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I’ll never see him again. Those are the words that keep going through my head. It’s over. I’ve lost him – irretrievably. This knowledge tears me apart, and I can’t think clearly.

I’ve been sitting in the hunters’ infirmary for hours, staring at the fluorescent tubes on the ceiling and jumping every time a doctor hurries past me. One of them will soon bring me the news and make my fears a reality.

Noah couldn’t come with me, of course. But he opened a door to the Odyss and propped Ayden up while I searched for a way to get us as close as possible to the school. Kate just stood beside us, silent and vacant. It still gives me goosebumps to think about it. Unfortunately, Noah couldn’t open a door to the hunter wing for us because it’s hidden from the Noctu by a protective enchantment. With his guidance, I was able to find a suitable door, and we landed near the school. Noah said goodbye to me with a heavy heart; he had to go and take care of Frances. I could tell he wasn’t unaffected by Ayden’s death. Is that because he knows what it means to me to lose Ayden? Or is he afraid that there are questions that will never be answered without him? Kate’s words still hang in the air. Ayden and Noah are supposedly brothers.

Kate came back to her senses outside the school, helped me with Ayden, and then went to her room. I haven’t had a chance to speak to her yet.

I lean forward with my arms on my knees and keep replaying scene in my mind’s eye. Ayden collapsing, all that blood. His rattling breath, labored and erratic. His gaze, burning into mine and then becoming more and more unfocused until it faded into the distance. It all happened so fast. I didn’t even have time to say goodbye. He just stopped breathing suddenly, and my world came to a standstill.

I know things aren’t any easier for Noah right now. I think of Frances and the way she died and all the secrets she was carrying around with her.

I rub my tired head. Things couldn’t have turned out worse. I stayed by Ayden’s side, desperately hoping for a sign of life. But there was nothing. And now I’m sitting here, waiting for someone to come and bring me the definitive news of his death. I realize that a member of the Tempes could show up at any moment to question me. After all, the son of a prominent Council family is dead and probably a hunter too. But I’m not going anywhere. Not before I know for sure.

Time seems to stretch out, and I stare at the clock on the wall opposite me as it ticks slowly but relentlessly.

As expected, a couple of people show up at some point to question me about what happened. I tell them the story that Ayden, Noah, and I came up with. Ayden and I were talking privately in one of the corridors when suddenly we heard a noise and then found Alessandro locked in a fight with a couple of Noctu. We tried to help him, but he was killed. The Noctu tried to escape, we pursued them, and that’s when Ayden was fatally wounded.

“Has a doctor taken a look at you?” asks the tall man with gray stubble and jowls.

I shake my head.

“It’s incredible that you were able to bring your friend all the way here on your own,” comments the woman standing next to him and studying me with a piercing gaze.

But her cold stare fails to unnerve me. I steadily meet her gaze and reply, “I used the portals. It took us several tries to get to the hunter building, but my key spirit seems to know his way around the doors to some degree. I know we Tempes don’t normally use that mode of transport, but at that point I had no choice.”

The man restlessly shifts his weight from one foot to the other. “We’re not here to accuse you of anything. It can’t have been easy for you.” He looks awkward as he runs his hand over his stubbly chin. “Well, for now, we’ll pass on your statement and come back to you later. We wish you all the best.”

I give a tired nod and don’t even look up as they walk way away. I reach for my phone and send Noah an update. He reads the message but doesn’t reply.

Time ticks on, and I stare at the floor. Occasionally, I risk a glance at the clock. Hours and hours pass. Initially, I hoped that I’d soon hear from one of the doctors. But I’m almost relieved when they all pass me by without a word because this means my fears can’t become certainty. But after a while, I just want this to be over. I want to be able to grieve for Ayden, and to see him one last time.

“You brought Ayden Collins in?” a woman’s voice says, wrenching me out of my reverie. I look up. She’s tall, with very pale skin, and her blonde hair is tied back in a bun. Her expression is serious, and I can tell from her white coat that she’s a doctor. My heart begins to race.

“Is he…?” I can’t bring myself to finish the sentence.

She looks at me earnestly. There’s a sad look in her eyes as she says in a calm, clear voice, “I’m not actually supposed to inform you.” She hesitates, sees my fear, my grief. “No, he’s alive – at least for now,” she says eventually. “It’s a miracle he made it this far. His injuries are serious, and we had to perform an emergency operation. The key spirit that bit him injected venom, which resulted in massive blood loss. And several organs were damaged. Hence the respiratory arrest.”

“But he’s alive,” I say in disbelief. I’m scared that this tenuous hope will be dashed after all.

“We believe it’s down to his connection with his key spirit. His wolf is very strong, and the bond between them is remarkable. In rare cases, a spirit can send enough energy to its master to maintain a small spark of life. As I said, it’s very rare, and it’s testimony to the enormous resilience of both of them. But… he’s still in a critical condition. We’ll see over the next few days whether he makes it or not. Right now, there’s nothing more we can do. It’s up to him. But I’ll be completely honest with you, it doesn’t look good.”

“Can I see him?” I ask with an imploring expression.

A look of uncertainty flits across her face. I can’t be sure of the reason, but in the end she nods. “I’ll take you to him.”

We walk for a while and then arrive in the intensive care unit. A nurse bustles past us with an anxious expression, and when another nurse comes out of one of the rooms, I see a shaggy key spirit beside a bed. I guess the spirits don’t have to hide themselves in here. My heart skips a beat when we stop in front of a door. The doctor opens it.

“It may do him good to have you nearby. He needs all the support he can get right now.”

I nod, take another deep breath, and step inside. What I notice first are the machines and all the tubes and cables connected up to the young man lying motionless in the bed. I’m shocked at first because I hardly recognize him. My feet automatically take me to Ayden. My eyes are drawn to that mussed up hair that I love so much, and his pale face, which looks like a lifeless mask. I’m hugely relieved to see his chest rising and falling – otherwise, I’d assume he was dead.

I pull up a chair and sit beside him. It really pains me to see him like this, and at the same time, I’m so happy that he’s alive. I slowly reach out to touch his arm resting on the covers. I stroke it and feel his cool skin, which is normally so warm and soft.

“I know you’re going to make it,” I say to him, wiping the tears from my cheeks. I just want to be by his side, feel his closeness, and hope that maybe some part of him senses that he’s not alone.

I can’t say how long I’ve been sitting here, just looking at Ayden and watching his chest slowly rise and fall with each breath. I’m relieved every time I see that. He’s alive, and although the doctor told me his chances weren’t good, I just know that he’ll make it. I can’t allow myself to consider the alternative right now.

My phone beeps, and I hesitantly take it out of my pocket. It’s a message from Noah.

“I’m standing on the spot where we last saw each other. Can you come so we can talk? I’d really like to know if there’s any news.”

I glance sideways at Ayden, caress his hand again, and then head out to meet Noah.

It takes me a while to find my way through the confusing corridors of the hunters’ infirmary. Once outside, I have to walk a while before I spot Noah. He’s standing beside a hedge looking pensive. When he sees me, he nods, and I go to him. We move off together without saying a word. This ritual has become a habit. When we’re together, it’s rarely safe for us to stay in one place. The risk is too great that someone might see us. Especially now.

“How’s it looking?” he asks, studying my face.

“He’s alive,” I reply. “The doctors had to do an emergency operation, and he’s still not in the clear. I was allowed to go see him. He’s hooked up to all these devices and tubes…” I shake the image out of my head. “But he’ll recover, I just know it.”

Noah nods. “Sure he will. He’s stubborn, I’ll give him that. He won’t give up.”

I look at the side of his face. So much has happened in the last couple of days, and I haven’t had time to think about how Noah must feel about all this.

“Frances… Did you… take her home?”

“I took her to her parents and explained that she was trying to protect her brother. That was the only reason she got involved with that Tempes. And it’s true – I did some digging. Frances’ brother was 15 years older than her. He was ostracized. I guess he was trying to measure up to the family’s high expectations and started using dying breaths to make himself stronger. After that, the family disowned him, but the official story was that he died in a dishonorable fight – which is why the other families don’t talk about him. I guess he’s spent years roaming the Odyss alone. And then it went the way it usually does for ovlems: he needed dying breaths more and more frequently. At some point, he couldn’t get enough of them on his own, so he started selling information to Tempes like Charles.”

I look at him in horror. I realized that Frances’ brother must have had a troubled past, but the truth shocks me.

“And what did her parents say?”

I can only imagine how incredibly hard this must have been for Noah.

“After I told them everything, they were shocked, of course. But then it became all about them, how to keep the family name clean. How to cover up Frances’ actions. It was unbelievable. But they won’t get away with it this time. I refuse to keep quiet. For Frances’ sake. The lies have to stop.”

The decision can’t have been easy for him. He’s damaged her family’s image by exposing Frances’ crimes. But I’m pretty sure Frances would have agreed to that if she thought it might force her parents to change their ways.

“The key spirit that Frances stole from the Odyss – I took it back,” Noah continues. “I couldn’t figure out which door she got it from, but I found it a nice place.”

We say nothing for a while, both lost in thought. So much has happened, and right now, I don’t even know how I’m going to spend the next few hours.

“Have you been questioned?” Noah asks, interrupting the silence.

“Yeah, but I’m pretty sure there’s more to come.”

“An interrogation by the Council?”

“That’s a possibility, for sure. I mean, the son of an elite family was killed. And even if Alessandro’s parents don’t want a thorough investigation, they’ll at least want to cross-examine me and find out what I know.”

“And Ayden too, I guess, if he recovers.”

That little word if hangs between us. I wonder how Noah currently feels about Ayden. They were enemies for so many years, hated each other, and were basically at war. But they fought side by side against Alessandro. And then there’s Kate’s prophecy that they’re brothers. I’m sure the idea is hard for him to accept. It would turn Noah’s world upside down.

His voice drifts quietly to me. “I heard what you said to him.” He doesn’t look at me. He’s staring into the distance, and I imagine that right now, he’s reliving that moment.

I raise my eyebrows in astonishment and don’t know what to say at first. It was a terrible experience – and still is. I don’t want Ayden to die. I can’t imagine life without him. And yeah, maybe I’ve been trying to deny my feelings for him because I knew there was no chance for us. I probably rushed into things too quickly with Noah, although I have feelings for him too. It’s not that I don’t care about him. But my heart… it still seems to belong to someone else.

I realize that Noah’s scrutinizing me. “You love him,” he says.

I can’t deny it. There are no words to describe my tumultuous emotions.

“I knew you cared a lot about him and that you needed time. Obviously, I was hoping that you’d forget him and let me into your heart.”

“Noah,” I interrupt.

But he just smiles and shakes his head. “Things happened pretty fast between us, and I knew what I was getting myself into. You guys mean a lot to each other. I mean, he was there for you instantly and even joined the fight against another Tempes without asking questions.” He shakes his head thoughtfully. “I never expected that from him. But for you… And then the way he looked at you. He still has feelings for you. As things are, I have no chance of coming between you two. Nor do I want to. There are more important things…”

I give a deep sigh, stop walking, step in front of him, and look up into his face. My heart’s racing. His comments make me scream inside; it hurts so much. Part of me doesn’t want things between us to be over. But at the same time, I sense that he’s right. I can’t be with him when I have such obvious feelings for someone else – as unreachable as he may be.

“Teresa,” says Noah, and I hear a bittersweet note of farewell in his voice. “You guys need to figure out your feelings for each other. And you and me – it’s best if we’re not together right now.”

I gulp, and the tears well up in my eyes. It hurts to let go of Noah, even when I know he’s right.

“Thank you,” I say. “For everything. And I’m so sorry. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“I know. We can’t control our feelings.” He regards me with a dark gaze that holds so many emotions.

We walk back together. Silence prevails, and this time it feels heavy and oppressive.

“Let me know how Ayden’s doing. And if you need help – we’re still friends,” he says, rubbing more salt in the wound.

I don’t know what I did to deserve his kindness. He’s suffering, although he’s trying not to show it, and he has every reason to be angry with me. But he still wants to be here for me.

He hugs me briefly, lets go, smiles, and raises his hand in a wave.

“Take care of yourself.”

Chapter 2
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Ilook at Ayden’s face, watch his steady breaths, and try to push every thought out of my head. My concern for him is driving me crazy and suffocating me. And so are all the questions that I have. But I have to put all that aside for now. There are more important things.

The hours pass, and I remain at Ayden’s bedside, only leaving the room briefly when the nurses come in or when I need to freshen up. Now and then, I grab something to eat or drink from the vending machine or the cafeteria, but I have very little appetite. I guess his father has come to see him by now. He was away on business and couldn’t get here until now, one of the nurses tells me. But I haven’t seen him.

It’s dark outside, and I sink down in the chair beside Ayden’s bed and gaze at him. They still can’t tell me if he’ll make it or not. He’s strong, and he won’t give up easily. I try not to think about the alternative.

Yoru is rolled up in a ball at my feet, sleeping soundly. He doesn’t seem to mind all the waiting, although now and then he wakes up and glances around, taking stock of the situation. He too seems to understand that something’s not right, and of course, he can sense the tension in the air. Because Snow, who’s lying beside Ayden’s bed, is on edge too. He keeps looking at his master anxiously and doesn’t dare to close his eyes.

I shift in my chair, stretch a little, and try to hold off the looming fatigue. I want to stay with Ayden a while longer before I have to go. My eyes wander to his face again. He’s so pale and doesn’t look like himself. His condition is worrying, that’s for sure. But I don’t want to consider the fact that he might lose this fight.

I wake with a start and almost fall off my chair. It takes me a moment to realize where I am. I must have dozed off and spent the night at Ayden’s bedside.

I stretch and notice how stiff my limbs are. I’m about to curse because I suspect the pain in my back will linger for hours. Then Ayden catches my eye, and I gasp. He’s struggling to raise himself into a sitting position, and he’s looking at me.

“Tess, you’re here,” he whispers as he glances around and tries to figure out where he is and what’s happened.

For a moment, I can’t breathe, and my heart contracts. A heavy weight suddenly lifts off me. And before I realize what I’m doing, I jump up, rush to Ayden’s bed, and hug him. I’m instantly filled with a feeling of intimacy, familiarity. I feel this deep yearning that totally overwhelms me. It’s so incredibly good to feel him, soak up his warmth, breathe in his smell.

“I was so scared of losing you,” I whisper.

“That’s not going to happen anytime soon,” he replies, squeezing me tighter.

I reluctantly straighten up and look at him. “How do you feel?”

“Good question. I still have some pain, and I feel like I’ve been put through a meat grinder. But other than that, I’m okay.”

“Doesn’t sound great,” I reply.

“Actually, it’s not that great, considering the fact that Alessandro’s leopard only bit me,” he says with a smirk.

“The bite was pretty bad. That key spirit really did a number on you. Apparently, he injected venom into you, which caused internal bleeding and attacked your organs. You stopped breathing.” This is so hard to say. “You were basically dead. But apparently your connection to Snow kept you alive long enough for me and Noah to bring you to the infirmary where they operated on you.”

Ayden says nothing; he just looks at me, and I can’t quite interpret his expression. Is it concern? Commiseration? Fear?

“Sorry. That must have really scared you.”

I laugh and shake my head. “You don’t need to apologize to me. You’re the one who nearly died. Of course I was scared for you, and I’m so incredibly relieved that you’re awake again. But don’t worry about me.”

He nods slowly, and we fall silent again. I sense him looking at me – keenly, as if he’s searching me for some answer or wants to say something that’s weighing on his mind.

“Can you pass on my thanks to Noah for bringing me here? That can’t have been an easy decision for him.”

“He didn’t hesitate for a moment,” I correct him, and Ayden just nods.

“I’ve been questioned already,” I go on, after silence descends on us again.

“That was inevitable.”

“I stuck to the story we agreed on.”

“They can’t disprove it, and they won’t try. The Fabricis have other problems right now.”

Silence reigns again, and I can’t help but notice that the mood between us is a little strange. How could it not be? Ayden almost died. I’ve spent days worrying about him, not knowing whether he was going to survive. And now he’s sitting here in front of me almost as if nothing ever happened. At the same time, part of me longs for him, wants to lie in his arms again – and this so soon after Noah broke up with me. And I’m struggling with that because I still really care about Noah.

“Have you been here the whole time?” Ayden asks suddenly. His voice is incredibly soft.

My heart beats faster, and I nod. “Yeah, I couldn’t leave you alone.”

“Thanks,” he says. He pauses and then extends his arms toward me.

I only hesitate a moment before going to him and letting him hug me. I instinctively nestle up to him, giving myself over to these feelings of yearning and comfort. Yes, I’ll allow myself to enjoy this moment. Maybe as recompense for the last couple of awful days. I soak up the warmth of his skin and savor the closeness like a drowning person who knows she’ll soon have to get off her life-saving raft. But right now, I’m allowed to enjoy it, allowed to pretend that everything’s fine between us.

“Thank you for being here for me all this time,” he murmurs.

His voice vibrates in his chest. I lap up its tone, its hum, resting my head against his collarbone.

“It means a lot to me.”

I wish he’d say more. But he’s silent, and all I can do is live in this moment and lock it away deep in my heart.
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Every muscle in my body hurts, and I’m tired and utterly drained. But training this afternoon did me good. It took my mind off things for a while.

It’s been two days since Ayden woke up. I’ve only paid him one brief visit since then. The mood between us was still kind of tense. Neither of us seemed to know what to say or do. We only exchanged a few superficial words. But I don’t even know what I feel right now. Part of me longs for him, but I know deep down that we have to try to get over each other. Then there’s the breakup with Noah, which gnaws at me, and on top of that, everything else that’s happened.

But at least Ayden seems to be on the way to recovery. The doctors were surprised, but it seems Snow is still helping him heal, which also explains why he was in such good shape when he woke up.

“Are you thinking about Ayden?” Kate asks, snapping me out of my reverie. We’re on our way to my room to spend the rest of the day there together.

“I’m thinking about a lot of things right now,” I admit. “So much has happened.”

She nods. “Yeah, and I still can’t believe I was part of it.” Her face takes on a worried expression. “I can’t even remember going to the Fabrici house, let alone what I said to you guys. It’s all gone. The first thing I remember is standing near the school with you and Noah.”

I put my arm around her and try to comfort her, although I know I can’t take away her fears.

“I get how stressful it must be. Being totally at the mercy of your gift.” I consider keeping the next comment to myself, but I’m probably only expressing something that she’s already considered. “Do you maybe want to go to the heads of school and tell them about your gift? I’m sure they’d offer you the same kind of support that they offered me.”

She looks at me for a moment and then shakes her head vehemently. “No, I can’t. I don’t why, but something tells me I need to tackle this on my own. You know how incompetent I was when I first started training with Gray. I need to figure this out for myself too. Then maybe I’ll talk to someone.”

“I totally get it,” I say.

“Do you think it’s true?” she asks with a probing look. “Do you believe what I said in my last prophecy? That Noah and Ayden are brothers?”

“I don’t know.” I’ve actually been wrestling with this idea a lot. Is it possible? I mean, they both have an unusual past that leaves some room for doubt around their parentage. But then how did things turn out this way? Are Noah’s parents hiding something from him? “They’d have to be twins. It would explain a few things – like the fact that they both have wolf spirits with the element of fire. Then again, for something like this to be possible, there would have to be a major conspiracy involving both sides – the Tempes and the Noctu. Why would they do that?”

“Maybe I was wrong this time. Who knows how often my premonitions are correct?”

I look at Kate with raised eyebrows because I have no doubts as far as that’s concerned. And that’s the main reason I assume they really are siblings: Kate has never been wrong before. Why should it be any different this time?

“I expect Noah will bring it up with his parents and insist on answers. If something doesn’t add up, he’ll notice.”

