to attack. “The deal was, I supply her with dying breaths until she procures enough key spirits for me. Then she was supposed to get the tear.”

“And you believed him?!” Noah snarls at her. “What have you done? Did you leak information to him too?” He scrutinizes her and suddenly seems to come to a realization. His eyes narrow with shock as he continues. “It was you! You told him about the Noctu stationed at the hospital. That’s why that fight happened; that’s how they knew exactly who to attack.”

“No,” Frances whispers in dismay. “That’s not what happened.”

Her imploring look has no effect. Noah’s expression is cold as ice.

“I had no choice,” she continues. “I had to bring him the key spirits. He was calling all the shots.”

“You could have come to me. I would have helped you.”

“Nobody can help me,” she mutters with quiet sorrow.

“Frances,” Noah whispers, reaching his hand out to her. At that moment, something hisses through the air. Frances’ eyes widen, and she stares at Noah, speechless.

“Enough sentimentality. I don’t need you anymore, so I can eliminate you,” murmurs Alessandro, standing directly behind Frances. He draws the blade out of her back.

She opens her mouth as if to say something, but all that comes out of her throat is a gargle and a gush of blood.

“Frances,” Noah cries in horror, catching her as her legs buckle under her. He holds her in his arms, and she reaches out a trembling hand as if she wants to touch him. Her lips move, trying to form words, as if there’s something she desperately needs to say, but all she can get out are a few labored breaths.

Noah pulls her toward him protectively and tries to put pressure on the wound, and I don’t waste any more time. I turn around furiously and command Yoru to attack. A column of fire hurtles toward Alessandro, who merely raises his hand, and his spirit counters it with a storm that knocks us off our feet. I’m hurled against a chest of drawers, and Noah slides across the floor with Frances in his arms and slams into a mountain of draped furniture, which crashes down around him. He scrambles to his feet as fast as he can and carries Frances to a corner of the room where she’s safe from further attacks for the time being. In all the uproar, I don’t hear the door opening upstairs. I don’t register the footsteps either. But the voice that fights its way through the fog in my brain is loud and clear. “You bastard!”
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Ayden jumps down the last few steps and sets Snow onto the leopard. The snow-white wolf locks his jaws onto Nero’s left hind leg, prompting him to twist around and try to sink his teeth into his attacker. Rain takes the opportunity to hurry to Snow’s aid – something I’m sure has never been seen before. Ayden raises his hand and sends a fireball down on Alessandro, who is so taken by surprise that he doesn’t have time to dodge it. It bounces off him and crashes into a shelf. A large burn mark appears on his chest.

“Ayden,” I whisper. “What are you doing here?”

“I told you; Snow can sense when you’re fighting. But it took us a while to find you.”

He comes to me, offers me his hand, and helps me up. “Do I want to know why you’re fighting on the side of a Noctu against the son of Council members?”

“Sure, it’s always the Noctu’s fault,” Noah growls quietly. He’s on his feet now too, raising his hand to hurl a smoky black flame at Alessandro. This hits its mark too, and Noah follows it with more. It’s as if he can no longer hold back his rage, his horror at Frances’ death.

Ayden glances at me only briefly. He’s on our side, although he has no idea what’s happened. But I guess it’s enough for him to know that I’m in danger. We get into formation.

The smoke slowly recedes, but Alessandro remains lying on the floor. And then he laughs.

“Do you really think you can defeat me that easily?” His laugh echoes around the room. Then he stands up and merges further with his spirit. They both get bigger, and lights of all colors appear around their bodies. Some of them glow like molten lava, others flash blue, green, or yellow. His eyes are as red as blood, and I suspect that he’s now merged with his spirit to the fullest extent possible.

The attacks come hard and fast. Fire, rain, snow, ice, earth – his attacks all seem to rain down on us at once until I no longer know which way to dodge or how to deflect them. The room shudders, and the air burns, stinging my lungs. Noah and Ayden merge more with their spirits too. Ayden is enveloped in flames and looks like some divine being from another world. By contrast, Noah is dark, with smoke swirling around him as if it’s seeping out of every pore and completely enveloping him. They both hurl attack after attack at their opponent. Their spirits charge and try to get a hold of Nero and Alessandro somehow. But they seem to be untouchable.

Noah and Ayden both pause briefly, breathing heavily.

“This isn’t working,” Ayden concedes. “We need to coordinate our attacks better.”

Noah snorts. He doesn’t seem to like the idea either. But they have no choice. “We need to work together,” Noah grunts, and Ayden nods slowly.