Kate’s about to say something when suddenly, we hear excited shouts. We’re near the entrance door, and dozens of students are streaming toward it. And I realize why even before I see who’s coming through the door.

“Ayden,” I mutter. “He’s been discharged.”

As he enters the building, the students swarm around him, patting him on the back or giving him quick hugs. Obviously, they’ve all heard the news about a fight against the Noctu in which the son of one of the most prominent Council families was killed. And Ayden was critically injured, so it makes sense that they’re greeting him so effusively – they’re just glad that he made it. But with me, they keep their distance. I guess they don’t understand how I could have gotten mixed up in a fight like that, especially since it’s not the first time. Plus, I’m no hunter, so I don’t have the same superstar status.

Ayden exchanges a few words with his friends while his father patiently stands off to the side. Then Mr. Collins lifts his head, looks across the crowd, and spots me. His expression suddenly becomes deadly serious, which tells me I have something else coming my way.

Ayden continues talking to the other students. Among them I see Brad and James, who Ayden hangs out with now and then. He laughs. It’s so heart-warming to see this that a smile steals across my face too. Right at that moment, his eyes wander in my direction, and their expression changes. It becomes darker, more intense. My pulse accelerates, and for a moment, that look in his eyes – which I feel even more than I see it – sweeps every other thought out of my head. When he excuses himself from the others and makes his way over to me, it sets off the perfect emotional storm.

“So you’ve been discharged,” I say unnecessarily.

“Yeah, finally. I couldn’t stand it in their much longer.”

“How do you feel?”

“Pretty good now,” he replies with a smile that I can’t quite interpret. “Thanks again for staying at my bedside for so long.”

“I was more than happy to. I was so scared for you, so I wouldn’t have had a moment of peace anyway,” I admit.

He’s still looking at me, and there’s something in his expression, something familiar but different. Determined, fierce.

“Yes, it was very good of you,” another voice chimes in, and that’s when I remember that Mr. Collins is standing a few feet away from us. “But it should never have come to this in the first place. One hunter critically injured and another one killed – the son of a prominent Council family. This fight urgently needs to be investigated. A few Council members will be gathering soon to conduct an interrogation. You’ll be expected to make a statement too,” he says in a somber tone that leaves no doubt that this is not a request. It’s an order, and I’m expected to follow it.

“I’ll be there,” says Ayden. “I was invited too.”

I guess the way he stresses the word means he wasn’t given a choice either. That reassures me that they’re not simply trying to pin Alessandro’s death on me.

“We did nothing wrong, so there’s nothing to worry about.” He flashes me a reassuring smile.

“Of course you didn’t,” says his father. “Nobody doubts your actions.”

His implied accusation regarding my involvement hangs in the air. And my momentary feeling of relief evaporates.

“Anyway,” Mr. Collins continues, “the interrogation will most likely take place tomorrow. Since there will be a number of Council members in attendance, we’ll hold it in one of the sports halls where there’s more space.”

I just nod. What choice do I have?

Mr. Collins’ expression is still severe. I have the feeling that for some reason, he blames me for Alessandro’s death and Ayden’s injuries.

“Well, now you know. See you tomorrow.”

Ayden shoots me a look of encouragement as he walks past me with his father.

It looks as if I have a long evening ahead of me, and probably a long night too, because I’m sure as hell not going into that situation unprepared.

It’s evening, and I’m sitting at my desk, thinking about tomorrow’s interrogation. I try to anticipate which questions the Council might put to me, note them down, and consider the best way to answer them. I have to keep Noah and Frances out of the equation because if I don’t, it’ll just make the whole situation worse for me and Ayden. Once again, I’m fabricating another web of lies, which I hope will stand up to the Council’s questioning.

There’s a knock at the door, and I turn around in surprise. It’s nine o’clock – too late for official visitors. Kate probably wants to talk to me again and give me some words of encouragement.

But when I open the door, I find myself face-to-face not with my best friend but with Ayden. I can’t disguise my surprise. I stare at him and probably look like a total moron. His amused smirk confirms this.

“I just wanted to see how you’re doing?” he says.

“Right now, I’m wrecking my head trying to predict what questions the Council will ask me tomorrow, and the best way to answer them.” I take a deep breath. “Has anyone told you who’s going to be there?”

He shakes his head. “My father is following the Council’s rules to the letter, and with these kinds of interrogations, nobody involved is allowed to share any information. Not even about the number of interrogators.”

“Great,” I mutter. “Anyway, I guess at least some of the Fabricis will be there.”

“We can assume so,” Ayden agrees. “And if the Fabricis are there, then the Montrells will insist on being present too. They’re always competing with each other. Those families never miss the opportunity to gain an advantage over the other.”

“For example, exposing the fact that one of the Fabrici sons has been organizing illegal key spirit fights and using other people’s spirits to enhance his own spirit’s powers?”

There’s that incredibly attractive smile again. Ayden leans in the doorway. I ask myself honestly, how can that pose look so sexy? And at the same time, I warn myself to banish that thought as fast as possible.

“They’ll question us together,” he continues. “So I’ll be with you the whole time. I won’t leave you alone.”

My heart starts hammering, especially when I see the fiery look in his eyes. My mouth is dry, and for a moment, all I can do is stare at him. Apparently, it’s the same for him. His lips part slightly, as if he’s about to say something, and I can’t tear my eyes off them. I’m reminded of how those lips feel, how they taste.

“I’ll be fine,” I babble, trying to redirect my attention. “They can’t hold us responsible for Alessandro’s death. They have no proof that our story’s not true.” At least, that’s the hope that I’m clinging to.

Ayden nods, and it feels like he’s moved a little closer to me. I can feel his body heat, and I get a whiff of his scent. So alluring and familiar.

Suddenly, he flinches, and his expression changes. It’s as if he’s just woken from a dream. “Uh… I guess I should be going. See you tomorrow,” he says, avoiding my eye and returning to his room. Bemused, I watch him go, and then I’m jolted back to reality by my phone ringing.

It’s Noah. I’m so happy to hear from him again. “Hey, thanks for calling. How are you doing?”

“That’s what I was about to ask you,” he replies. “Any news?”

“I’m trying to settle back into my school routine. But it’s not easy. A few things are giving me headaches right now: Kate’s prophecy, our search for the library. And what was the deal with Patricia and my great aunt? Then there’s Ayden – worrying about him has taken up most of my headspace lately. He was discharged today, and he’s back on his feet. But now I have this pending interrogation by the Council, and I have a bad feeling about it. I don’t know, I can’t put my finger on it.”

“So Ayden’s back in school,” Noah echoes. “Have you talked to him?”

I take a deep breath and consider how to answer this. “We talked, but it’s not how you think. Sure, part of me still needs to let go of him, but it’s over between us. He already made that pretty clear, and his recent brush with death didn’t change that. I want to try and make a fresh start, and I guess you’re right – I just need time.”

“If you say so,” Noah says doubtfully. “I think you’re underestimating his feelings for you. But that’s your business.” His voice sounds a little sharp, or am I imagining it? Anyway, I’ve never heard him use this tone before.

“That comb you found at Alessandro’s – we should look into that next. It’s time we made some progress with the whole library mystery.”

“Yeah, we should focus on that in the next few days. The interrogation is tomorrow, but I can make time after that.”

“I doubt the Fabricis will want this investigated too thoroughly,” says Noah. “They’ll be trying to preserve their reputation. Although it wouldn’t surprise me if they try to pin the blame on someone. You’d make a good scapegoat.”

I raise my eyebrows. “Do you seriously think I’d let that happen?”

He sighs. “I know you can defend yourself. But you have some powerful enemies. If they want to pin something on you, they will.”

“They have no proof.”

“They don’t need any,” Noah points out.

“I don’t think much of the Council, but some of its members are kind and trustworthy, like Mr. Cunningham. Although I don’t blame you for not trusting any of them…”

“And neither should you,” he interrupts angrily. “You have no idea what they’re capable of.”

“Uh, and it’s different with the Noctu or what?” I ask.

“They wouldn’t do a thing like that. They’d have your back.”

“The way they did with Frances’ brother, who ended up as an ovlem condemned to wander the Odyss alone? His family disowned their own son, and that’s the reason Frances had to go to such extremes. She died because her parents only cared about their reputation. Sound familiar? The Tempes and the Noctu aren’t so different.”

“Sure, they made a mistake…”

“Are you seriously defending them?”

He sighs heavily. “No, I’m not. I just want you to consider that you might be better off with us. The Noctu wouldn’t treat you like that.”

“Sure,” I mutter. “Because we’ve just established that they’re nothing like the Tempes Council.”

In a way, I can understand why he’s so intent on convincing me to switch sides. But I’ve already made it clear to him that’s not going to happen. And to keep trying, especially at a time like this…

“Have you talked to your parents about Kate’s prophecy?” I say to change the subject.

Noah’s hesitation is all the answer I need. “No, and honestly, I just don’t believe it’s true.”

I nod sadly. “Still, you still ask them. Kate’s never been wrong before.”

“I will,” he mutters, then falls silent again.

Neither of us seems to know what to say. It’s weird – something I’ve never felt between us before, and it makes me incredibly sad.

“Let me know how the interrogation goes.”

“I will,” I reply, but Noah’s already ended the call.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 4
[image: ]

Iglance at the clock one last time before making my way to the gym where the interrogation will take place. The dread starts to surface, but I force it back down. Being nervous won’t help. What I need is a clear head, and I can’t afford to show any weakness. I square my shoulders and walk purposefully down the corridor.

The door is closed, and I’m about to knock and open it when I hear footsteps behind me. A relieved smile passes across my lips when I see Ayden. He stops beside me.

“Let’s hope we can quickly put this behind us,” he says.

“I wonder if we’ll find out what story the Fabrici family told the Council. I’m guessing they figured out pretty quickly what their son was up to. The dead key spirits paint a pretty clear picture.”

“I doubt we’ll hear much from them,” says Ayden.

He’s probably right. Alessandro’s family will do everything in their power to keep his name, and theirs, out of the mud. I exchange a brief glance with Ayden, knock on the door, and we enter.

I stop in my tracks, taken aback by the scene before me. On the far side of the room, a row of tables has been arranged in a semicircle, and the individual Council members are sitting behind them. And there are a number of them: Alessandro’s parents, naturally. But their son Alfredo is present too. Beside him sits a woman of around sixty with snow-white hair, and a guy with ash-blond hair who looks about fifty. I recognize Mr. Montrell and his daughter, then there’s a tall man with sunken cheeks. The last couple of tables are occupied by Albert and Lennard Cunningham and a slender woman with pronounced cheekbones and long blonde hair. I count eleven people. With Mr. Collins, who’s sitting off to one side, it’s twelve. These are the most influential Council members before me. I glance at Alfredo, who regards me with a smoldering glare and a bitter expression. I guess he insisted on being part of this interrogation. And that can’t be a good thing.

“It’s a pleasure to welcome you both here today, although I would have preferred to meet under different circumstances,” Albert Cunningham begins. “Some of us are already known to you, Miss Franklin.” He turns to me. “Of course you know the Fabricis, who have granted their son’s request to be included on this panel. Mr. Montrell and his daughter have been introduced to you, as have I and my nephew Lennard. The man beside Leonard Montrell is his brother Eric.”

I catch myself in time before my eyebrows shoot up because the brothers look absolutely nothing alike. In fact, they’re almost the opposite of one another.

“The lady seated beside the Fabricis is Vanessa Tumberland,” Mr. Cunningham continues.

She looks at me keenly and gives a curt nod. Her greenish-blue eyes aren’t just attentive and piercing, they also suggest a sharp mind. She’s not easily fooled.

“Beside her is William Tumberland, Vanessa’s cousin. And finally, Matilda Cunningham, my daughter and the mother of my granddaughter Claire.”

The resemblance is unmistakable. They’re both very pretty, but whereas Claire comes across as carefree, her mother looks serious, even a little severe. Her eyes are completely devoid of warmth, and I wonder whether she’s always this stern or if it’s a manner she’s assumed for the interrogation. Either way, it’s not a good sign.

She takes this opportunity to interject. “I think that’s enough with the introductions. “We’re here today to investigate the death of Alessandro Fabrici. I know you’ve both given a statement already. But as I’m sure you understand, we need to examine things a little more closely in this case. After all, a hunter was critically injured, and Alessandro Fabrici was killed. We have a few more questions for you.”

“Of course,” I reply. “The incident weighs heavily on me too. It was a horrible experience for all of us.”

“We can’t help wondering,” Mr. Montrell chimes in, “how the Noctu managed to break into the house unseen. Although I’m sure more stringent security measures could have been taken…” Apparently, he can’t resist this little dig at the rival family. “…the house wasn’t unprotected.”

“Unfortunately, we can’t answer that,” Ayden replies without hesitation. “And it’s not really our job – that’s up to the hunters and the Council to investigate. The fact is, Teresa and I left the party to talk privately. We had a personal matter to discuss,” he explains, looking at me as if we have a difficult history. Which we do. “Then we heard what sounded like a fight. I can’t tell you why Alessandro was in the cellar or how the three Noctu got in. The situation struck me as strange at the time, and I sensed a lot of anger in that fight – hate even. It seemed kind of personal.”

Surprised, I glance at Ayden out of the corner of my eye. It’s obvious what he’s implying.

“So you’re suggesting that Alessandro knew the Noctu and that he may have let them in himself?” Mr. Cunningham asks with interest.

Alfredo thumps the table with his fist. “Where do you get off insinuating a thing like that?! My brother had no business with any Noctu scum. He would never have had dealings with those lowlifes. It’s an affront to even suggest such a thing.”

His father raises a hand to silence him. And Alfredo complies instantly, if reluctantly.

In a calm but clear voice, Mr. Fabrici says, “I can only agree with my son. It’s out of the question that Alessandro would do that to us. He made mistakes in the past, but he’s always been loyal to the family and the Tempes. He understood his responsibility as a future member of the Council, and he was trying to improve himself. That’s the reason he joined the hunters, and he was able to demonstrate his commitment in that capacity. My son did everything he could to thwart the Noctu, and I refuse to allow his name to be dragged through the dirt. He gave his life to protect the family.”

“That’s right!” his wife concurs, glaring furiously at Ayden. “And I’d like to know how those filthy Noctu were able to kill my son. He was an experienced and exceptionally good fighter. He had a powerful key spirit. He would never have been defeated so easily.”

“You’re right,” says Ayden, trying to take some of the wind out of Ms. Fabrici’s sails. “Teresa and I tried to help him. And Alessandro put up a good fight. But when one of the Noctu attacked him from behind and another one from the front, he had no chance. He couldn’t evade all the fire hexes, and one of his opponents landed a deadly strike. There was no saving him. He died on the spot.”

“The aftermath of the fight paints a very unclear picture,” Matilda follows on. “It’s hard to say how many Noctu were in the fight, but one thing is clear: powerful hexes were used. There were also traces of blood. Two sources have been identified – Ayden and Alessandro. But the third and fourth are unknown to us.”

“They must be from the Noctu,” I say with a shrug.

“Oh, so you injured them but couldn’t kill them?! Not one? Two hunters and a student with a fire spirit?! This stinks to high heaven!” Alfredo snarls. He glares at me and Ayden. “I say we question them separately. We might learn some more details that way.”

Speechless, I stare at Alfredo and see the restless flicker in his eyes. He’s furious, and he’s determined to pin the responsibility for his brother’s death on someone.

“Are you suggesting that we’re withholding information?” Ayden asks.

“I’m not saying that. I simply believe that we can jog your memories if you each walk us through the experience again separately.”

His voice sounds calm and composed. But the expression on his face makes it clear that he’s not.

“We’re simply here to have the events explained to us again. I don’t see why it’s detrimental to have them both in the room at the same time,” Albert Cunningham interjects.

“Oh, come on, they’re not children. I’m sure they can handle standing in front of us for ten minutes on their own,” Montrell’s daughter argues. “And I agree that it could be more effective to question them separately.”

Cunningham’s daughter nods too. “It’s always best to hear a story from as many different perspectives as possible. So we should make the most of this opportunity.”

“Fine, if you insist,” her father concedes. “Then Ayden, we’ll ask you to please leave the room for a short while.”

Ayden glares at all the Council members. I can see that he’s conflicted and wants to say something but then decides to keep his mouth shut – which is probably a smart move. Protesting wouldn’t change their minds; it would just anger them and maybe even turn them against us. So he turns around, flashes me a look of encouragement, and leaves the room.
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Vanessa Tumberland folds her hands and looks at me intently. “Now, I’ll ask you once again to describe everything that happened in detail, from the beginning.”

My heart beats faster, and I try to speak in a steady voice. I describe the events again in sequence, as discussed with Ayden and Noah. I embellish my account with a few unimportant details so it doesn’t sound too rehearsed.

Ms. Tumberland doesn’t interrupt me once or ask me any questions, and when I’m done, she’s silent for a while.

“Which hexes did you use in the fight?” she asks eventually.

“Well, Ayden, Alessandro, and I have fire spirits, so obviously we fought with that element. The three Noctu had earth, water, and fire spirits,” I lie, in order to explain all of the potential evidence, although those last three all came from Alessandro’s spirit.

“Considering how many of you were in such a small space, you all seem to have moved around a lot. That is, there were impacts everywhere, and the Noctu appear to have been standing very close together.”

I don’t evade her searching gaze, although I know she doubts my story.

“The cellar’s not very big, that’s true. We tried our best to keep out of each other’s way, but obviously that was sometimes difficult, so we often wound up pretty close to our enemies.”

Mr. Cunningham nods, looking at me attentively. “That makes sense to me. Especially as the fight appears to have been short-lived.”

“I couldn’t say how long we were down there, sorry. I lost all sense of time.”

“And after my brother was killed, the Noctu just fled?” Alfredo probes aggressively. “You pursued them with Ayden, and the Noctu decided to escape through a window even though they outnumbered you?”

“Like I said, we injured two of them. I guess they were hurt badly enough to make them turn tail and run. I assume you saw the blood trail.”

Alfredo nods. “Sure. But one of the blood trails was pretty sparse.”

“Look, I don’t know why they ran. I don’t even know why they were there. All I know is that they killed Alessandro and then escaped.”

“Where exactly did the Noctu summon the door?” asks Alfredo.

Noah, Ayden, and I prepared the answer to that question too, agreeing on the spot where Noah opened the door to take Ayden to the infirmary. So I repeat what I said previously, which doesn’t seem to satisfy Alfredo.

“Then you can’t have pursued them far.”

“Like I said, that’s where the Noctu disappeared, and then I took Ayden to the infirmary.”

“I’m amazed that you found the strength to do that. I mean, Ayden’s a man, much taller than you and muscular.”

“Ayden was still on his feet at first. I summoned a door and took him to the Odyss. It was a while before I figured out how to get to the hunter building. That’s where Ayden collapsed.”

“And you really got him there all by yourself?” Alfredo probes.

“I had to leave Ayden near the entrance for a minute because I couldn’t carry him. A hunter came out and helped me.”

Alfredo’s lips narrow. He seems to be trying to catch me out in a lie. Does he suspect that that’s not how it went down? Or is he just trying to find someone to blame for his brother’s death?

“Alright, I think that answers all of our questions, and we can call Ayden in next,” Mr. Cunningham suggests.

But Alfredo shakes his head vehemently. “We’re not done here. For one thing, Miss Franklin seems to have an unusual talent for getting herself into dangerous situations. I can’t help wondering why that is.”

I raise my eyebrows. “Believe me, I’d prefer not to get mixed up in these fights.”

“I get the impression that you don’t grasp the gravity of the situation. You could have died. And your inability to defend yourself may be the reason my brother had to die,” says Alfredo.

“I agree. We need to need to ensure that no harm comes to Miss Franklin in future. After all, she’s very important to the Council with her gift,” Mr. Fabrici says calmly, once again making it clear that they’re only interested in my ability. “My family has thought long and hard about how we can better protect Miss Franklin and in particular how we can support her. The Council already agreed some time ago that we need to ascertain the status of Miss Franklin’s gift. To what extent can she apply it and control it? I think it’s time we addressed that.”

I frown. Where’s this going? The Fabricis clearly have a plan.

“What are you thinking exactly?” asks Vanessa Tumberland.

Lorenzo Fabrici folds his hands and regards me coolly. “We should have her take the destiny test.”

I have no idea what that is. But the way Mr. Fabrici emphasizes the words makes me think it can’t be anything good. And then I see Vanessa Tumberland and Albert Cunningham’s faces. Creased foreheads, eyebrows raised in astonishment, and slightly horrified expressions. This doesn’t bode well.

“That test has only been used on rare occasions in the past, and it’s associated with a certain amount of risk,” says Albert Cunningham. “In this case, I really don’t think it’s…”

“Forgive me, but I have to disagree with you, Albert,” Mr. Fabrici interrupts. “Until now, most people possessing a gift have benefited from a comprehensive education. They were quickly able to master their abilities and were an enormous help to the Council. But we know nothing about Miss Franklin’s strengths. We have no idea what stage she’s at, and if we asked her to demonstrate it, she likely wouldn’t be able to. In order to help her master her gift, we have no choice but to determine what she’s currently capable of. Only then can we provide the optimal guidance and support.” He looks back at me, and his eyes are cold.

“What would this support look like exactly?” asks Matilda Cunningham. “Assuming she’s completely at the mercy of this gift and has no influence over it? It would take an enormous amount of time and effort to train her, without any guarantee of success.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I blurt. “I happen to be in the room. So it would be nice if you didn’t talk about me as if I weren’t here.”

But that’s exactly what Mr. Fabrici does. He turns to Matilda and says, “In that case, my family is willing to provide intensive training. We’re well set up for that. We have training rooms, highly skilled hunters, the appropriate literature, time, and equipment.”

My eyes widen, and I stare at him in disbelief. “You can’t be serious?! What if that’s not what I want?”

His lips narrow slightly. “Who would be so stupid as to refuse such an opportunity? A Council family offering help, which I’m convinced you’re in dire need of.”

“I don’t appreciate people going over my head and deciding for me. I make my own decisions.”

“You can’t train yourself. I assume you have no control over your gift, and it’s not something you can learn to master quickly. So my family and I feel that this decision should be made for you.”

“Well, first we need to determine whether your assumption is correct,” Vanessa Tumberland points out. “So maybe the test isn’t such a bad idea.”

“I still don’t think it’s necessary,” Albert Cunningham chimes in. “I have experience training people with gifts, and I’m happy to offer Miss Franklin my guidance and support.”

“Albert, with all due respect, you’re a key Council member who is constantly on the road, rushing from one meeting to the next,” Mr. Fabrici objects. “Everyone here leads similarly busy lives, so we know just how little time there is to spare. Can you really provide this girl with the help she needs? I have no doubt that your assistance would be valuable to her. But like I said – I’m sure that if you’re honest with yourself, you’ll admit that you don’t have the time to devote to this. I, on the other hand, have people in my employ who can train her and who know exactly the kind of approaches that will help her. I also possess the necessary equipment, and of course my family will always be available to support her.”

“I think the test is a good idea,” Matilda Cunningham agrees. She looks at her father. “Without knowing where she’s at, we can’t help her.”

I’m tempted to yell at them that I don’t need any help but, first, I know that’s not true, and second, my objections would be in vain. The decision is out of my hands. But I’m not about to give up.

“What kind of test is this anyway?” I ask.

“There are descriptions of it in some old manuscripts,” Alfredo explains with a frosty smile. “It’s a kind of stress test in which you’re pushed to your psychological limits. It’s been demonstrated that these extreme conditions can force the gift to manifest. That way, we can all see where you stand and whether you know how to use it.”

My heart is hammering. A stress test sounds merely tiring. But the way he’s looking at me, I get the feeling that there’s more to it.

“Does that mean I have to fight? And what do you mean by psychological limits? How are those reached?”

“Think of it like this: you’ll have to fight, demonstrate your fitness, and at the same time face some mental challenges. I can’t say any more at this stage, but you’ll find out soon enough,” Mr. Fabrici explains.

“What’s important for you to know is that you’ll never be in any real danger,” says Albert Cunningham in an attempt to reassure me. “It’s exhausting and certainly not a pleasant experience. But you won’t come to any harm.”

“Does that mean you agree?” Mr. Fabrici asks him.

“Only if I can make myself available to Miss Franklin afterward.”

“Dad, Lorenzo’s right. There’s really no need to burden yourself with this.”

“I disagree,” he replies in a stern tone.

Alfredo clears his throat. “Uh, if I can make a suggestion? Maybe our families can come to an agreement: if Miss Franklin fails this test and demonstrates that she’s physically and psychologically weak and completely at the mercy of her gift, then we’ll take responsibility for her training. Because in that case, she’ll need intensive and consistent attention. But if she shows signs that she has some influence over her gift and knows how to defend herself, then she’ll fall under your care, Albert. Because in that case, she would need less time invested in her.”

“That sounds reasonable,” his father concurs. “I’d also like to add the condition that if Miss Franklin fails the test, she’ll move into our house.”

I gasp and quickly voice my objection. “That’s out of the question. I’m really happy in school, and I’m not about to drop everything just so…”

“You won’t have to,” says Mr. Fabrici. “You’ll continue to attend school and graduate there, of course. But it would save a lot of time if you lived with us. Because I promise you, we have a lot in store for you, and we’d dedicate every spare minute to your training. And if you fail the test, it’s really the only way.”

I look hopefully at Mr. Cunningham. He still seems conflicted. So I turn to Mr. Collins, who’s been listening in silence. Judging by his expression, I can’t expect any help from him.

“Well, it’s in Miss Franklin’s hands then. If she passes the test, I’ll take responsibility for her training. Otherwise, it’s over to the Fabricis,” Albert Cunningham finally concedes.

I stare at him, stunned. “You can’t do this!”

“Miss Franklin, just give it your best effort. Then the problem will solve itself.” He looks at me with confidence. “I’m sure you can do this.”

I’m not convinced at all. I want to say something, do something, protest this horrifying decision. But even Mr. Cunningham seems to consider the matter closed.

“Please send Ayden in now.”

I scan all of the Council members’ faces one last time and realize there’s nothing I can do to change their minds. All I can do now is not fail. In a test in which I have no idea what to expect.
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After the interrogation, I pace restlessly around my room. I still can’t believe what just happened. This destiny test… I have no idea what to expect. But one thing seems clear: it’s potentially dangerous.

I recall the look on Mr. Cunningham’s face, and a shiver runs down my spine. I can’t fail this test. The idea of going to live with the Fabricis… being kicked out of the school residence and handed over to those people without any say in the matter.

I clench my fists and can barely contain my rage. I sure as hell won’t make it easy for them. Maybe there’s some way I can find out more about this test. Even a general idea of how it’s run would be really helpful. Then I could prepare for it. So far, it sounds as if I’ll have to fight. But against whom? And how are they going to push me to my psychological limits? I check the time. I wonder if they’ve finished questioning Ayden. What else did they want to ask him? Have they told him about the test too? I really want to talk to him, and at some point, I can’t wait any longer. I step out into the corridor, knock on his door, and wait. He doesn’t answer, and I’m filled with disappointment. It would have done me good to talk to him about all this. And maybe he could help me with the test. I’ll have to try again later.

I go back to my room just as my phone beeps. A glance at the display tells me I have a message from Noah.

“Just wondering how the interrogation went? All good?”

“It went okay,” I write back. “Long story.”

“Do you want to meet me? I could use someone to talk to.”

His words surprise me, and I start to worry.

“Sure. In one hour outside the Starbucks by the hospital?” I suggest.

“Cool, see you then.”

I look at Yoru. He understands immediately and gets up and goes to the door.

We leave the school premises together and take a bus to the hospital. The Starbucks is close by. Yoru is already making himself scarce, ducking behind cars and houses as I look around for a suitable spot to wait for Noah. But I don’t need to, because I suddenly feel a hand on my shoulder and turn around. Noah looks pale, tense, and anxious.

“You okay?” I ask.

He nods mutely and turns to his right. We walk side by side for a while.

“Tell me, what happened in the interrogation?” he asks eventually.

I take a deep breath and tell him everything. “I don’t know if there’s anything I could have done to stop it. Maybe I should have been more vehement.” I sigh and feel this impotent rage seething inside me. It’s directed at the Council, for dictating to me and controlling my life, but also at myself for not standing my ground.

“There’s nothing you could have done. It sounds like the Fabricis planned it all out in advance. You couldn’t have persuaded them to change their minds. They’re Council members, and you’re just a student. No matter what you said, it wouldn’t have made any difference.”

Noah’s probably right. My hands are tied.

“Have you heard of this destiny test?” I shoot a hopeful glance at him.

Noah shakes his head. “No, sorry. But I’ll ask around and search through some books. Maybe I’ll find something.” He doesn’t sound too confident, but I’m grateful that he wants to try.

When I look at him again, his expression changes. Is that bitterness? At what was lost between us? Disappointment? Wistfulness? I can’t say.

“You’re not doing so good,” I observe. “Do you want to tell me what happened?”

He gulps. I can see that he’s conflicted. I’ve never known him to be so withdrawn and anxious.

“Is it about your parents? Did you talk to them?”

“I tried to talk to them about my birth,” Noah admits.

I don’t probe, just give him the space to speak when he’s ready.

“My mother… she… acted kind of weird. She didn’t want to talk about it, and she got pretty angry when I refused to drop it.”

“So you think there’s something to it?”

He shrugs. “I don’t know. But her reaction was… strange, I have to admit.”

I wish I could be there for Noah, but I don’t know what to say or do. We were so close until recently, and it would have been the most normal thing in the world to just hug him. But now… since we broke up, everything’s different.

So I just give him a sympathetic look to show that I understand. But judging by his pale face and lusterless eyes, this doesn’t get through to him.

“I get how hard it must be. I mean, this is about your life, your family. Everything you believed in could be destroyed in one fell swoop. I can’t even imagine how that feels.”

He nods slowly but says nothing. I can’t shake the feeling that there’s something else. I study the side of his face. His sad eyes are so full of pain.

“Noah, what is it? There’s something else.”

I can’t bear it. It hurts so much to see him like this. So I tentatively put my hand on his shoulder. It’s a benign gesture, but it prompts him to stop walking and look at me. I catch my breath for a moment. So many feelings flood through me, and I don’t know what to think.

“Frances’ funeral was today,” he says in a husky voice.

I stare at him incredulously. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

He runs a tired hand through his hair. “You needed a clear head to prepare for the interrogation.”

I can understand his motivation, but I still wish I’d known. I could have spared at least some of my headspace for Frances. I owed her that much.

“I can only imagine how awful today must have been for you,” I say. I picture Noah in a black suit, surrounded by Noctu in front of an open grave. I have no idea what Noctu funerals are really like, but I can’t get that image out of my mind. The pain surges over me in a searing hot wave, and I fight back the tears. I think of Frances, her laugh, her sassiness – and then all the other people I’ve lost recently.

I see the guilt in Noah’s eyes and the pain and anger.

“It’s not your fault.” I’ve heard these words so many times myself, and I know they don’t help. But there’s nothing else I can say.

“They glossed over everything,” Noah says, clenching his fists. “They’re saying Frances distanced herself from me before she died. That she didn’t want to have anything to do with me anymore, because I was neglecting my duties and expounding ideas that made it obvious I could never be a responsible Assembly member. They said Frances refused to go along with that and rejected me and that I couldn’t accept it. Her family claims I invented the whole story. They say two Noctu witnessed Frances being attacked by a bunch of Tempes. They tried to help her, got injured themselves, and couldn’t save Frances in the end. And everyone bought it. Can you believe that?!” He stares at me. His eyes are smoldering with anger and hatred. “Once again, her parents have succeeded in keeping their name clean, and instead they drag mine through the dirt. Eventually, it’ll be water under the bridge – that’s what they’re banking on. And now my parents are demanding that I do more for the Noctu. They want me to attend more Assembly meetings. I’m supposed to prove my loyalty.” He shakes his head and stares at the pavement. “I thought I could change things. Obviously, I realize that not all Assembly members are like them. But after my public humiliation, no one wants anything to do with me anymore.”

I stare at him in disbelief. I don’t know what to say. I’m so sorry he has to go through all this. Frances’ death was cruel and senseless. But Noah hoped that at least it might force her parents to change their ways, that they might own up to what they’d done and acknowledge their mistakes. But that didn’t happen, which makes Frances’ death even more senseless.

“I did some digging on that Alessandro guy,” he mutters. “He actually went out and killed people for their dying breaths. The hunters weren’t aware of it because they can’t investigate every death for foul play. But we have better sources. He gave the dying breaths to Frances, who supplied them to her brother.” He shakes his head sadly.

There’s nothing I can say to take his pain away, nothing that will ease his suffering. I look at Noah and wish I could put my arms around him. He seems to sense this, and I see a flicker in his eyes that I’m not sure how to interpret. I move a step closer and reach out to him, but his expression becomes closed off and dark again. He slowly turns around, raises his hand in a wave, and leaves.

I command Yoru to hurl a ring of fire, focusing intently on my odeon, and I can feel it streaming out of me as Yoru maintains the hex. I try to adjust the amount so that the odeon doesn’t all leave me at once. Then I send my key spirit a final small burst of energy, and the flaming ring expands, glows brighter, and then vanishes in a puff.

I lean forward with my hands on my thighs, panting. Training is always strenuous, but since I found out about the test, I’ve been pushing myself even harder. I have no idea what to expect from it, but I’m sure of one thing: I’ll need a lot of energy, and I’ll have to be strong.

“Are you sure you want to keep going?” Kate asks at the end of class.

I nod resolutely. “I can’t afford to be lazy now. I have to pass this test.”

The idea of being forced to live with the Fabricis makes me shudder. I know they don’t have a lot of sympathy toward me. After all, I was there when their son died, and I’m pretty sure they partly blame me for it. Alfredo certainly does. So I know I won’t have a pleasant time there. Never mind the fact that I want to make my own life choices, and I can only do that if I’m not locked away somewhere.

“You want me to stay and help?” asks Kate. “We could train together.”

“But you’re supposed to go visit your mom and dad. They haven’t seen you in ages, and I know how your mom can be when her plans get messed up.”

“I’m willing to risk that for you,” she says with a mischievous grin.

“It’s okay. It looks like I’m going to be here every evening for the next while. So there’ll be plenty of opportunities for you to keep me company.”

Kate nods and waves goodbye, and then I’m alone in the gym with Yoru. I take a deep breath and get back to my training. Again, I command Yoru to launch a variety of attacks, and I send the commands with varying amounts of odeon. I also work on my conditioning by running across the hall, picturing imaginary opponents that I need to evade and commanding Yoru to attack.

After a few minutes of this, every muscle in my body is burning. But I’m not ready to stop. The Council hasn’t set a date for my test, but I’m pretty sure they won’t want to wait too long. So there’s no time to waste.

While I’m dashing around the hall and Yoru’s hurling one fireball after another, I rack my brains about how I can find out more about this test. First, I think of the school library. Then it occurs to me that I could use the one in the hunters’ wing. I should probably try both. I seriously doubt the information will be readily available, but I have to try. Plus, I can’t afford to lose sight of the whole mystery of the goddesses’ library. I was hoping that I’d have time to focus on that with Noah, but now…

I trip over my own feet as Yoru’s fireball goes in completely the wrong direction and lands right in front of me. Its intense heat blasts me in the face.

“Shit,” I hiss.

That was my fault. I wasn’t concentrating, and a lack of focus generally gets transferred to your spirit. I scramble to my feet and push on. I can’t fail!
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Irub my tired eyes and stretch. I’ve been sitting in the hunters’ library for three hours trying to find information on the destiny test. So far without success. The selection of books is pretty sparse. There are none about the goddesses, let alone the test. Any mention of the goddesses portrays them as mystical beings that people used to believe in. And there are poems about them – mostly desperate-sounding people imploring fate to be merciful, addressing the goddesses without being aware of them.

And it’s no wonder I can’t find anything here because students have access to this library, and the Tempes do everything they can to hide the fact of the goddesses’ existence from them.

I read everything that has anything to do with the goddesses in the hope of stumbling across some mention of the destiny test. There has to be some reference to it, some hint that will tell me more about it.

I’m so absorbed in the books that I don’t even notice who’s coming and going. It’s not until I register someone right beside me that I turn around, startled. To my dismay, it’s Mr. Brian, looking at me with interest. Just the sight of him gives me the shivers. I’m not about to forget the fact that he stole my great aunt’s painting and hid it in his house. All his prejudices toward me echo in my mind too. But I can’t tell the school principal or the Council about his crime. Because, for one thing, I’d have to explain the fact that I broke into his house. But mostly because I’d have to tell them about the paintings. So my hands are tied, and so are his. Two people who can’t stand each other but somehow have to learn to live and let live.

So I’m surprised when he stops to speak to me. Normally we avoid each other as much as possible.

“I’m surprised to see you in the hunters’ library,” he says, glancing at the books spread out in front of me. “It’s a shame all this reading isn’t reflected in your grades.” He jerks his head toward a table behind him, where he’s apparently set himself up to read and correct our tests.

I know Mr. Brian comes here often and has the librarian set aside the newest books on topics that interest him. So it shouldn’t surprise me to see him here.

“I never figured you for a book worm.” He picks up one of the books, reads the title, and frowns. “You’re interested in poetry?”

“Why not? Poetry often holds up a mirror to society.”

A strange smile appears on his lips. “You’re looking for texts on the goddesses of destiny. Am I right?” He nods at the open page of the book I’m currently reading. “A nice poem that accurately describes how powerful the goddesses are. But it’s pretty far removed from reality. Those are just the musings of a person who never actually met a goddess. I assume you’re searching for factual information.”

I’m a little surprised that Mr. Brian has seen through me so easily. I mean, I could just be sitting here doing homework. But what he says next explains it.

“Am I right in assuming that your interest here has a specific purpose? I heard from Mr. Collins that the Council decided to submit you to the destiny test. I guess you’re trying to find out more about it. Which is understandable. You have a lot riding on it.”

I stare at him. I can’t believe Mr. Collins told my history teacher about the interrogation and the Council’s decision. Why did he do that? Ayden’s dad is normally so discreet.

I can’t be sure, but that smirk… Is Mr. Brian amused at my consternation?

“You won’t find anything here,” he says. “Information on the goddesses is kept on the down-low. So you’ll never find anything about them in a library that every Tempes has access to. And you certainly won’t find anything about the test.”

The way he looks at me makes me think he knows more about it than I do. And he’s enjoying that power.

“You know about the destiny test?” I ask. He’s welcome to gloat over my misfortune if it means I can get some information out of him.

“I don’t just teach history; it’s my passion. I’ve spent decades collecting and reading everything on the topics that interest me. And believe me, very few people know as much about the goddesses as I do.”

I meet his cool gaze unwaveringly and reply, “Then maybe you’d like to invite me to your house sometime to show me your valuable books?”

He narrows his eyes at my thinly veiled threat. I broke into his house once. I wouldn’t risk doing it again, but he doesn’t know that. And it’s so gratifying to watch the way he squirms, his mouth opening without any sound coming out, and shoots me an angry look as he turns to go.

“Consider your actions carefully. Don’t make the same mistake twice, because next time you’ll pay the price,” Mr. Brian hisses at me.