They both charge at Alessandro, driving him around the room, but no matter what they do, they can’t seem to land a deadly strike. Nero lunges at Ayden again and interrupts his onslaught. He raises his hands and forces the key spirit back, but Alessandro is already hurling another attack at him. Ayden just manages to save himself by leaping to the side.

I know what I have to do. I’m certainly no skilled fighter, but they need my help, and there’s no way I’m going to stand on the sidelines and let them protect me. So I close my eyes and merge with Yoru. I probe cautiously, feeling my way toward my limit, with only a vague idea of where it might be. Flames lick out of my hands, and I feel my hair burning. Yoru grows even bigger. I can feel the heat radiating from his fire.

I raise my arms in the air, focus all of my power, and throw them forward. I won’t give up! No matter what happens, this has to end now. The beam of fire pouring out of my hands hurtles at Alessandro. He turns his head toward me in surprise and my attack hits him.

Alessandro raises his hand, opens his mouth in a furious scream, and I can guess that the next attack will be incomparable to anything that happened before. Ayden appears behind him and grabs his arms, gripping them tightly. I can see him fighting the pain that it causes him to hold onto that body, which seems to consist of every single element. Wherever he comes into contact with Alessandro his skins blisters.

“Do it, Noah!” he cries as I continue to attack Alessandro front-on. Together, we manage to force the glowing colors on our opponent’s chest to disappear, and the ordinary skin beneath them is revealed. Now we can hurt him. And Noah doesn’t hesitate. He raises his hand, conjures a spear of smoke, and he’s about to throw it when he sees Nero behind Ayden.

“Shit, watch out!”

Ayden turns slightly. But he can’t defend himself without letting go of Alessandro. So Nero leaps through the air unhindered and bites Ayden in the side.

Snow rushes to his aid and tears the leopard off him. Both spirits tumble across the floor.

“Just do it!” Ayden cries out again.

Noah throws the spear. It hits Alessandro in the center of his chest. There’s a loud crack as it pierces him between the ribs. The lights surrounding our opponent flash faster, and then they all turn jet-black before swirling across the floor and vanishing. Alessandro doesn’t make another sound. He just slumps to the floor, collapses like a lifeless doll. Blood streams from his chest and seeps over the stone. Nero looks at him and then approaches him to say goodbye. He lowers his head and nuzzles his master, as if to check that he’s really gone. A few more moments and the key spirit will be recalled to the Odyss and vanish.

Breathing heavily, I sink to the floor and wrestle with the feelings that suddenly flood through me. Alessandro is dead. The son of Council members, someone I considered a friend. I glance around the room and then look over at Frances, who’s still lying in the corner. Her pale face is turned toward me, almost as if she’s looking at me.

Her lips seem to form the words, “Tess.”

I jump up and run to her. Noah and Ayden follow me. Tears well up in my eyes when I see how seriously injured she is. She slowly reaches out, and Noah takes her hand and grasps it firmly.

Frances breathes, and blood spews out of her mouth.

“I’m sorry,” she croaks. “I had to do it for Jacob. I’m all he has. Our parents disowned him. Nobody ever talked about him again. But I… I was there for him all those years.”

“It’s alright, Frances. We’ll get you out of here and get help.”

She smiles sadly. “What kind of life would I have? It’s over. At least I got to save Jacob. He wanted to live, and that’s the only reason he got mixed up with that Tempes. That Charles.”

My eyes widen when I hear this. “You mean Travis was innocent?”

Frances nods slowly. “He was a friend of Jacob’s. My family made sure that Travis was convicted instead of Jacob.”

So that’s why Frances has been acting so weird lately. She knew that an innocent man was made a scapegoat for her brother, and even killed in the end.

“Jacob couldn’t get his hands on dying breaths after that. He was being watched. He had nobody but me…” A tear runs down her cheek.

“It’s going to be okay. We’ll find a way, but first we need to get you out of here.” Noah reaches down to lift her up.

At that moment, we hear a hideous howl. Nero is still sitting beside his master’s lifeless body, and now he lifts his head and roars out all of his anguish. He begins to glow, brighter and brighter, and all at once, everything explodes around us. Nero shatters into a thousand pieces, all the elements bursting out of him at once, and glowing green spears of light hurtle through the air. Yoru jumps in front of me, and for a moment, I can’t see anything.

When I open my eyes, I see that Nero is gone. I guess he was altered too much to be able to return to the Odyss in the natural way.