I watch with a pounding heart as he goes back to his table, picks up the tests and books, and stalks briskly out of the room. Just at that moment, Kate enters the library, and they almost collide. She gives the teacher an apologetic nod, and he frowns fiercely at her as he walks past. Kate comes to me and sinks down in a chair beside me.

“I came to see how you were getting along,” she says, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. Her hand is shaking, and she suddenly looks really pale.

“You okay?” I ask.

She lifts her head and looks at me, but I realize instantly that she’s basically looking right through me. Her lips open; panic spreads across her face, and she suddenly starts screaming. She no long seems to be herself. I put my arm around her and try to calm her down and at the same time work out what’s wrong with her. But all that comes out of her mouth are these horrendous screams of pain.

“Hey, easy,” I say. “Breathe. I’ll get help.”

But just as I’m about to jump up, she convulses and then slumps.

“Kate?” I shout. “Can you hear me?”

The librarian has hurried over to us, and Mr. Brian has come back in too. He looks at us, stiffens, then runs off, presumably to get help.

“I’m okay now,” Kate mumbles.

She stands up. I can see the fear in her eyes. She’s probably scared that the pain attack has something to do with her powers.

“I’ll go lie down in my room for a bit,” she says to the librarian. “I’ve had these attacks before.”

That’s a lie, but it means she can quickly leave the library with me in tow.

“How do you feel?” I ask

She still looks pale and drained. But I can also see a hint of determination in her face.

“I’m sure it has something to do with my clairvoyance. I guess I just need some rest.” But she doesn’t sound convinced.

I take Kate to her room and wait with her until she falls asleep. My thoughts are racing, and I feel restless. I need fresh air – maybe that’ll clear my head and calm my fears.

I look down at Yoru walking beside me. “Let’s go outside for a bit. It might help me sleep better.”

I bend down and ruffle his soft warm fur, and my little fox nuzzles up to me. We’re a great team now, and I couldn’t imagine my life without him.

We leave the school premises and take a walk. The air is cold – it’s fall – and I wrap my arms tighter around myself. But the cold actually helps calm my turbulent emotions a little. A light breeze carries the salty smell of the sea air. It smells of freedom, of the vastness of the ocean. I inhale deeply, let go, and try to think of nothing – to just be in the here and now.

Yoru pads alongside me and keeps pricking up his ears to listen out into the night. Calmness envelops me, and a feeling of safety. I think of Kate and wonder what was up with her. Right now, I’m just glad that she seems to be okay again. But then my thoughts inevitably wander to the destiny test. Whatever it throws at me, I’m not weak. I can pass it. I may not be able to control my gift, but I have other strengths, and I’m sure I’ll be able to use those in the test. Giving up hope is no option. And I’ll gradually make progress in the areas that need improvement.

I put my hand in my jeans pocket and feel the comb that I found in Alessandro’s house, which I carry everywhere with me. I’m now pretty certain this is what Kate’s vision was about. Now I just need to discover its secret.

I take it out of my pocket, turn it over in my hands, and then hold it up in the air. There are small holes punched in the metal that remind me of twinkling stars. And there’s a larger hole, which at first glance looks unintentional, like a piece was broken out of it. I look at it closely, run my finger over it, and then look up at the sky. I gaze at the dark clouds scudding across the night sky and try to make out the stars, which is impossible with the city’s light pollution. I don’t know much about the positions of the stars, but I’ve always found it incredibly soothing to look at them.

A hot shiver runs through me as I suddenly have an idea. I look down at the comb again, run my fingers over the holes, and murmur to myself, “Constellations.” Then I hold the comb up again and turn in a circle until I find a star between the clouds. I hold the comb so that the star shines through the large hole. And suddenly, I’m sure that I’m on the right track.

Excited, I examine the comb again. Then I take out my phone and message Noah. “I just had an idea about the comb. Could the pattern of holes be a constellation that we’re supposed to find?”

I send the message and wait a few minutes for a reply, but my phone remains silent. I look up at the sky again anxiously. I’m excited, but at the same time, I’m a little afraid of the day when we’ll finally uncover the secret of the library. Because I still don’t know what awaits me. I recall Patricia’s words. She mentioned a terrible destiny. But I refuse to let that get me down.

Yoru and I turn around and head back to school, and I feel more determined than ever.

I open the entrance door and step into the foyer. A few students hurry past me, presumably on their way to their rooms or the common rooms. Suddenly, I could swear I feel a pair of eyes on me, and I lift my head. Sure enough, there’s someone on the stairs. He seems to be in a hurry to get home. Mr. Brian doesn’t once look in my direction, but I can’t shake the feeling that he was just watching me.

When another person steps out of the corridor at the top of the stairs, Mr. Brian raises his hand. His eyes dart around the foyer, and then he calls out to the principal, who’s carrying a stack of files under his arm and also seems to be in a hurry to leave. I don’t want to run into either of them, so I stop just before the foot of the staircase where they can’t see me.

“Mr. Collins! Finally calling it a day?” Mr. Brian asks. “It’s been a long day for me too. I got caught up in my work. I just came from the library, where I was going through some new articles.”

“Yes, I wind up being here quite late some days. But what can you do? I suppose it all evens out in the end,” Mr. Collins replies in a bland tone.

“True,” Mr. Brian agrees. “I’ll go home and look for those books you wanted. It’ll take me a while to get everything together. There are only a few excerpts discussing the destiny test, but I should be able to bring you the first of them tomorrow.”

My heart starts pounding when I hear this. There’s actually information that could help me?! And it’s so close. But it won’t be easy to get my hands on it. I briefly consider breaking into Mr. Brian’s house again. But I quickly dismiss the idea. That would be insane, especially since Mr. Brian has just made it clear that he’s going to be home all evening.

“Oh, that’s good to hear. I have to admit, I know practically nothing about this test. I mean, it’s a very old method that’s only been used on very rare occasions. Still, I’d like to learn more about it so that I can prepare myself.”

Mr. Brian nods sympathetically. “I’ll bring you the books in person tomorrow.”

“You can just leave them on my desk. I have a couple of meetings tomorrow morning and won’t be in until later.”

Mr. Brian seems displeased by this and strokes his chin thoughtfully. “Then I’ll come by at lunchtime. The books are very valuable. No doubt they’d be safe on your desk, but you never know. Especially after that painting was stolen from the secretary’s office…” He leaves the rest of the sentence hanging, and I can’t believe he’s actually using the theft that he committed himself as an argument.

But Mr. Collins seems to accept his reasoning. “Sure, if you prefer.” He raises his hand in a wave. “Have a nice evening then. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

With those words, the principal continues down the stairs. He passes me but only glances at me briefly before continuing on his way.

Mr. Brian has noticed me too and walks toward me. “Miss Franklin. Out so late? You seem to have a very busy life.” The accusatory tone in his voice is unmistakable, but I ignore it.

“Well, that’s one thing we have in common. I guess you’re pretty busy too if you’re still in school this late.”

His expression darkens and his lips narrow. “Nobody would seriously compare your work and mine,” he snarls. “Well, I have things to do. Have a nice evening.” He shoots me a cold look before heading for the exit. I watch him until he’s out of sight.

My thoughts are racing again. I bet those books could help me. I could finally find out more about this test, maybe even how to prepare for it. But sadly, they’re unattainable. I have Mr. Brian’s history class tomorrow morning. I picture his arrogant, scornful expression. He’ll probably get a kick out of having those books with him during class, knowing how much I need them. And then it hits me. Mr. Brian said he wanted to hand them to Mr. Collins personally, and he won’t be here until midday. That means Mr. Brian will actually have them with him the whole morning because he has no office at the school. So if I can distract him somehow, maybe I can get into his bag.

Adrenaline floods through my veins at this thought. My compunctions about stealing from a teacher are fleeting. Or rather, I hope to photograph the pages in question. Because I can’t take the books with me. A few months ago, I would never have considered doing something like this. But so much has changed.

The question is – how do I get Mr. Brian out of the classroom? I need someone else to distract him. I think of Kate. She’d definitely agree to help me, but I know she’s going through a tough time right now. She may not even show up for class tomorrow after her pain attack. And if she does, she’s still really worried about the fact that she has no control over her visions. They scare her, which is totally understandable. Is it a good idea to burden her with something else?

Then I think of someone else. He’s probably better suited to the task. I know he can stay calm in stressful situations and keep a straight face. And he could probably come up with a way to delay Mr. Brian if he tries to end the conversation.

I’m rooted to the spot, and it takes what feels like about five minutes for me to force a decision. I want to keep Ayden out of my life and not involve him in my problems, but this is really important to me. I need those books!

I hurry back to the corridor where our rooms are located. I pause outside Ayden’s door, take a deep breath, and knock. At first, nothing happens, and I start to suspect that he’s not there. But then the door opens, and for a moment, I don’t know where to look. Ayden’s jeans sit low on his hips. He probably just threw them on after a shower. His hair is wet, and his torso is naked. With every breath he takes, I can see the play of muscles under his flawless skin, and I know just how it feels to the touch. He pulls of this wet-hair look really well, and for a moment, I completely forget why I’m here.

Ayden leans his arm against the door frame and couldn’t look more seductive. He gives me a questioning, almost concerned look.

“Tess? Everything okay?”

He tries to catch my eye. I avoid his at first, arming myself against the power he typically exerts over me.

“How was the interrogation?” he asks, and I finally dare to look up at him.

Thinking about the Council’s interrogation makes me angry again. “They asked loads more questions,” I begin vaguely, and I’m glad that now I can finally find out what they asked him. “Did they question you for long? What did they want to know?”

“About fifteen minutes. Much shorter than yours. And they seemed to swallow our story.”

“That’s not the feeling I had,” I remark.

“What do you mean?” He raises his eyebrows questioningly.

I sigh and tell him about the way Alfredo inserted himself into the proceedings, how he made indirect accusations, and that I figure he blames me for Alessandro’s death. “You should have seen the way he looked at me. So cold and hateful. Alfredo’s looking for someone to blame for his brother’s death, and he seems to think I’m a good fit.”

Ayden shakes his head doubtfully. “That makes no sense. That would mean they suspect me too, but I didn’t get that impression. They just listened to my answers and accepted them.”

“Maybe it’s because you’re a hunter and not an outsider.” I spit out the word furiously.

Ayden looks at me warmly. “You’re no outsider, and you know it. You’re just as much a part of this world as I am.”

“Not everyone sees it that way.”

“That’s their problem, not yours.”

“Alfredo is planning something,” I explain. “The Fabricis know that our story doesn’t add up, but they can’t openly admit that without dragging Alessandro’s name through the dirt.”

Suddenly, it’s as if the scales fall from my eyes, and I catch my breath for a moment.

“What is it?” Ayden asks.

“That’s why they want the test,” I say.

He frowns. “Test? What are you talking about?”

I quickly explain Mr. Fabrici’s suggestion regarding the test and my training. “If I wind up under their control, they can try to extract the truth from me, and at the same time, they’ll have power over a person with a gift. It doesn’t get better than that.”

Ayden looks anxious. “What kind of test are we talking? Did they say what you have to do?”

“Honestly, I was hoping you might be able to tell me something about it. They didn’t say much. Only that it’s rarely used, and it’s supposed to be… really unpleasant. I’ll somehow be pushed to my physical and psychological limits, whatever that’s supposed to mean.”

“Okay, then we urgently need to find out more about it. My father won’t tell me anything, but I can see if maybe he has some kind of paperwork.” Ayden is already thinking on his feet.

“Well,” I begin hesitantly. “Apparently there are some books containing information about the destiny test.”

“Okay, that’s good news,” he replies. “Do you have them? Or do you know where to find them?”

“That’s the problem. Mr. Brian has them and wants to bring them to school tomorrow to lend them to your father. But Mr. Collins won’t be at school until lunchtime, and since Mr. Brian insists on handing him the books personally…”

Ayden nods slowly. “Got it. You want to somehow get your hands on them before then.”

“Yeah, but I need someone to distract Mr. Brian. I’m hoping to find the relevant pages quickly and photograph them.”

Ayden takes a deep breath and runs his hand thoughtfully through his hair. “I can distract him for you,” he says confidently. “That’s why you came to me, right?”

I nod hesitantly, unsure if it’s maybe too much to ask. There is a risk of getting caught.

Ayden sees my worried expression and reaches out to me. His fingers touch my cheek, warm and affectionate. I instantly feel that tingling in my skin – an electric buzz that reaches every nerve ending.

“No problem, I can do that,” he says with a smile. His fingers move across my skin as if of their own accord, and then he seems to realize how close he is to me and pulls his hand back abruptly. “Sorry.” That’s all he says, but I can see a storm of emotion in his eyes that I can’t decipher. “When do you have history tomorrow?”

“Second period,” I reply, grateful for the change of subject.

“Then I’ll come by at the end of the period.”

“Do you have a plan for how you’re going to distract him?”

Ayden leans forward, and his irresistible scent wafts in my nostrils. There’s a roguish look in his eyes as he says, “Leave it with me, I’ll come up with something. I‘ll use my father as an excuse if I have to. Being the principal’s son has its advantages.”

I can’t help smiling, and I feel a wave of relief. We have a plan, and maybe tomorrow I can actually find out something about this test.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 8
[image: ]

We have math first period, which I somehow get through despite feeling very anxious. I keep checking my phone during class, but Noah still hasn’t replied. My nervousness increases when history class starts, and Mr. Brian comes in. As he goes to the front of the class, I have a feeling he’s watching me out of the corner of his eye, as if he has a hunch about what I’m planning. But I know that’s ridiculous. I need to calm my nerves. I can’t let him see me behaving any differently.

So I try to follow the lesson, listening attentively and taking occasional notes. I have to force myself not to look at the clock. I can’t risk Mr. Brian noticing my impatience. I need to appear as if everything’s normal.

When the bell finally rings, the adrenaline starts coursing through my veins. I glance at Kate. She knows what I’m planning, so I say loudly, “I need to go see the secretary first, you go on ahead. I’ll catch up with you.”

I take my time packing away my things. I pretend to unintentionally bump my history book, which falls to the floor along with my note pad and pens. I hiss, “Shit!” and bend to gather them up, but I take my sweet time.

Now and then, my eyes dart to the door, where I’m expecting Ayden to show up. The seconds stretch out to eternity. There are only two more pens to pick up, and then I have no reason to stick around in the classroom. I glance at Mr. Brian, who seems to be watching me closely. I guess he’s irritated that I’m still here.

Finally, I hear the redeeming voice. “Mr. Brian, I’m glad I caught you. Do you have a moment?”

Ayden is standing in the doorway. He shoots me a quick glance that I doubt anyone else would notice.

Mr. Brian gets up and goes to Ayden. “How can I help you?”

Ayden steps back out into the corridor, drawing Mr. Brian out of the classroom, and finally the coast is clear. Ayden seems to have chosen his position carefully because from where he’s standing, Mr. Brian can’t see into the room.

I jump up and hurry to the teacher’s desk as fast as I can. I open the drawers, but all I find are a few pens and loose sheets of paper. There are more drawers on the right and in one of them is a small book, which makes my heart start hammering. Judging by the title, it’s about the Cold War and the key carriers’ involvement. I put it back and check the floor. Mr. Brian has pushed his briefcase under the desk, and I have to really stretch to reach it.

I glance at the door, but I can’t see Ayden or the teacher. So I open the clasps and look inside the briefcase. I see a packet of tissues, some pens, a rolled-up newspaper. But in the center compartment, I find what I’m looking for.

“Finally,” I mutter, pulling out three ancient-looking books. They’re not very thick, which is good because I probably don’t have much time. I pick up the first book, which is bound in old linen. It feels rough and stiff, and the spine is beginning to disintegrate, so I’m very careful not to damage it further.

My heart thunders against my ribs when I see the little colored post-it notes. Apparently, Mr. Brian has marked the relevant sections for Mr. Collins. Very considerate of him, and so typical. I’ve often noticed the obsequious way he acts around the principal. He seems very eager to please.

I quickly open the book to the page with the first post-it and take out my phone. I make sure I have everything in frame before snapping a photo. The heading “Energy Fluctuations” grabs my attention.

I don’t know what to make of it, and it doesn’t sound like it necessarily has anything to do with the test. I hastily open the other marked pages and photograph them. I do the same with the second book. When I pick up the third one and see that it only has one post-it, I’m overcome with relief. I’m almost done.

This book is bound in leather. It feels porous and incredibly old. The pages are yellow and flecked. I carefully open it to the marked page and raise my eyebrows in surprise. Here I find a few memos with arrows pointing to certain parts of the text. Mr. Brian has written some comments in very straightforward hand-writing without any flourishes or quirks. I quickly photograph these too, then I glance at the door and suddenly hear my teacher’s voice.

“That’s fine. I’m happy to look into it, but right now I have things to do. Come and see me again this afternoon.”

“But it’s really urgent, Mr. Brian. As I’m sure you understand, we can’t afford to waste any time,” Ayden replies.

It sounds like he can’t detain my history teacher for much longer. I need to focus on my hands and get the job done quickly. But it’s important that I put the books back exactly as I found them in the briefcase. So I take a deep breath and finish up. Then I crawl under the desk, put the case back, and sit down at my own desk again, where I take out my phone and pretend that I was using the time to make a call.

Less than a minute later, Mr. Brian enters the room. He looks irritated when he sees that I’m still here, and he purses his lips when he hears me talking into my phone.

“Could you kindly take that conversation somewhere else? I’m sure you can find a quiet corner that’s not in my classroom.”

I roll my eyes demonstratively, catching a glimpse of Ayden as he peers into the room. When he sees that things seem to have gone according to plan, he retreats.

“I’ll call you back,” I say into my phone. “My teacher’s back. Yeah. I know, right? Okay, later.”

I put the phone away, shoulder my backpack, and leave the room at a leisurely pace. I have to force myself to walk slowly. What I really want to do is run, but I have to maintain my façade. When I get out into the corridor, I’m overcome with pure relief. I actually did it. My hand wanders to the phone in my pocket and clutches it tightly. Hopefully it contains the answers I desperately need.

When I round the next corner, Ayden intercepts me. “Did it work?”

“Yes,” I reply with relief. “Mr. Brian was kind enough to mark all the important passages.”

A smile flashes across Ayden’s gorgeous lips. “That’s so typical of him. He wants to make things as easy as possible for my father because he’s such a busy man.”

“Yeah. I guess his ass-kissing worked in our favor this time,” I agree.

I notice that I’m walking alongside Ayden. He seems to have noticed too and looks at me warmly.

“When are you going to take a look at them?”

That’s a good question. I really want to sneak away now and skip class to check out the excerpts. But I realize that I can’t be absent without an excuse.

“I guess lunch will be the first chance I get,” I reply, and he nods.

We’re standing face to face, and I feel that familiar tingling inside me. I don’t know what to say. Do I want to look at the texts alone, or should he be there too? But then we would have to meet in my room so we can talk openly. And I doubt that’s a good idea.

I open my mouth, but I still have no idea what I want to say, and Ayden preempts me.

“Take a look at them in private, and if you need help, you know where to find me.”

He smiles and says goodbye. I watch him go for a moment before tearing my eyes away from him.
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The hours until lunch seem to stretch out interminably. I keep staring at the clock and watching the minute hand creep tortuously slowly around its face. When I finally hear the redeeming sound of the bell, I pack up my things and try not to appear too frantic.

“Let’s go to my room,” I suggest to Kate.

She nods. “I hope we find something to help you prepare for this test. I still can’t believe they’re throwing you in the deep end like this without telling you anything.” She pushes her hair out of her face. “One more reason not to tell them about my gift. I don’t want to do this test.”

“You might wind up at the Fabrici house with me,” I joke lamely. “Then at least we’d be together.”

“I figure the rest of the Council would have something to say about that family monopolizing two key carriers with gifts. You said yourself that Mr. Montrell argued against it.” She looks at me and puts a hand on my shoulder. “Anyway, it won’t come to that. Don’t worry, I’m sure we’ll find some answers today to help you pass the test.”

I bite my lip, nod, and try to dispel my doubts. I won’t fail!

As soon as I close the door behind us, I take off my backpack, throw it in the corner, and take my phone out of my pocket. We sit on my bed, and I open the first photo. It’s a page from the linen-bound book.

I read the text under the heading Energy Fluctuations and frown.

“What does this have to do with the test?” I wonder aloud.

Kate shakes her head slowly. “No idea. Sounds like something out of some esoteric physics book.”

I have to agree. There’s a list of formulas, which mean nothing to me, and the rest is a bunch technical jargon that I’ve never come across before. What I can glean from it is that there are certain types of energy that humans can’t normally sense. They seem to have something to do with odeon, interacting with it. This energy appears to move in waves but can change its pattern, becoming weaker or stronger. And apparently, it’s possible to change the wavelengths to a certain extent and cause vibrations.

“If I need to master these energy patterns in my test, then my chances aren’t great,” I say as I skim read the other notations. But it all seems to be the same subject matter. All I find are more formulas and calculations. “Maybe the other books will be more enlightening.” I bring up the next photo on my phone. It’s from the second book.

Kate and I stare at the display and inspect the next few photos. These excerpts mention people and their gifts.

Mary Clark, born 1904. Telekinesis. She is able to move objects weighing up to 20 pounds and transport them approximately three feet. This was tested in numerous attempts. Under great physical and mental stress, these values could be exceeded in all areas. Suddenly, Ms. Clark was able to transport objects weighing 100 pounds across distances of 50 feet.

We find other examples and names. They all demonstrated better performance under stress. This all sounds pretty harmless. I can’t help wondering what form the physical and mental stress might take. I doubt it’s anything too bad. But then a short summary at the end alarms me a little.

The after-effects lasted up to 5 weeks in 40 percent of cases. Five percent were unable to recover and had to be eliminated from the test group. It is assumed that the damage is irreversible.

“What damage?” I wonder. I scan the next few photos but can’t find anything more specific on that. “What were they doing to people in this study?”

Kate shakes her head. “I don’t know. But if this series of tests has anything to do with your test, then I guess it’s not as safe as they claim.”

I recall Mr. Cunningham’s words, and the way he looked at me, which seemed honest and open. He said it wouldn’t be easy or pleasant, but that I wouldn’t come to any serious harm. Was he lying to me? Or are these tests only distantly related to the destiny test?

Hoping that the last book will be more elucidating, I bring up the last of the photos. My eyes scan the lines, reading faster and faster, until I catch my breath.

To force him to show his true colors and his powers, five ambassadors were selected. The room was dark and stuffy, the examiners’ presence felt rather than seen. The key spirits attacked quickly, as intended, and appeared to come out of nowhere. The test subject was driven around the room. It was the task of the ambassadors to push him to his physical limits. They were to give him no opportunity to counterattack. The energy level was continuously monitored by the judge. Finally came the summons. It was perceived by everyone present, so it had to be done at exactly the right moment. The test subject reacted as anticipated, and not only did his power manifest, it was also measurable. However, it quickly became clear that he had no control over it, and he failed.

I keep staring at those lines, reading them over and over. This sounds more like the destiny test. The test subject was attacked by the ambassadors, whatever they are, and by key spirits. The aim was to push him to his physical limits. This insight brings me a sense of relief. I don’t like fighting, and I figure I’m not all that good at it, but at least it’s something I can practice. But the rest of this excerpt is worrying. What’s the summons? And what does it have to do with the gift? It’s clear that the test subject struggled most with this part, and it’s what caused him to fail in the end. Will it be the same for me?

I hear the bell and check the time. Lunch is over, and it’s time to go to training. I’d rather stay here and devote my attention to the photographed pages. But I guess that will have to wait until evening.

Kate and I don’t say much on the way to the gym. We’re both absorbed in our own thoughts. What happened to that test subject? And what could he have done differently to pass the test?

“We’ll figure it out,” Kate reassures me. “There’s still time.”

But that’s another point that concerns me: we don’t know that. They could call me up at any time to do the test, and I expect I won’t be given a lot of notice. This test is about catching me off-guard and triggering the part of me that will fight for survival and nothing else. And to do that, I guess they have to put me under as much stress as possible.

At training, I try to push all these thoughts out of my mind and fully immerse myself in the exercises. It’s now more important than ever that I make rapid progress and get as much out of this class as I possibly can. Physical fitness seems to be a prerequisite. And being able to defend myself and attack.

It’s after midnight. I’m still sitting with my phone in my hand, reading the text in the photos. There has to be something useful in here. Kate spent the whole evening racking her brains with me. She went to bed half an hour ago. I reread the passages from the third book, which has a few sentences about a ritual.

Bright flashes were seen in the otherwise dark room. The ambassadors only hesitated briefly and didn’t let up. The atmosphere changed, became more tense, energized. We all knew what was happening before us, but we couldn’t see it. The judge’s voice faded, and suddenly there was nothing to be heard but screams.

A shiver runs down my spine, and for a moment, I forget to breathe. I only have one question: what happened during this ritual? I read the next few pages, hoping to find an answer. Finally, I come to Mr. Brian’s memos. On one of them, an arrow points to the paragraph about energy fluctuations. Here he’s written the words “distorted perception.”

The short excerpt that I’ve photographed is about the ambassadors. Figures dressed in black who melt into the darkness.

Only their attacks cut through the darkness, illuminating their outlines. They were all exceptionally strong, merciless, and highly trained for such a test.

It makes it sound like they’re horrible creatures from another world. Beside this is another one of Mr. Brian’s memos. More opponents. See Elliot study. And then on another memo, Create unpleasant environment. Tense situation. And then, From Elliot study: hallucination or reality? Energetic fluctuations seem to open a portal. Images of alien creatures and eerie chants.

I read these words again and feel extremely anxious. I’d be lying if I said I’m not afraid of this test. But I won’t give up.

I read through it all again and again, racking my brains over every hand-written note, and come to the conclusion that they do everything in their power to make it as uncomfortable as possible for the person undergoing the test. I read over Mr. Brian’s annotations one more time and catch my breath. There’s one memo that I almost overlooked. It’s partially hidden behind the note about the Elliot study and hallucinations. I have to swipe the photo back and forth to read it. It says: Creatures feed on fear. It makes them stronger. Their spell is broken through touch.

I run my hand through my hair, feeling exhausted. Is this maybe the answer I was looking for? I’m still unclear about what to expect from the test. But honestly, these few hints only make me more scared. Ambassadors, a judge, spectators, darkness, and a ritual that apparently triggers hallucinations or distorted sensory perception. Could the Council have come up with anything worse for me?
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Islowly inhale and exhale and try to ignore my trembling legs as I command my lungs to breathe evenly. I can’t get enough oxygen, and I can feel my heart hammering against my ribs. Every fiber in my body is crying out: this is too much. Yoru is sitting beside me. He’s breathing heavily too and looking at me inquiringly with his dark eyes.

“We can’t give up,” I say. “They’ll make us do this test soon, and we can’t afford to fail. Just imagine having to go live with the Fabricis…”

The thought of that is enough to make me straighten up and send Yoru more odeon. I try to shape his attack with the intensity and duration of my odeon impulse. But that’s not easy, because what I have in mind is a gigantic wave of fire that I hope will sweep any opponent off their feet. I need an inferno – a hellish onslaught of fire and heat that will silence our opponents in one fell swoop.

I know that to do this, I have to take myself to the limit, close to the point where I could turn into one of the fallen. And that makes me hesitate. I’d have to partially merge with Yoru, which student’s aren’t supposed to do. That’s why I’ve been training here alone every afternoon for the last week. This time, Kate stayed with me until she realized that I could probably concentrate better with nobody watching.

For the attack, I’m practicing; I need to become the kind of supernatural creature that I’ve witnessed Ayden and Noah transforming into. I think of those unearthly figures with awe and wonder whether I can actually do it. Especially since I have no instructions, no guidance, and this fear in the pit of my stomach that I could go too far.

I shake off that thought. Fear is the one thing I can’t afford to indulge right now. So I send Yoru more odeon and launch my attack. My little fox sprints off and spits this immense flame out of his mouth, and I feel all the strength drain out of me, almost falling to the floor with exhaustion. I gasp for air and try to stay on my feet.

“You should take a break,” I hear a voice say.

Ayden’s standing in the doorway, watching me. I don’t know how long he’s been there, nor can I interpret the emotions in his expression. Irritation? Concern? I haven’t spoken to him since he helped me by distracting Mr. Brian. I keep wondering whether to show him the books. I came close to doing so several times. But in the end, I couldn’t. I don’t want to drag him into this. He should be allowed to get on with his life without constantly running to my aid.

“I’m running out of time,” I reply. “The test could happen tomorrow.”

“It won’t help if you’re on the verge of exhaustion.”

I huff loudly, knowing he’s right.

“You need to ration your energy,” he says. “Yoru doesn’t look like he can stay on his feet much longer either.”

“I need to make progress,” I retort, thinking of the book excerpts that I’ve reread almost every day for the last week. I haven’t gleaned anything new from them. But one thing is clear: it’s going to be an unbelievably difficult fight, one I can’t afford lose. “Do you have any idea what it would mean for me to have to move out of school and land in the hands of the Fabricis? They’ll watch my every move and control my life. To them I’m just an object they can exploit for their own agenda.”

“It won’t come to that,” Ayden says, looking me in the eye.

I gulp when I feel his eyes on me. Even from this distance I can see their deep green and feel the attraction they exert on me.

“I tried to find out more about the test,” he goes on, and I look up in surprise. “But I didn’t turn up anything useful.”

I hesitate, unsure how to react. Maybe it’s time to tell him about the content of the books. But the fact that he’s not asking suggests that, like me, he’s trying to maintain a certain distance between us. Still, I have to ask him what he found. He said didn’t find anything useful, but even the slightest detail may help me out of a tight situation.

Eventually, I throw caution to the wind and say, “Maybe you should read the passages I photographed from those books. You might notice something I missed.”

I see the hesitation in his eyes, but then he nods. We leave the gym together, and I go to the locker room where I quickly shower and dress. I spend this time thinking about where to go with him. Where would we have enough privacy?

It doesn’t take me long to answer that. We can’t speak openly in the library or common rooms. Someone might overhear us. When I step out into the corridor, Ayden’s leaning against the wall with his arms folded, waiting for me. The moment I step through the door, he turns to face me. He looks at me expectantly, and I’m not sure if similar thoughts have been going through his head or if he only cares about getting some answers.

“You want to… go to my room?” I suggest. “I can’t think of anywhere else where we can talk undisturbed.”

He hesitates a few seconds and then nods. “Sure, let’s go.”

We’re silent all the way, and the atmosphere is tense. I try to focus my thoughts on the excerpts that I want to show Ayden rather than the issues between us.

We arrive at my room, and I unlock the door and go to my desk. I pull up another chair so he can sit beside me and take out my phone. Suddenly, I’m painfully aware of how small the display is – Ayden has to lean in really close to see anything. His scent envelops me, like an enticing song calling to me. The memories come flooding back. I remember vividly the way I used to nestle up to him, pressing myself into the hollows of his throat to savor his delicious smell. The incomparable scent of his skin, the way it felt…

I quickly hand him the phone and scoot away from him slightly in my chair. Ayden doesn’t seem to read anything into this gesture – I’m not sure he even notices it. He’s absorbed in the photographed texts, reading them through one after another. His expression is serious and dark. I don’t want to stare at him, so I gaze around my room with a pounding heart and wait.

Ayden eventually puts down the phone. When I turn to look at him, his expression is withdrawn and moodier than I’ve seen him it a while.

“There are some things in there that I didn’t know about,” he says eventually, glancing thoughtfully at the phone again.

“It’s a lot of information,” I admit. “But I can’t make sense of most of it. What are these energy fluctuations? Who are the ambassadors? It says that they’re specially trained for this test, but I don’t understand who those people are. And what about the judge? And this weird summons?” I shudder when I think of it. “That sounds like the worst part of the whole thing.”

Ayden says nothing, maybe because he doesn’t want to scare me. He seems to be carefully weighing his words and finally he says, “Supposedly, there was this group of people back in the day who were close confidants of the goddesses. They had to be merciless and act without conscience, and they were powerful, with really talented key spirits. The group reformed soon after the Tempes attacked the goddesses, and they left the temple. They were elite warriors. They don’t exist anymore. One thing I was able to find out is that you’ll be tested by highly trained hunters.”

This fills me with a sense of relief because the idea of having to fight some kind of spooky supernatural beings is way worse.

“But don’t be lulled into a false sense of security. They’re really powerful, and they’ll show no mercy. And there’ll be more than five of them. Mr. Brian mentions that in one of his notes here.”

“Okay,” I say. “That’s not great news. But better than that scary elite troop you mentioned. I can train and keep working hard to improve. Then at least I’ll have some kind of chance.”

Ayden nods but doesn’t look convinced. I wonder whether he thinks I’m not up to defending myself against these people or if maybe he knows more.

“The judge will be someone from the Council,” he continues. “I don’t know if it’s already been decided who. And I couldn’t find out much about the ritual itself. All I know is that the judge will read out some ancient text that sets everything in motion.”

“And then I experience hallucinations, which Mr. Brian’s notes suggest aren’t hallucinations at all.”

Ayden hesitates. “I have no idea what he meant by theat. This Elliot study doesn’t ring any bells. But I’ll try to find out more about it.” He turns to face me, looks me in the eye, and I can see the chaos of emotions in his face. “The Council wants to test you, but they’d never let anything happen to you. Don’t forget that. You’re far too important with your gift for them to risk losing you.”

I guess he’s right about that, but the passages that I photographed tell a different story. “What if something happens during this ritual that lands me in serious trouble? I can’t necessarily rely on the Council to step in and help me.”

“And you shouldn’t,” Ayden mutters. His eyes linger on me and I’m not sure if he’s moved a little closer. “It’s never a good idea to rely on others. You need to have faith in yourself. Ultimately, this is about testing your strength and how much you can control your gift. There’s no way of knowing when the Council will end the session. But you should keep in mind that they won’t let you get seriously hurt.”

I nod and stare into Ayden’s green eyes, which are still looking at me attentively. There’s that tingling sensation inside me again – and electricity in the air between us. Now I’m almost certain that he’s moved closer to me. Or did I move toward him? His breath on my skin makes me feel hot. I wish I could lean forward a tiny bit more and close the gap between us.

“You can do this,” he continues quietly. “And if you need help, I’m here for you.”

His hand wanders toward me, reaching out, and I look at it wide-eyed. I miss him so much. In this moment, I get the sense that he feels the same. I long for his touch, for his fingertips on my skin. And right now, I don’t want to think about where it could lead if we overstep that line. I don’t care. I just want… Yeah, what do I actually want? Him?

I see Ayden’s chest heave, and he touches my hair. Soon he’ll lower his hand and touch my skin. I suck in air… and at that moment, my phone rings.

Ayden and I snap out of our trance and stare at each other. I’m so beside myself that at first, I don’t even reach for my phone. Ayden finds his way back to reality faster. He hands me my phone and smiles sadly.

“You should answer that,” is all he says.

I only need to glance at the display to see Noah’s name. Did Ayden see it too? I don’t know, but he stands up as I answer it.

“Hey,” I say into the phone, watching Ayden head for the door.

He turns around, gives me one of those smiles that pierce my heart, and his lips silently form the words, “Take care.”

Part of me wants to jump up and stop him from leaving. But I know that’s a bad idea. I can’t. I was with Noah not long ago, and there’s no way I can get involved with Ayden again. I feel so confused and torn… What’s wrong with me? This isn’t me!

“Noah, what’s up?” I ask, trying to focus on his voice. His call must have something to do with the search for the library. Maybe we can finally devote our attention to this problem again. Although I have to admit the timing’s not ideal. And I also wonder why I haven’t heard from him in so long.

“Sorry for not replying straight away,” he says. “I’ve had a lot on my plate.” He sounds tired and kind of resigned. This is not the Noah I know.

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” he says but doesn’t sound sincere. “Are you free tonight? You could show me the comb and tell me about your idea.”

I don’t need think about it for long, because we have to continue our search for the library. So I say yes, and we agree on a time and place to meet. Meanwhile, I examine the comb again. Are we close to revealing its mystery?
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Noah and I meet near a fast-food restaurant, and as soon as we’ve greeted one another, we start walking. I notice immediately that he’s not in a good space. He doesn’t just seem tired – his face looks gray, careworn. There’s no trace of his usual carefree, cheerful character.

“How are you?” I ask, although I already know the answer. “Is Frances’ family still giving you grief?”

He lets out a short dry laugh. “The story they spun about Frances’ death has cast me in a pretty bad light. Right now I’m in my parents’ bad books, and this all reinforces their concerns about me. They figure I need to be kept on the straight and narrow until I show that I can take my duties seriously and start performing. So I’ve been given a mountain of work to do, and I’m being closely monitored and evaluated. Like some little kid.” He shakes his head angrily. “And on top of that, I’m held partly responsible for Frances’ death.” He lowers his voice slightly. “Some of the Assembly members are taking out their anger on me. Because although what actually happened isn’t what they think, it’s true that I’m partly to blame for things going as far as they did.”

I stop walking and look at Noah in dismay. My hand automatically goes to his shoulder, but he flinches and recoils slightly. There’s this strange sparkle in his eyes, and I think I see a trace of longing. But that disappears quickly, and then all I see is profound grief.

“It’s not your fault, but I get that you see it differently and that me saying that doesn’t give you much comfort. When Ty died, I blamed myself and kept wondering what I could have done differently. If only I had been stronger – I couldn’t shake that thought. And I’m sure you keep asking yourself what you could have done differently to prevent Frances’ death. But thinking like that doesn’t help. It just gnaws at you and consumes you.”

“I could have prevented it,” he says quietly. “I should have been there for her and then things wouldn’t have gotten so bad for her.”

I look him in the eye and venture an encouraging smile. “Do you really believe that? You know what Frances was like. You could never have kept her away from her brother. She would have always gone back to him.”

“I went to see him,” Noah continues, staring at the pavement in front of his feet. “I wanted to talk to him and tell him what became of his sister because of him.”

I stare at him, speechless, and see the rage and despair in his face.

“He spent a while searching for Frances and learned that she’d died. He totally flipped out, and I was lucky to get away without any injuries. Anyway, he seems to have completely lost his mind now.”

“But he’s still alive?”

Noah nods. “He ran away.” He takes another deep breath as he dwells on the gloomy memory. “I figured it would bring me some satisfaction to see him suffer when I told him the news. But in the end, I just felt sorry for him. He’s lost the only person he cared about, the only person who looked out for him and didn’t give up on him. Who would have thought I could feel empathy for an ovlem?”

“He’s only human, and he’s been through some tough times.”

“Anyone who deliberately uses dying breaths to increase their own power is ultimately weak,” Noah retorts. I’m surprised at his harsh tone. “He knew what would happen, but like all the others before him, he refused to believe it. I’m strong enough; I’ll be fine, they all tell themselves. And in the end, they all come unhinged.”

I keep my comments to myself. I can’t understand why those people are left out to fend for themselves. Nobody tries to help them. They’re simply ostracized and cease to exist from one day to the next.

“It must be hard for you,” I say instead. “Having to come to terms with Frances’ death and at the same time being treated like shit by the Assembly members…”

He runs a hand through his hair and shakes his head. “I can handle that. My own guilt is harder to deal with.”