Shocked, I look at Noah, who’s bending over Frances. One of the spears is sticking out of his thigh and slowly dissolving. But he only has eyes for Frances. Another one of these spears of light is protruding from her chest. That fades too, but it doesn’t change the fact that Frances’ eyes look strangely empty. Her mouth is slightly open, and her chest is no longer rising and falling. I stare at her in disbelief. Frances is dead. I feel tears in my eyes. We’ve lost her.

Ayden slowly comes to me. I can see there’s something wrong with him because his movements aren’t as smooth as usual – they’re stiff and sluggish. He puts a comforting arm around me.

Noah’s in shock. He looks at Frances, puts his arms around her, and says, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. All this time, I couldn’t see that you needed help.”

We give him a moment, and then Ayden says, “I know this is hard. But we don’t have time. We need to get out of here now.” He looks unusually pale.

“Did the spirit hurt you?”

He waves it off. “It’s not that bad, I’ll be fine. But we need to get the hell out of here. If they find us like this, it won’t end well for us.”

“If we’re lucky, his family will think he was attacked by a Noctu. I mean, he had enough creepy things in his secret room back there to suggest that he had dealings with one of us. How else would he have gotten all those spirits? His family will make sure nobody finds out about it.” Noah looks down at Frances and then lifts her up in his arms. “Let’s go.”
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My heart thumps in my chest as we ascend the cellar stairs. I try to put the horror behind me a little more with each step I take, but I can’t shake off the shock of all that death. It clings to me like a cold, grimy blanket and chills me to the bone. It’s as if I can smell it with each breath and taste it when I move my tongue. I don’t dare take another look at Alessandro’s dead body in the cellar or at the dark room in which the tortured key spirits met their end. I just want to get out of here.

I glance up at Ayden, who’s leading the way, and see the rip in the side of his shirt. The skin beneath it is bloody, although it’s hard to tell at this point how badly hurt he is. But the fact that he’s still upright and walking gives me hope that he can quickly get it treated and bandaged up.

Noah follows me, carrying Frances in his arms. I can imagine how hard this must be for him and how guilty he must feel. She got mixed up in something with no way out. And still she chose Noah in the end, thereby signing her own death warrant.

We arrive in the corridor, and Noah quickly tries the windows. I watch him test them to see if one can be opened, and I sense that our time is running out. We’ll soon be found. And then I recall where I was before the fight.

“They’ll know Ayden and I had something to do with Alessandro’s death,” I say quietly. “We disappeared from the party and didn’t come back.”

Noah rattles another window, but it won’t budge. “Tell them you were having a private conversation out in the corridor. You heard a noise and followed it and saw Alessandro fighting a couple of Noctu. You tried to help him, but he was killed. Then you pursued the Noctu after they escaped through a window.”

Noah raises his hand, and Rain goes to him. The huge wolf takes a run-up, launches himself at the window, and simply smashes through it. The glass splinters and shards clatter to the floor. But at least now we have a way out.

“You realize this will make the Tempes double down on their hunt for Noctu, right?” Ayden points out.

Noah snarls, “They’re already hunting us. It won’t change anything. And anyway, the family of the dead guy can’t exactly insist on a thorough investigation. They won’t want his dirty secret to come to light.”

I can tell by looking at Ayden that he doesn’t want to spread this lie. But he also knows that he basically has no choice. The Fabricis will surely do everything in their power to prevent us from exposing the truth. And we know how powerful they are. They’ll probably do the same thing that Frances’ family did – scapegoat someone. And we can never reveal everything we know without mentioning my dealings with Noah and Frances.

Noah climbs through the window and beckons to me. The air is clean. I follow him and jump into an inner courtyard. Then I look up at Ayden. I see his pale face and the effort it costs him to heave himself onto the sill and jump.

“Come on, let’s go,” he urges, quickly getting to his feet.

“Ayden, are you sure you’re okay?”

“It was just a bite, and he didn’t really sink his teeth in. Don’t worry, I’ll get it checked out as soon as we get out of here.”

“We should use the doors,” says Noah, taking out his key. “It’ll take too long on foot.”

I nod and watch him raise his key and open a door. At that moment, I spot a figure approaching him from behind.

“Kate?” I say in astonishment, quickly running to her. “What… what are you doing here?”

I stop abruptly when I see the look on her face. Something’s wrong. Her movements are jerky, slow, and awkward. Like she’s a marionette being operated by a puppeteer. And then I realize why she’s here. How she even located us. She was led here by one of her visions.