It was the same for me with Ty, and I still think about him a lot. It’s something I’ll always carry, and maybe that’s how it should be because I couldn’t forgive myself if he began to take up less space in my thoughts and my heart.

I look at Noah and sense how much he’s changed recently. He’s harder, colder, and somehow more distant. Right at this moment, I wish I could be there for him. But there’s this barrier between us that was never there before. He’s erected a wall around himself to help him deal with all the horrible things that have happened. And it seems that even I can’t get through it.

“I’m sure your family will come around eventually. All these years, you’ve always done things your way. I can’t see that changing in the future,” I add with a wink.

“I hope so,” he says. “I tried talking to my mother again.” He pauses and avoids my eye. Another thing that never used to happen between us. “She was pretty upset when I questioned her about the pregnancy. Said it was a difficult time for her that she doesn’t want to be reminded of. But I refused to let it go and kept probing, asking if she was unwell before the Tempes attack, if she visited any doctors who treated her during that time.”

I look at him expectantly. The disappointment is written all over his face. And there’s something else too – he doubts his mother.

“She got really angry and yelled at me. Why was I asking all these weird questions? Said she didn’t want to talk about it. That it was all too painful for her.” He wrestles with himself and seems unsure whether to voice what’s going through his head. Eventually, he reaches a decision and says, “I think maybe Kate was right. My mother’s hiding something, and maybe Ayden really is my brother. But I have no idea how he could have wound up in the care of the Tempes and why they claim his parents were attacked and killed by Noctu. But I’m pretty sure about one thing: there are secrets surrounding our births. He might actually be my twin.”

I hold my breath because although I share this suspicion, it’s quite another thing to hear it coming out of his mouth.

“What will you do?”

He shrugs. “I’m not sure. But I’ll find out the truth one way or another.”

“Maybe,” I say hesitantly, knowing he probably won’t like my suggestion, “it would help if you talked to Ayden? You might find out more if you both exchange the information that you already have.”

Noah shoots me a dark look that speaks volumes.

I sigh. “If he’s your brother, you can’t avoid him forever.”

That idea seems to make him pretty uncomfortable. His expression becomes even more opaque, and he frowns angrily. For a moment, he seems to be about to ask after Ayden – how he’s doing or how much contact I have with him. Then he runs his hand through his hair, and his eyes brighten a little as he says, “I’ll think about it. But enough about me. How are you? Have you found out any more about this test?”

I take a deep breath and tell him everything I know so far. Noah is anything but happy about it. His eyes simmer with anger and worry.

“And you really want to subject yourself to that? If the school principal has to hunt for information on the test, then that just shows how unprepared the Council is. Did they say how many times they’ve set this test in the past? I bet it’s the first time. And those passages from the books you photographed… it all sounds really cryptic, as if some Tempes has tried to analyze and understand the test. It sounds to me like nobody really knows much about it. If you ask me, it’s too risky.”

I can understand Noah’s misgivings. I’ve had similar thoughts.

“Mr. Cunningham assured me I won’t come to any serious harm. And I can’t exactly say why, but I believe him. He always seems pretty sincere; he’s never snooty with me, and I have the feeling that he respects me as a person.”

Noah raises his eyebrows doubtfully. I know what he thinks of the Council, so I guess he doesn’t trust my judgment here.

“What choice do I have? I can’t pull out of this.”

“Why not? They can’t force you.”

I look at him in astonishment. Is he serious?!

“If I refuse, then they’ll either send me straight to live with the Fabricis or I’ll be expelled from the key carrying world. At least this way I have a chance of passing and avoiding any of that.”

Noah sighs loudly. “You should think long and hard about this. They shouldn’t get to treat you this way.” He shakes his head. “It’s not right.”

His expression changes, softens, and his fear comes to the fore. He’s just lost Frances and feels responsible for her death. I can tell he’s worried that something might happen to me too. Especially after all the dicey situations I’ve found myself in in the past.

“I’m training hard and rereading those excerpts in the hope of finding something in there that could help me. I won’t be easily defeated,” I promise him.

His eyes are somber and yet so trustworthy, like a safe haven. His lips, his cheekbones, his straight nose, his facial expressions – everything about him is so familiar and still makes my heart flutter. I just don’t understand where the conflicting feelings are coming from. Why can’t I get Ayden out of my head? It would make everything so much easier.

Noah looks at me. He tentatively reaches out and pulls me against his chest. For a moment, I surrender to this intimacy. But I know it’s wrong. First, I need to get clear about what I want and need. So I smile sadly at him and slowly step back.

“I can handle the test,” I say again to dispel his fears.

He shakes his head. “You shouldn’t have to. I don’t get why you even want to stay with the Tempes.” He seems to regret these words as soon as they come out of his mouth. Not because he doesn’t believe what he’s saying, but because it’s the wrong time to express it. It just makes me angry. We’ve had this discussion too many times already. He should know I’d never betray my people and become a Noctu. And anyway, they’re no better than the Tempes as far as I can tell.

“Don’t start that again,” I beg. “We’ve already discussed it, and you should know where I stand.”

Another sigh. “Sure, but I don’t understand it.”

“You don’t need to,” I reply quietly. “Let’s change the subject. This is going nowhere.”

He studies my face thoughtfully and his lips twitch as if he’s about to say something. Then he nods.

“I thought we were here to talk about this,” I say, taking out the silver comb. Noah looks at it then turns to look up at the night sky.

“They’re hard to see,” he observes.

“True. If we want to find a particular constellation, we should probably do some online research first and then maybe find a place outside of the city with less light pollution.”

Noah holds his hand out. “May I?”

“Sure.”

He turns it over, examining it closely.

“These little holes are all slightly serrated, as if they’re supposed to represent stars. See what I mean? The bigger hole could be the moon,” I suggest.

“Possibly.”

“Maybe you’re supposed to hold it up to the moon.”

Noah waggles his head from side to side. “Or a planet that’s only visible at certain times and seasons.” He turns the comb over in his hands again. “Do you want to leave it with me for a while? I’ll see if I can find out anything about this constellation.”

“Sure.”

Noah inspects the comb one last time. “We’ll figure it out.” He shoots me a confident smile, takes out his key, and raises his hand in a wave.
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I’m breathing heavily; the sweat is dripping from my brow, and even Yoru is panting beside me. A faint tremor goes through his little body, and I begin to worry. Have I pushed my little fox too hard? Should I have paid more attention to him?

Yoru looks at me as though he can read my anxious thoughts and gives me a look that reassures me. And I feel a kind of calmness flood through me. Everything’s okay; Yoru’s fine.

My classmates continue to train around me, driving their spirits and throwing hexes across the room, and I take a deep breath and prepare to launch my next attack. I try to increase my bond with Yoru, be more responsive to him, and allow our souls to merge. I have no other choice because I’ll need the extra power for the test. I know it’s dangerous to attempt this, and it’s always accompanied by a certain amount of fear. I can’t lose myself and turn into one of the fallen. But I have to take certain risks if I want to transform into a supernatural being the way Ayden and Noah do. I just need to feel my way very carefully toward that limit, and if the voice tries to tempt me again, I’ll ignore it.

I close my eyes, summon my odeon, and send a large portion of it to Yoru. I let more and more of it flow into my spirit so that there’s this constant stream. And I receive a stream of energy back from Yoru. It’s like a conductive wire, an electrical connection that exists between us, on which we both depend. I think I can already sense the limit, and I hold myself back from it so that I don’t run the risk of transforming.

Warmth floods through me, and an exhilarating feeling of strength. The word “power” comes to mind, and I actually feel stronger in this moment than ever before. I feel free, unconstrained.

Go just a little farther. Just a tiny bit. The increased power you’ll get is worth the risk. You want to pass the destiny test, don’t you? The voice reverberates through me, but I do my best to ignore it. I can’t listen to it! I close myself off to it and try to shut it out of my mind. And sure enough, it grows quieter – the temptation fades to a soft murmur.

And there’s no weakness in me anymore, no doubt. Am I on the way to turning into one of those supernatural beings? I’m standing in the center of the training hall, and I’m aware that the teachers are watching me and won’t permit me to transform.

Or at least I was aware of that a moment ago. Now the thought fades into the background and loses its significance. It grows quieter until it vanishes altogether. And at that moment, I reach a decision. I’m going to do it. No sooner have I finished having that thought than my fingers begin to burn. A small fireball forms in my palm, and Yoru changes too. He gets bigger, and so do the flames around him. They radiate intense heat, ready to engulf anything in their path. He’s huge, impressive, and intimidating.

But my joy at this budding transformation doesn’t last long. I look at my hands and watch as the fire spreads out more and more, and then I hear the shouts. They’re not loud – they sound muffled when they actually get through to me. But I hear them.

“Miss Franklin! Stop that at once! Don’t you dare go any farther. I’m warning you!”

It’s Mr. Laydon. I turn and see the furious expression on his face. He’s more outraged than I’ve ever seen him before. His lips are drawn into a thin line, and his eyes are smoldering with anger. Ms. Rupert, our other teacher, is looking at me in dismay. She looks paralyzed with shock.

Mr. Laydon strides toward me without a moment’s hesitation. He grabs me roughly by the arm, making me gasp and lose concentration. I immediately lose my connection to Yoru. He returns to his ordinary form and the flames around my hands vanish.

Stunned, I stare at my teacher, who hisses at me so furiously that little flecks of spit fly through the air. “Never do that again! Do you understand me? It’s far too dangerous. That fighting technique is reserved for hunters. It takes years of training to maintain the concentration of odeon so that neither you nor your spirit are harmed. Without guidance, it’s too easy to lose yourself and cross the line. Are you determined to become one of the fallen?”

I stare at him. He’s still grasping my arm and looking at me with a furious expression.

“Why can’t you just follow our rules? They apply to you too. They clearly stipulate that students are not allowed to learn this style of combat. And believe me, there’s a good reason for that.”

“I’m sorry,” I mutter. I can’t disguise my dismay at Mr. Laydon’s outburst. I’ve never seen him like this. Obviously, I’ve heard the occasional harsh word from him, but he’s never put his hands on me before.

He glares at me, and his eyes wander up and down my face. “I wish could believe you. But I know you better than that. Always doing whatever you want and ignoring instructions.”

This cuts me to the quick more than anything else he could say. It feels like a slap in the face. I tear my arm free and hiss at him, “Oh, yeah?! Then maybe the Council should think about how it treats me and what it’s demanding of me. How am I supposed to past the test if I’m not allowed to use the full extent of my powers?!”

“I heard about your upcoming test. But instead of focusing on the actual purpose of it, here you are again making up excuses to hide where you actually stand with your gift.”

My eyebrows shoot up, and I stare at him in disbelief. I never figured Mr. Laydon saw me that way. Does he really believe I don’t want to use my gift because I know I can’t control it? That I’m trying to hide it? All I’m trying to do is not fail. I don’t want to flunk this, and I’m trying to prepare myself in every way that I can. Surely he can’t hold that against me?

He looks at me again with a sour expression and says, “Don’t ever do that again!” Then he turns, and devotes his attention to another student, leaving me standing here.

Obviously, the whole class heard our altercation. I doubt they understood all of it, but the teacher’s anger was unmistakable. I try to appear nonchalant, avoid their glances, and continue with my training. But my heart is still pounding, and Mr. Laydon’s words echo in my head.

Kate comes to me and studies the side of my face. “You okay?”

I nod slowly. “Yeah, let’s just keep training.” I turn to Yoru, ruffle his fur, and I’m about to launch another attack.

“You know it’s not true what he said,” Kate whispers to me. “You have every right to grasp at every last straw that might help you improve your skills.”

“Yeah, but unfortunately, that technique is off-limits for students.”

“Pretty stupid if you ask me,” she says with a little smirk. “You of all people should be allowed to learn it. I don’t get why they won’t provide you with a teacher or a hunter so you can practice it.”

“The Tempes have their rules and their secrets. And they’re not going to break them or expose them just because of me.”

“And then you get accused of getting mixed up in things that don’t concern you. With so many secrets and lies – it’s inevitable that someone will eventually show up who asks the right questions and brings down their house of cards.”

I shake my head in amusement and look at Kate. “I don’t want to bring anything down. I just want to be given a fair chance.”

I look around at the teachers, who are standing together talking. I wonder if it’s about me, but I don’t really care. I won’t let anyone hold me back. Not even those two.

So I stay back after class. I’m drenched in sweat and shaking. The two teachers shot me suspicious warning glances as they finally left the gym. They can’t stop me staying here alone, but it was pretty clear that they didn’t like it. And I wouldn’t be surprised if they come back randomly to check up on me. But that’s no reason to cut short my training.

At first, I command Yoru to launch a few small attacks, focusing precisely on the flow of odeon between us and trying to maintain it evenly for as long as possible. As I do this, I imagine that I’m in the destiny test. I think about the hunters who will test me. What if they transform? How can I counter their attacks?

I send Yoru more odeon, knowing I have to try it again. I slowly increase the flow between us. I feel part of me flow into Yoru, and he’s probably feeling the same thing. Suddenly, I feel that warmth, that sense of safety and confidence. Together we can do anything. Again, I feel my strength gradually increasing. I feel it as a tingling in my fingertips.

There’s a change in Yoru too, which I doubt anyone else would notice. His attacks are a little faster, more powerful, but above all there’s this enormous will power, this absolutely certainty that we’re unstoppable. We’re a team, a unit that nothing can separate. My heart flutters in my chest, and my skin glows in anticipation of what’s to come. I feel a burning sensation in my fingers, an excited tingle. Sure enough, little flames shoot out of my fingertips, spreading across my palms and then up my arms.

Yoru is surrounded by fire too. He’s standing in the middle of it, engulfed in hot flames that can’t harm him at all. His eyes are black, and I can make out those strange symbols on the top of his head.

I feel my blood getting hotter and starting to boil. Yoru and I exchange a brief glance. We both know that we’re about to surrender to this special connection. My heart pounds, and my breath comes fast. Should I test out this new power? Every part of me longs to. I want to try it again – to completely give myself over to it.

But there’s still a part of me that holds back. A faint voice warning me to be careful. I know how dangerous what I’m doing is and how badly it could go wrong. And I can’t afford to have those doubts if I want to risk going farther. There has to be no hesitation, no fear. I need to fully trust Yoru and myself. But after everything I’ve been through, that’s not easy.

I take a deep breath and try to maintain my connection to Yoru. I sense its strength and the way it draws energy from me. I slowly raise my hand, and I’m about to send Yoru the command to attack. Fire is still dancing across my hand, and I can feel the heat and the power in it. But suddenly, I feel something else – a voice whispering to me: You’re not alone.

I spin around, but it’s too late.

I see another person in the gym, whom I quickly identify as Max.

“You actually think you’re better than everyone else and keep trying to merge with your spirit after you’ve been warned so many times. An outsider like you will never succeed at that. I’ll make sure of it. You need to learn you place.”

A gust of wind hits me in the gut and sweeps me off my feet, lifting me up in the air and flinging me around as if someone’s trying to break all the bones in my body. It’s only for a few seconds, but that’s enough to really hurt. When I finally drop to the floor unchecked, I’m winded. I try desperately to gather my wits, but I’m no longer in control. My connection to Yoru, the odeon, is in chaos. Like a thousand threads that I’ve lost my grip on, the power bursts out of me. Flames burst out of my body as if a bomb is exploding inside me. Yoru is knocked off his feet and flung beyond my field of view. If it weren’t for the enchantments on the walls of the gym, it would be totally destroyed, and I’d be buried under rubble.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Max staring at me in horror. She wasn’t expecting that. Her key spirit flies back to her in a panic, and my flames chase after them and force them both to flee. Before Max leaves, I catch a glimpse of fear in her eyes. And I’m not surprised.

I can’t breathe, and I feel as if I’m being torn into a thousand pieces. My blood pulses so hot around my body that I’m sure it’ll damage every vein. My flesh can’t possibly withstand that kind of strain. Now the very thing that Mr. Laydon warned me about is happening. A careless mistake that will cost me my life.

“Tess, oh my God! What’s happening to you?”

I turn slightly and make out Kate standing in the doorway. She tries to come to me, but the flames are too hot. She flings up her arms in front of her face to protect it and tries again. Gray throws up a wall of water in front of her, trying to protect himself and Kate so they can get to me, but even his wall can’t withstand my flames.

Kate hesitates, then shouts, “I’ll be right back.”

She turns and leaves the inferno. I’m so relieved. I couldn’t live with myself if she was hurt because of me.

I can feel myself growing weaker, but the inferno around me rages on. It feels as if it’s sucking the life force out of me and won’t fade until I’ve taken my final breath. The flames and the heat are so violent, so destructive, that I can’t believe they’re coming from me. But I know that the unbridled power of something you can’t control can be devastating.

My eyelids feel heavy, and my vision blurs, wavers, and grows steadily dimmer. I’m short of breath, gasping for air.

“Tess,” I hear another voice say. It sounds familiar.

I try to sharpen my vision, but there’s so much darkness.

“Don’t worry, you’re going to be okay,” the soothing voice promises me.

I lift my head a little and struggle with my vision. And then I see a creature of unearthly beauty. A human figure engulfed in flame. Like a god descended from the heavens. I don’t know what it wants from me, but I’m not concerned about that. I’m too enthralled by this being, which is making something reverberate inside me. Security, closeness, longing. Something draws me to this creature, and I’m so infinitely relieved when it comes to me through the fire. Of course this inferno can’t affect it.

The figure slowly approaches me, and my heart beats faster as it comes closer. When it gets to me, it kneels down beside me and reaches out to me. As soon as those burning fingers touch my flaming skin, I feel as if my insides will explode. But this time it’s not unpleasant. It’s like a wave of emotions surging over me. My whole being is suffused with these feelings, and the presence of the figure that’s unleashing them in me. I’ve never felt such intense yearning – as if I’ve found my counterpart. Our fingers intertwine and so do our flames. It’s as if they’re dancing together, attracting and combining. They become one. It feels like destiny. They belong together. They’re made for each other.

“Tess,” the voice murmurs.

I’m lifted up and embraced. The feeling of his hot chest against my face, his thundering heartbeat in my ear, beating in time with mine, is indescribable. I never imagined such intense feelings. I’m speechless and totally overwhelmed.

I look up and suddenly, with this fire creature at my side, regaining control is no longer a problem. With him I can do anything, I tell myself as I look into those deep green eyes that I know so well. Ayden’s flames gradually fade, and so do mine. The fingertips of his left hand are still resting against my cheek, causing a tingling sensation of unbelievable intensity.

“That’s it, let the flames go. I’m here.” His voice is sweet and soothing, an invitation that I can’t resist. And I don’t want to. All I want is…

“Ayden,” I whisper, looking straight at him.

There’s something in his eyes that captures me and won’t let me go. Familiarity, closeness, something magnetic that I can’t put into words. Every part of me wants to press myself harder against him, smell his skin, watch the play of sparks in his eyes, feel his strong lips, and the knowledge that I’ve finally arrived.

The flames around us fade away in steady unison until they die out altogether. For a moment, I’m frozen in this state of awed anticipation, sensing that he’s had the same experience as me. An unquenchable longing, a connection that’s absolute and incontrovertible, almost magical. We both felt it, our bodies and our souls calling to each other, pulling each other in, and there’s no escaping it now.

My chest rises and falls quickly as I look up at Ayden, seeking out the profound green of his eyes. I gradually become aware of how close we are. My hands are on his chest, and I can feel his muscles moving beneath them. The warmth of his skin is still enticing, and I ask myself: when was the last time I was this close to him?

When the flames die out, their smell brings me back to the present. Yoru comes to mind. Where is he? Is he okay? I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to him. I glance around and see him lying on the floor a few yards away. He scrambles to his feet and looks at me, and thankfully he seems unharmed. I quickly push a strand of hair out of my face and shuffle slightly away from Ayden. It’s hard for me, and I can see it’s no different for him. Or am I imagining that? Did he really have the same experience as me? Did I just invent that out of desperation? I mean, I wasn’t myself just now, and I was bursting with so many emotions. What if they weren’t real? I don’t know what to think or feel. I’m so confused.

“That can happen quickly,” Ayden explains quietly. He sounds so neutral – like nothing just happened between us. “You were obviously well on the way to deepening your connection with Yoru. But unfortunately, things can still go wrong. Still, you can be proud that you made it that far all on your own.”

“I probably shouldn’t have tried it,” I admit. It now feels like icy water is pumping through my veins. The heat is gone; there’s no trace of that blazing feeling that filled me up only moments ago. As if it’s all used up – suddenly burned away.

“I get why you wanted to try it,” he continues. “This test is going to demand a lot from you, and you’re trying your best to prepare yourself.”

I nod. He studies my face with his deep green eyes. For a moment, I’m so captivated by them that I forget to breathe. I get that electrical tingling sensation. I quickly lower my eyes and try not to lose myself in those feelings again.

Ayden looks thoughtful and seems to be wrestling internally with himself. Finally he says, “You did good, but it’ll be hard for you to complete the transformation alone… If you‘d like, I can help you. We could train together, and I’ll do what I can to help you prepare for the test.”

I can tell he’s uneasy about this. And that gives me a pang. But it’s understandable. It’s probably hard for him to be around me too. And I know what it would mean for me to spend time with him. Then again, in my situation, I can’t afford to turn down this kind of help.

So eventually, I nod. “That would be great, thank you.”

I have the feeling that Ayden wants to say something else, but he hesitates. He’s still looking at me, and a warm shiver runs down my spine. I wish he didn’t have this effect on me – it would make training with him a whole lot easier.

Hot and cold waves wash through me. I have no idea if they’re an after-effect of the severed connection with Yoru or if they’re triggered by Ayden’s presence. I’m almost relieved when I hear Kate’s voice behind me.

“Sorry to interrupt, but I just wanted to check that you’re okay now.” She looks concerned.

“Yeah, thanks for getting help.” I realize that it’s Kate I have to thank for the fact that Ayden showed up. And he was probably one of only a handful of people in the school who could get through my flames.

“I didn’t tell anyone else,” she says. “It’s probably best if we keep this between ourselves.”

I nod. The principal would have to inform the Council, and I doubt they’d be thrilled about it. Most of the Council members still believe I don’t have my powers under control. And they’re not wrong, but this incident would only convince them that I need help and that I’d be better off with the Fabricis.

I slowly get to my feet and notice how weak my legs are. For a moment, I feel dizzy, but I fight to maintain my balance. After a couple of deep breaths, I start to feel better.

“Get some rest,” Ayden suggests. “We can start training tomorrow if you’d like.”

“Okay, thanks,” I reply.

He flashes me a smile and leaves the gym. I watch him go. Kate comes to me and scrutinizes me. I don’t even want to know what’s going through her head right now.
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Ilook in the mirror as I blow dry my hair, but I’m so absorbed in my recollections of what just happened that I don’t even see my face. I keep asking myself what that was between me and Ayden. Maybe it was all down to the strange state I moved into thanks to Max. Max! Just thinking about her makes me so angry. How dare she attack me? Especially at a moment like that! She must have known how dangerous it was.

My phone vibrates. To my surprise, it’s a call from Noah. That can only mean one thing. Has he actually made some progress with the comb and the constellation?

“Hey Tess,” he says when I pick up. “Do you have plans around 3 a.m. tonight?”

I raise my eyebrows in surprise. “I mean, I’m as fit and bursting with energy as the next guy, but even a night owl like me needs some sleep. So no, other than a few hours in bed, I have no plans.”

“Good, let’s meet at 2:45 outside the hospital.”

“Are you going to tell me what this is about?” I ask.

“I think I’ve solved the puzzle.”

I restlessly pace up and down the same ten feet of pavement and keep checking the time and scanning for Yoru in the darkness. The city is strangely peaceful at this hour. Most of the houses are dark, and the atmosphere is totally different – and not in a bad way. I’m sure I’d appreciate it if I weren’t so tense, but right now, I can’t stop thinking about whether Noah has actually unlocked the secret of the comb.

Suddenly, I feel a faint prickle at the back of my neck that tells me someone is approaching. I quickly turn around and spot Noah coming up the street. He raises his hand in greeting.

“You look tense. Everything okay?”

I nod. “I’m just excited to see what the comb is about to reveal.”

He cocks his head and gives me a piercing look. I wonder if he can tell that a whole lot more has happened today. But he says nothing.

“Okay, we need to use one of the doors in the Odyss. You ready?”

I nod. Noah takes my hand, summons a door, and together we step through it. We fall to the ground in the Odyss, but thanks to all the practice I’ve had, I manage to stay on my feet. Noah reaches out and pulls another door toward him. At first glance, it looks unremarkable: dark brown wood, a plain knob, and patches of mildew.

Noah opens it, I follow him, and to my surprise we find ourselves on top of a hill. We appear to be several miles from San Francisco – I can only just make out the city lights from here. The city lies like a shimmering sea in the distance, looking really peaceful with its warm glow.

Noah turns to face the other way. Surrounding the hill are woods and fields that look almost black in the pale moonlight. But Noah’s not interested in the landscape. He’s looking up at the starry sky as he takes the comb out of his pocket.

“You were right, turns out it’s a constellation. At first, I assumed the big hole was for the moon. But it’s not, as I found out when I did some research. It’s Jupiter. Which is why we had to come here tonight at this particular time. Jupiter currently rises at around twenty past nine, and the increasing daylight makes it harder to see each day.”

I’ve been staring up at the sky for a while too, looking at the stars and trying to figure out which of these twinkling lights is Jupiter. The longer I look, the more points of light I see, but I have no idea which one is the planet that we’re looking for.

Noah stands close beside me and points. “See? That one.”

I follow his arm and then nod. I gaze with awe at the radiant light.

Noah hands me the comb. “You do the honors.”

“Thanks,” I say, hesitantly taking the comb from him. I take a deep breath and hold it so that I can see Jupiter through the largest hole. I have to rotate it back and forth for a while before I find a position where each of the smaller holes has a star shining through it.

I hold my breath and wait for something to happen. I’m not exactly sure what. I don’t see any thread of light to guide me nor any other kind of glow.

I slowly lower my arm and turn the comb over. What went wrong?

“Maybe I was wrong,” says Noah, running his hand pensively through his hair. “But I was so sure. I checked out loads of constellations and planets. This is the only one that fits.”

I’m still turning the comb over in my hands, inspecting every corner of it, every tooth. But there’s still nothing to see. Or is there? I frown. Am I imagining it, or is that a faint light on the handle? I look closer at the spot, run my fingers over it, and feel a tiny hole there. My finger is too big to fit into it, but when I touch it, it’s as if the light clings to my finger. I pull it back, and a glowing thread forms between my skin and the metal. I keep moving my hand back, and then something white falls to the ground. The light vanishes into the night, leaving behind a piece of paper lying in the grass.

I cautiously pick it up and look at it with Noah, whose mouth is hanging open in astonishment. But it appears to be totally ordinary paper. It doesn’t look particularly old or unusual in any way. I turn it over in my hands, and to my enormous disappointment, there’s nothing on it. Out of some desperate hope, I hold it up to the sky, but still nothing.

“I don’t get it,” I mutter to myself.

Noah runs his hand through his hair again – a sign that he’s clueless too. “I have no idea what that’s supposed to mean. But there must be more to it. Shit!” He sighs. “I was really hoping we’d make some progress.”

Disappointed, I look down at the comb and the piece of paper. “Me too. What do we do now?”

“I’ll go back to the books and look up the constellation. Maybe there’s some clue there that’ll give me an idea.”

“Thanks,” I say, looking up at him. He’s bathed in moonlight, making his face look soft and beautiful. He looks away, and I see his expression darken. It turns hard and cold. The disappointment of this newest setback is really getting to him, and there’s nothing I can do to cheer him up.
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Hey, that wasn’t bad at all,” says Ayden.

He extends his hand to help me up. Breathing heavily, I grasp it and let him pull me to my feet. Once again, I was no match for his attack, and landed hard on the floor. I suspect he doesn’t want to make it too easy for me, but he’s still holding back. And that makes it clear how hard it’s going to be for me to stand up to several hunters who won’t pull any punches.

“Your attack was solid. You just need to react faster. Try to maintain a steady flow of odeon throughout the fight, so you don’t have to start from zero every time you want to send some to Yoru.”

“That’s what I’m trying to do,” I retort, rubbing the hip that I just landed on.

Ayden smiles in that inimitable way that makes him look totally sexy, and I mentally roll my eyes at myself. Now is really not the time to be thinking about that. I need to figure out how to hold my own in this fight.

“Try to stabilize your odeon at a slightly higher level,” he suggests.

He raises his hand again, and Snow launches another attack. The two of them are not merged enough for Ayden to turn into the fire-being. I know how much stronger that would make him, and I’m also aware that the other hunters will probably use that technique to test me. They’re supposed to push me to my limits.

I dodge a fire ball that Snow has hurled at me. The next attack follows immediately. This time, Yoru intercepts it with his body. I’m about to send my fox the command to attack when I feel a breath of air behind me. I quickly leap aside and just manage to evade it. But the next attacks are already flying at me. I run and duck hectically, meanwhile trying to get Yoru to launch counterattacks. It’s so exhausting that within minutes the sweat is pouring down my back.

“Okay, you’re exerting yourself and slowly running out of steam,” Ayden observes as he lunges at me and tries to grab hold of me.

I snort because I ran out of steam a while back. Right now, I’m battling against physical exhaustion and trying not to let Ayden see how drained I already am.

“Try to draw on your gift,” he suggests.

I stare at him doubtfully – for one thing, I’m already at the end of my tether, plus I have no idea how to go about that.

“You’ll be expected to do that in the test. So you may as well try.”

He’s right, of course. So I try to visualize the golden threads of light. I imagine a glow and a thread of light trailing out of Ayden’s chest. It’s hard to maintain that visualization while I’m running around. But I do my best. I try to recall the feeling that comes over me when I see the threads: the dizziness, the fainting, the discomfort… Okay, maybe not the best idea, because those negative sensations don’t help me in the fight and only cause me to become inattentive. Yoru barely manages to intercept a fire ball that would otherwise have swept me off my feet.

I still see no threads of light, nor do I have any idea how to make them appear. I stare at Ayden’s chest, keep my eyes fixed on it, and try to imagine the thread. But as a result, I fail to anticipate the next attack, and when I evade it, I trip over my own feet. As I fall to the floor, I notice Ayden hesitate briefly. He’s now in a position to defeat me once and for all. He raises his hand, and Snow readies himself, but that hesitation was exactly what I needed. As fast as I can, I send Yoru the bulk of my odeon. Flames appear on my skin; the dark symbols appear on Yoru’s head, and my fox summons a wave of fire that can only be described as an inferno. The gym fills with blazing flames. The hot air crackles around us as this annihilating wall of fire rushes at Ayden. He completely disappears in it, and my heart skips a beat. Was that too much? Have I hurt him?

But when the flames dissipate, he’s thankfully still standing in the same spot, although he’s now assumed his fiery form. He’s breathing much faster. Snow too is flaming and looks like some mythical creature from another world. But fortunately, they both seem unscathed. I sink to my knees, exhausted and gasping for breath.

Ayden very slowly returns to his true form and comes to me.

“Huh, not even a scratch,” I observe with disappointment. I didn’t want to hurt him, but it’s discouraging to see that even an onslaught like that didn’t leave a mark on him.

“That’s just because we both use the same element. With a different opponent, you would have done a lot of damage, and probably taken them out. So in that sense it was pretty good.”

“I was only able to draw down that much odeon because you hesitated,” I correct him. “Before that, I had no opportunity to launch that kind of attack.”

Ayden sits down beside me and looks at me critically. “It’s not often that you’ll face an opponent who’s so weak that you can use that kind of attack whenever you like. The important thing is to wait for the right moment, to recognize your opponent’s mistakes. And you spotted mine instantly. So that worked really well.”

I look up at him in surprise. “You think I fought well? Were we in the same fight just now? You chased me around the hall until I felt like I was about to collapse with exhaustion.”

“You still need to work on rationing your energy, and maintaining your odeon at a higher level. But those are minor issues. The important thing is that you don’t take your eyes off your opponent and that you can identify their weaknesses. And you’re already doing that.”

I have my doubts, especially when I think about the fact that I’ll be up against multiple hunters. How am I supposed to keep an eye on all of them? But for now I guess I should just accept the praise.

Every muscle in my body aches, and when I shift slightly in my chair, I feel a shooting pain in my tailbone, which I fell on badly during training yesterday. I’ve been training with Ayden for almost two weeks now, and he’s not going easy on me. But I’m starting to see the first signs of success. I’m faster now, and my attacks are way more powerful. Sometimes, I’m able to maintain my odeon at a higher level for longer, although it’s still not enough to last to the end of fight. But the thing that concerns me most is that I can’t seem to strengthen my bond with Yoru enough to turn into one of those supernatural fire beings. Ayden keeps telling me that it usually takes years to master that process. But I don’t have that kind of time, and it’s unlikely that I’ll master it before the test, although I’m still giving it my best shot. I can only hope that the progress I’ve made will be enough for me to pass the test.

I rub my forehead wearily and try to concentrate on Mr. Brian’s lecture on the stock market crash of 1929. He’s explaining what this crisis meant for the key carrying world.

“Obviously, every key carrier understood that they were part of the human world in which they lived and had to adhere to its laws and their obligations as citizens. However, many felt that they were superior to ordinary humans. They lived in the same world, but they felt that they didn’t really belong to it, that they were independent of it. Really close contacts and friendships were typically only fostered with other key carriers. Then, October 24, 1929, opened the eyes of many Tempes, at the same time pulling the rug out from under their feet.”

I take a few notes and listen with interest to Mr. Brian’s elucidations. I’m always fascinated to learn more about the Tempes in historical contexts because it helps me form a clearer picture of this world.

I glance at Kate sitting at the desk beside me. She too looks absorbed in what Mr. Brian is saying. But she’s not writing a single word, which is unusual for her. She’s staring wide-eyed at the teacher and seems totally captivated by what he’s saying.

“Their economic situation was inextricable from that of ordinary humans. They did business with them, invested in companies, some ran their own – in other words, they weren’t financially independent. So the crash hit many Tempes hard. Some lost everything and were destitute from one day to the next. A black market sprang up, on which things appeared that previously people could only dream of. Relics of our greatest forefathers, which had been in the possession of the Tempes for years, were suddenly sold off in order to make ends meet. Some didn’t even stop at their own key spirits. They were frequently sold and wound up in collections designed to enhance a person’s reputation.”

I look at Kate again, and when Mr. Brian moves across the room, I realize that she’s not looking at him at all. She seems to have been staring at nothing this whole time.

Suddenly anxious, I scoot over to her and ask quietly, “Are you okay?”

I get no response, except that her cheeks turn a little paler. She doesn’t move, and now I’m really worried about her. What if she has one of her visions right here in the classroom? Mr. Brian would definitely notice that something was wrong and report the incident to the principal. And I can imagine what would happen after that. No, I have to prevent it somehow.

I lean in again and whisper, “Kate, can you hear me? Is everything okay?”

Still no reaction. But I can see her hands clenching into fists and starting to shake and her knuckles turning white. Her breathing becomes shallower, faster, frenetic.

“You need to keep calm,” I warn her. “I’ll say you’re not feeling well and get you out of here.”

“Miss Franklin, may I ask what you’re doing? Is your conversation with your friend so much more important than following my class?!” Mr. Brian glowers at me.

Now the whole class has turned to look at me and Kate, which doesn’t improve my friend’s condition. Her entire body is now shaking. She’s hyperventilating, and I don’t know if she’s getting enough oxygen.

“Kate’s not feeling well,” I say, quickly standing up and reaching out to pull her to her feet. We need to get out of here. Fast! Because I’m convinced she’s going to have one of her visions any moment now. “I’ll take her out for some fresh air, and if that doesn’t help, we’ll…”

That’s as far as I get because as soon as I touch Kate’s shoulder, she flinches. And then she starts screaming. I’ve never heard such tormented screams in my life. They’re filled with the kind of anguish and agony that can only imagine in someone undergoing the most horrible torture. Kate’s wailing cuts me to the quick, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end and a wave of panic flood through me. I don’t know what to do or how to help her. My hand is still on her shoulder, and I can feel her body quaking under the strain and torment.

And as quickly as the screaming began, it stops. Kate’s head flops forward as if all the life has been sucked out of her. She slams down on the desk and doesn’t move.

I quickly lift her up into a sitting position.

“Kate,” I whisper in horror, pushing a few strands of hair out of her face. “Kate, say something.”

Her eyelids flutter as her head slowly lifts and turns in my direction. She looks at me in confusion.

“Teresa?” she whispers. “What… what’s…?”

Then she notices that the whole class including Mr. Brian is staring at her.

I have no idea what just happened to my friend. Was it a vision? She normally speaks while she’s having them. Why not this time?

“I should take her to the infirmary,” Mr. Brian mutters. There’s something penetrating about the way he’s looking at Kate, but I can also see genuine concern.

“No,” I say quickly. “I’ll take her. You stay with the class. I think Kate would prefer that. She was complaining of abdominal cramps and dizziness this morning. I’m sure it’s nothing too serious.”

I help Kate to her feet and steer her to the door. All eyes are still on us, including Mr. Brian’s.

“Alright, I’ll check in with you later to see how you’re doing,” he says after a moment’s hesitation.

I nod, and I’m relieved when we’re out of the classroom. But the relief doesn’t last long, because I still have no idea what just happened to Kate. She still looks pretty shaken up and pale, with her arms wrapped protectively around herself. I’m uneasy about taking her to the infirmary, but I have to so that Mr. Brian doesn’t get suspicious.

“How do you feel?” I ask. “Did you have another one of your visions?”

She shakes her head slowly. “No… I… I don’t think so. The last thing I remember was listening to Mr. Brian. And then suddenly there was this buzz. It got louder and louder, and I could feel it. And then…” She takes a deep breath. The memory is obviously haunting her. “Suddenly there was nothing but pain. Everything hurt, as if the noise was eating into my body and tearing it apart. You can’t imagine how bad it was. I actually thought I was going to die.”

I look at her closely. “And now? How do you feel? Does anything hurt?”

“There’s still some pain but nothing compared to before.”

This doesn’t sound like a vision. So what happened?

“What if my visions are affecting me physically?” she asks, looking at me with wide eyes. “What if this is the price I have to pay for my premonitions?”

“Try not to worry,” I say, giving her a hug and trying to reassure her. “We don’t know what this was. But we’ll find out what happened so you never have to go through that again.”

She looks at me sadly, and I see the fear in her eyes. Kate looks so helpless, the way she’s standing there, hugging herself. But what’s worse is her expression, which tells me exactly what’s going through her head. She has no idea what just happened to her and doesn’t know if it’ll happen again or whether there’s anything she can do to stop it. She’s totally at the mercy of her visions, and now this. But I’ll do everything I can to help her.
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The doctors couldn’t find any physiological reason for Kate’s pain. She didn’t tell them about her visions, although I’m starting to wonder if it’s maybe a good idea to confide in the doctors. What if this incident is somehow related to her gift? Couldn’t they help her then? But Kate refused to reveal her secret, and she kept insisting to me that it was different this time. So I kept my mouth shut.