She approaches slowly, and I have to force myself to be patient and wait for this strange state to pass rather than trying to pull her back into the here and now. Her footsteps echo in the alley. She moves toward us lethargically, walks past me, and stops right in front of Ayden and Noah. She tilts her head and looks at them both. Slowly, she reaches out toward Noah, touches his arm, and then takes a step toward Ayden and strokes his cheek with her fingers. But there’s nothing loving or tender about this gesture. It looks more like she’s condemning them both to death.

Finally, she opens her mouth, and her ghostly voice echoes off the walls. “Two destinies – now bound together. Bonds that were broken, empty shells searching for their contents. Torn souls that stem from one blood. Two bodies from the same mold, two hearts that are actually one.”

Her mouth closes again, and she stares at the two of them with vacant eyes. I’m speechless and replay Kate’s words over and over in my mind. No way. It can’t be true. And apparently, I’m not the only one who’s thinking this.

“Uh… you realize that’s bullshit, right?” Noah says with questioning looks at me and Ayden. “I mean, I assume you guys interpret that to mean that she thinks we’re brothers or something?”

I nod slowly and look from one to the other. “That’s not possible,” I mutter.

“Obviously!” Ayden agrees irritably. “My parents were Tempes, and they were attacked and killed not long after I was born.”

Noah snorts contemptuously. “At least that’s what they want you to believe.”

“What? Are you trying to say it’s not true? If you know something, then spit it out.”

“No, I don’t,” Noah concedes. “And sure, I guess it’s possible that your people told you the truth.” He looks at Kate. “What she’s saying makes no sense!”

“Kate’s prophecies have all turned out to be true so far.” I look at Rain and Snow, who are both standing a little to one side. And then it’s like scales falling from my eyes. “You both have wolves. One black, one white. And they both have the same rare gift of fire.”

Ayden rolls his eyes. “That’s just a coincidence.”

“What about the fact that you both have traumatic childhood stories?” I ask. “Your parents are dead, and Noah’s mother was almost killed before he was born. It was a miracle that you survived – you said so yourself, Noah. What if your mother was pregnant with twins? Maybe she lost one, or it was taken from her, or there was some other reason she never mentioned the other baby?”

They both exchange a glance, and I can see the doubt in their eyes.

“No way! My mother wouldn’t lie about that. I’m sure of it.” But Noah doesn’t sound as sure as he’d like to make out.

“No, that’s bullshit!” Ayden insists. “There’s no way this guy is my brother, let alone my twin.”

“Thanks, I agree. There’s no way I’m related to a guy like you.”

“Well, it’s nice that we can agree on something,” says Ayden, then he gasps and pulls a face. His hand goes to his side. “We’re not going to get any answers right now. We need to get out of here. Fast.”

I nod, turn around, and I’m about to go to Kate when out of the corner of my eye, I see Ayden take a few steps. They look strained, unsteady, and suddenly his legs give way beneath him.

“Shit, damn it,” he mutters, still pressing his hand against his side.

I hurry to him, and so does Noah. I sit down beside Ayden and see that he’s struggling to breathe and hear the rattle in his lungs.

“Maybe the wound is… worse than I figured,” he grunts. I carefully push his hand aside, and then the fabric covering the wound. My eyes widen in horror when I feel that the shirt is drenched in blood. And then I notice that it’s already spreading out in a dark red pool around him.

“That wasn’t just a bite,” says Noah as he examines the ragged wound.

We can see into it, and Ayden’s ribs are visible in some places. But there are also these black tendrils spreading through it and snaking their way into his body.

“There was some kind of hex involved.”

“Ayden,” I whisper. “You need to go straight to the hunter’s infirmary.”

Ayden’s hands are shaking, and so is the rest of his body. His breathing is becoming more and more labored, more ragged.

“Get… out of here… before they find you,” he grunts. Then he takes a couple of rattling breaths and slumps forward on the ground. I manage to break his fall and try to hold onto him. I see his eyes glaze over. They lose their luster, and I know what this means. The life is draining out of them.

“No,” I whisper, shaking my head. “No, you can’t die on me. Not here, not now. Please,” I beg him.

I can’t hold back the tears. His eyes are directed at me, but I don’t think he sees me anymore. I bend over him and look into his beautiful face, recall all the moments I had with him, the time when we were together. It was far too short. My heart shatters under the weight of this loss. I can’t breathe. I can’t live without him. I just can’t.

I cup his face in my hands, lean in very close, and as my tears fall on his cheeks, I say quietly, “I love you.” But it’s too late. There’s no breath against my face. No light in his eyes, no smile on his gorgeous lips. Just emptiness, cold, and darkness. Ayden has stopped breathing. He’s gone; he’s left me.

- End of book 5 -

Continued in volume 6:
Trial of Destiny
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