Mr. Brian showed up in the infirmary after class to check up on Kate. He was very kind to her and kept insisting that she get herself thoroughly checked out and then get plenty of rest. I was so relieved when he left. I still can’t stand being around him, and I constantly have this feeling that he’s watching me.

Kate skipped training and instead went to the hunter library to research her visions. I would have been happy to accompany her, but she declined my offer of help.

“You shouldn’t miss training, plus Ayden will be waiting for you afterward. The test could happen any day now, and I don’t want you to lose out on valuable training time because of me. I’ll be fine. There’ll be plenty of other opportunities to help me with this.”

She right. But during training, I’m preoccupied with thoughts of Kate and keep wondering whether she’s found anything in the books.

“Miss Franklin,” Mr. Laydon’s voice thunders across the gym as I’m commanding Yoru to hurl a small fire ball. “You really need to try harder. Only recently, you were ambitious enough to try with your spirit. Your performance today is weak.”

I know the attack wasn’t very impressive. And I’m a little unfocused. It annoys me that Mr. Laydon seems to be waiting for me to make a mistake so that he can reprimand me. Right now, it’s as if I can’t do anything right in his eyes. I’m not allowed to overstep the line with Yoru, but I can’t be too timid either.

I take a deep breath and try to focus. I can’t do anything else right now anyway, so I may as well try to make the best use of this time. I’m getting better at rationing my energy now so that I’m not totally exhausted by the end of the class. Which is good because Ayden won’t cut me any slack.

My classmates have only been gone for a few minutes when Ayden shows up. Lately he hasn’t been taking part in regular training and only comes by at the end of class. I haven’t asked why or what he does instead. It’s best if we keep our lives separate and know as little as possible about each other’s habits. I get that now.

“Are you ready?” Ayden asks. He assumes a stance, and Snow looks at me with alert eyes, waiting for his master’s command to attack me. This is generally how it goes. We hardly exchange a word – we’re only here to fight each other. A weird feeling.

“Sure, I’m ready,” I say, and I see the glint in Ayden’s eyes that tells me a powerful attack is about to come my way. Snow hurls several fire balls at me, I watch out of the corner of my eye as Ayden transforms. Fire flickers on his skin, spreading across it until he’s surrounded by flames. Snow changes too. As he drives me across the hall with his attacks, he gets bigger and flames dance across his fur too.

They don’t make it easy for me and Yoru to launch any kind of counterattack. But now I know to be patient and wait for the right moment. And it comes. When I’m forced to throw myself on the floor to evade one of Snow’s fire balls, they assume they’ve already won. Ayden commands Snow to launch a final attack, but I take advantage of the fact that it takes his spirit a few seconds to do this. I quickly combine my powers with Yoru’s and send him odeon.

I realize that Snow and Ayden are more experienced and can summon a hex much faster than I can. But sometimes it’s not just about the odeon.

Yoru and I run at Snow, whose flames are leaping higher and higher. We’re met with incredible heat that’s almost unbearable. But we don’t stop, and at precisely the moment that Snow hurls a mighty wall of fire at us, I leap aside. Yoru darts out of the way too, running to the left of it, and Snow is still sending out the final blast when I charge at him from the right.

Ayden sees what we’re trying to do and gives Snow the command to cut short his attack. His key spirit turns and lunges at Yoru. Ayden rushes at us, assuming I’m aiming at his spirit too. I raise my hand and summon a fire ball, positioning myself so that it looks like I’m about to hit Snow in the back with it. At the last moment, I turn and hurl it at Ayden instead. He’s forced to fall back to narrowly dodge my fire ball. I charge at him again, trying to take advantage of his weak position. But he doesn’t make it easy for me. With a rapid motion, he knocks my feet out from under me; I put out my arm to stop myself and push myself up again, but I have to drop my shoulder to dodge his counterattack. Ayden looms over me. His eyes look cool and merciless as he reaches out with his burning hand and the flames lick at me. I’m panting as I try to summon the last of my energy. I call silently to Yoru. He leaps away from Snow, turns around, and shoots a beam of searing fire at Ayden’s back. Ayden has to lunge to dodge it. This is my chance. I attack too, raising my arm and summoning the flames, but Ayden sees it coming. He simply throws himself at me, and I can’t stand my ground. We both fall to the floor and skid a short way. Ayden’s holding my hands pressed against my sides so that I can’t move. He slowly retracts his flames so as not to hurt me and returns to his ordinary form. He too is breathing fast from the exertion of combat.

“That wasn’t bad at all,” he says as this implausibly attractive smile spreads across his face. I’m gasping for air, and all I can do is stare at him. His heat is transferred to me. It’s as if my body was waiting for it, as if it needs this warmth to stay alive. I soak up the feeling of Ayden, his strong arms around me, his long legs and muscular chest against me. I can feel all of him and he all of me.

Something in his expression changes, although I can’t quite put my finger on it. His eyes grow brighter, inviting, challenging, and I imagine I can see a trace of longing in them. I’m captivated by those wonderful eyes and the feeling of his body on mine. I slowly free my hands, and he lets it happen. I lay them gently on his arms, hold them, caress them. I’m not sure if he’s surprised at this, but his expression changes again. He moves closer until his hair tickles my face. He puts his right hand gently against my cheek. It excites me in a way that a simple touch shouldn’t.

I gasp as his thumb moves over my lips, opening them slightly. I wish he would move just a few inches closer and close them with a kiss. I’m so inflamed with desire that I can barely contain myself. And I think it’s the same for Ayden.

He moves his other hand to my hip and then slides it up my side. I exhale with relief as his fingers push up under my shirt and touch my bare skin. We’re still looking into each other’s eyes, connected in a way that I can’t explain. It’s as if there’s this magical magnetism between us that we can’t escape. And I don’t want to. In fact, I want more of him.

My skin prickles as Ayden’s hands wander up under my clothes. I clutch the back of his head and pull him closer. Our breath comes fast, expressing the desire that dominates us both. He opens his lips slightly, closes his eyes, and bends down toward me. I suck in his scent as I close my eyes too, my heart in my mouth.

We’re startled by the sound of someone clearing their throat. Ayden and I turn to see a person leaning in the doorway: Alfredo Fabrici. His eyes flash with bewilderment and disgust.

“If this is supposed to be some kind of training, then it strikes me as pretty odd. I’m afraid you’re going to need a different kind of guidance to get your powers under control. You’ll never make any progress like this.”

His cold eyes are fixed on me, his lips drawn into a thin line, and he regards me like an insect caught in his trap that’s about to be sentenced to death.

“But we’ll find out soon enough,” he continues.

I extricate myself from Ayden. My pulse is racing, and I haven’t felt this angry in a while. Where does this guy get off being so arrogant and condescending?! But I know that I have to tread carefully and can’t afford to provoke him.

Ayden stands up too and acts as if nothing happened. “What are you insinuating?” he asks. “What will you find out soon enough?”

I’m pretty sure the guy was waiting to be asked that question. He relishes the moment and seems to be trying to draw it out and savor it as long as possible. And that’s how I know what he’s about to say.

“Uh, time’s up. The test is about to start.”

I stare at him and can’t believe my ears.

“I convinced the other Council members to let me come and collect you.”

At first, I’m speechless. I assumed all this time that they would announce a date. The idea that this unspeakable test is about to begin from one moment to the next… But I’m sure it’s deliberate. It’s part of the test. The Council wants to put me under as much stress as possible, starting now. When I realize this, I square my shoulders and look Alfredo straight in the eye. I hide the nervousness and the escalating fear as deep inside me as I can.

“You can’t be serious!” Ayden snaps at Alfredo.

I turn to him and say in a calm voice, “It’s okay. I’m ready, and I have to do it sometime. Why not now?”

“Hmm, we’ll see if the timing works in your favor or not.”

I don’t let Alfredo’s comments get to me. I go to him with my head held high. “Then what are we waiting for?” I don’t dare glance back at Ayden, afraid that my mask might slip off – I can’t afford to let that happen. I have to be strong.
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Alfredo leads the way, and I try to calm my pounding heart. My thoughts are racing, but I focus on what’s important. I remind myself of everything I’ve achieved in the last few weeks by training hard and call to mind Ayden’s instructions and the hints I gleaned from the photographed pages of Mr. Brian’s books.

I’m not completely in the dark. I know a few details at least. So they can’t surprise me. That’s how I try to reassure myself. But I can’t shake the feeling that I’m being escorted to my own execution.

To my surprise, we don’t go to one of the sports halls as I assumed we would. When we arrive at the glass walkway that connects the hunter headquarters to the school, it becomes clear to me that they want to deprive me of every last feeling of security. I have to submit to the test in an environment that’s as unfamiliar as possible. The Council seems to have thought of everything.

We reach a corridor with only a few doors leading off it. I don’t know where I am. I’ve never been in this part of the complex, so I have no idea what kind of space I’m being taken to. But that’s how it’s supposed to be.

Alfredo opens one of the doors and indicates with a nod for me to enter. I take one last deep breath, stand tall, and comply.

I’m in complete darkness – that’s the first thing I notice. At first, it’s so oppressive, so heavy and all-consuming, that I almost freeze on the spot. But I force my legs not to slow down, maintaining a steady pace while every part of me screams at me to run.

I sense that I’m not alone in the room. There are people all around me, but I can’t see them. I turn toward the door. Alfredo is draping a dark cloak around himself. He pulls the hood over his face and disappears into the darkness after closing the door behind him to block out any natural light.

But there is one small light source. There’s a ring of torches in the room about fifteen feet across. I slowly walk toward it, past the torches, and position myself in the center. I’m pretty sure that’s where I’ll be tested. I still can’t see anyone. But there must be Council members present, I know that much. I can sense them. The fact that the torches don’t illuminate them means the room must be big. Not that that information helps me much. But I try to take note of as many details as possible. To calm myself if nothing else.

I keep glancing around the ring in which I’m about to be tested. Nothing happens; no one attacks; I don’t even detect the slightest movement or sound. I’d be lying if I said that didn’t unsettle me. But I try to push aside my nervousness and remain calm.

Suddenly, a familiar voice rings out. It’s one of the Council members, but I’m not sure which one. In any case, he seems to be in charge here.

“Teresa Franklin, you’re here today to submit to the destiny test and demonstrate your abilities. A selection of Council members will be present for this test and observe you closely. At the end, it will be clear whether you have passed and the extent of your abilities. Please understand that you can’t hide anything here. You won’t be able to gloss over anything or lie to us. The truth will come to light.”

No sooner has he finished speaking than seven dark figures emerge in the ring. They too are wearing these strange cloaks with the hoods pulled low over their faces, making them look like assassins from a bygone era.

I scarcely have time to take a breath. The moment I become aware of them, they’re already dashing toward me. The first attacks hurtle at me, and I have to send odeon to Yoru so that he can intercept them. A column of ice twists up out of the floor, a hair’s breadth away from impaling me. I stagger back and then feel a rush of air behind me. I leap aside just in time to escape a squall that probably would have catapulted me halfway across the room.

The hunters surrounding me launch one attack after another, and at first, all I can do is dodge them. Thanks to Ayden’s training, I’ve learned to stay calm and wait for my moment. But will it ever come? I know that at some point I’ll run out of energy. I’m so continuously under fire that I barely have time to catch my breath.

And another thought occurs to me. Where are the hunters’ key spirits? They must be here because otherwise they wouldn’t be able to access their magic. To test out this idea, I walk toward the torches, and before I get to within a couple of feet, a torrent of water shoots at me. I throw myself onto my belly on the floor and feel a damp mist sweep overhead.

So the spirits are definitely here. The question is, what are they doing back there? Are they there to prevent me from trying to escape and run off into the darkness? That wouldn’t be smart. If I did that, the Council could fail me or force me to start over. So I assume this is just another factor to increase my feeling of insecurity. Invisible opponents attacking out of the gloom. And that does concern me. Because if I can’t see the spirits, it’s hard to anticipate their attacks.

In any case, I barely have time to think about this, because the next hex is already hurtling toward me. And the other hunters don’t give me any wiggle room either. They keep bunching up more and more so that at some point their attacks will seem like they’re coming from a single very powerful opponent. But maybe that’s my chance, I realize, because then the hexes won’t be coming at me from all sides. I try to get into a position where I have more room to move. But that’s not easy, and it takes me a while to get to the spot where I want to be. Then I wait for my moment. It comes sooner than expected. One of the hunters uses an ice hex. It flashes past me and leaves behind a glassy smooth surface on the floor. I spring onto it and slide across it and under the other hunters’ attacks. At the same time, I merge a little more with Yoru and send him a huge amount of odeon, and he knows to use it. He conjures a wave of fire that spreads across the entire circle and sweeps over our opponents like a devastating explosion.

I’m under no illusions that this attack is enough to eliminate the hunters, so I launch my own attack. As I run, I send more odeon to Yoru and summon a flaming orb in my hand. It quickly finds its target. Four of the hunters successfully protect themselves from the flames, but two of them react too late. They lie on the floor, dazed, and a third hunter scrambles to their feet. I command Yoru to attack again and send him what I hope is enough odeon for the other four. I deal with the last one myself. I charge, and they see me coming but can’t do anything. I lunge at them, and they fall back. The hood slips off, and I almost scream in fright. The face isn’t human. It’s sallow and covered in scars and welts; the eyes are dark holes that stare back at me like death. The sight is so disturbing, so surprising, that I hesitate for a second. Then I realize that it’s a person wearing a mask – the features are rigid, immobile, and behind the dark holes I can make out the glint of real eyes. I quickly throw down my fireball, but my second’s hesitation is enough for them to roll out of the way and my flames only graze their side. They suck in a hissing breath and glance helplessly into the darkness to their right – probably calling to their spirit for help. I have to be quick. I close my eyes, summon all my strength, and send it in a single burst to Yoru.

Flames prickle across my skin, spreading out over my whole body. I still shy away from fully merging with my fox – this will have to be enough. I fling my arms in the air and feel the irrepressible heat shoot out of me. It forms into a huge column of fire that combines with Yoru’s flames and bears down on our opponents. The force makes the floor shudder, and the walls shake. As soon as the energy has streamed out of me, I feel how much it’s cost me. I can scarcely hold myself up. I sway and fight against collapse.

But my effort has paid off. The attack surges over the hunters, even reaching into the darkness beyond and touching the key spirits. For a moment, nothing is visible but this monstrous sea of flame. It doesn’t last long and then the fire fades, and I can see the hunters again. Only one is still standing, but swaying noticeably. The others are all lying on the floor, apparently unconscious.

Quiet descends on the room, but I don’t take my eyes off the hunters. Is it really over? I can feel my legs weakening and my lungs desperately trying to send oxygen around my body. I feel battered and drained. But the hunters don’t seem in any condition to continue fighting either.

Then suddenly, I hear this weird singsong voice. I slowly turn toward it and widen my eyes in an attempt to see into the darkness. The voice still sounds familiar. It must be the judge. Maybe Mr. Fabrici.

I don’t understand the words. They sound foreign, very melodic, and at the same time there’s something oppressive and sinister about them that makes my skin crawl. I know something horrible is about to happen, and I also sense that there’s nothing I can do about it. As I continue to listen to the voice, a single thought goes through my head: “It’s too late.”
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Sure enough, a change sweeps across the room. My surroundings blur before my eyes; I feel dizzy and keep shaking my head in the hope that my vision will clear. But it doesn’t. Then a thought occurs to me: Is this effect actually coming from me?

The air in front of me seems to waver like the surface of a soap bubble; it becomes stifling and almost impossible to breathe, hissing and crackling. For a moment, I wonder if my ears are playing tricks on me when I think I hear more voices. They’re quiet at first, almost inaudible, but they become clearer and clearer. They seem to be answering the judge in the same strange language.

I try to step back to run away. But I can’t. It’s as if I’m frozen stiff. My body won’t obey me, and I stare at this wavering spot in front of me that seems to consist of nothing but shimmering air. It gradually solidifies, glows, and develops definite contours. And then I recognize what it is. A door! It’s suspended in the air, radiating a faint glow. I’m reminded of the doors in the Odyss. Is it from there? Maybe the strange chanting has summoned some kind of portal. There’s something behind it. Living beings I think because I’m hearing voices through the wood. They seem to be replying. Or maybe calling to someone.

I’m staring cluelessly at the door when I see the handle move. It barely opens the width of a hand before this incredible wave of pain floods through me. I can’t breathe, and I want to scream. The agony is indescribable. Everything inside me is raging, as if my organs are about to explode. I hear these creepy voices inside me, echoing and bouncing around in my veins, my bones, mingling with my blood and threatening to tear me apart.

I feel hot. The heat swarms across my skin. I glance down at myself and see that I’m already on fire, but what’s much worse is the sight of these weird creatures in front of me: hunched figures draped in long cloaks. They’re shorter than me, thin, and their earthy smell fills my nostrils. It’s as if they’ve just climbed out of a damp grave. I can’t make out their faces, but their skin is pale, and their withered hands extend from the filthy sleeves of their robes. Their fingers are long, bony, pallid, and their nails look sharp enough to slit a person open.

Their chanting changes, becomes more of a menacing hiss. Long sharp tongues dart out from under their hoods as they form the very sounds that feel as if they’re going to tear me apart.

My legs are trembling, and my pulse is racing at an alarming speed. And then there’s this thick, suffocating air. What’s happening to me?

That’s the crucial question – that’s what I need to focus on. I desperately try to redirect my thoughts, to remember what I read in Mr. Brian’s books. Wasn’t there some mention of this? Yes, I remember. There was reference to a ritual in something called the Elliot Study. Something about hallucinations. And the study suggested that these apparitions might be real. Is that true? Are these creatures in front of me real? It’s possible – after all, they came through a door in the Odyss, so they could have come from another world. Wasn’t there something in Mr. Brian’s annotations about alien creatures and eerie chants?

What am I supposed to do?! The creatures are moving toward me, chanting louder and louder. I finally manage a small movement and retreat a step back from them. My blood is boiling; my whole body is strained to breaking point, and all I want to do is scream in pain. But I won’t. I mustn’t.

And then the creature closest to me reaches out with its long scrawny arm. It points its finger at me and says a single word. I don’t get a chance to try and decipher it, because suddenly everything bursts out of me. It’s as if the creature has commanded the strange power that’s invaded my body to burst out of me, sweeping along with it everything it comes into contact with. All at once, everything is brought to the surface: memories, emotions like anguish, sorrow, grief, misery, as well as physical sensations. I feel everything all at once. It’s unbearable. I scream and scream the way I did when I almost transformed into one of the fallen. And as I slump to the floor and open my eyes, I see countless destiny threads. Even those of the Council members shimmer in the darkness.

There are too many. I can’t take it. Their light blinds me and burns my eyes, my head, on top of all the pain already bursting out of me. And at that moment, I hear the voice of temptation again – the tantalizing promise that I could quickly end this suffering. I just need to merge with Yoru. Why not? It’s such a small price to pay to stop all this suffering, this endless agony.

With jittery eyes, I look down at my hand and see the smoke that’s already swirling around it. I can’t take it anymore. I just can’t stand the agony anymore. It would be so easy. I only have to go a little bit farther. What do I have to lose? It’s basically worth any price to end this pain. What do I owe anyone? I think of Kate. My mom. Ayden… Noah. They’ve always tried to help me. I’d lose them forever. But would that be so terrible? They’ll get over it. For sure. Nobody will miss me. The Council has finally got what it wants. They’ve deliberately pushed me to the limits of my endurance, done unspeakable things to me.

And that’s when I’m overcome with this all-consuming rage that builds inside me like an inferno. I won’t let the Council win. This is just a test. A challenge the Council has set for me. And I refuse to prove them right. I gaze around the room with fierce determination. The rage inside me gives me a new lease of energy.

All the Council members’ destiny threads are still snaking through the air. Their sheer number causes me pain, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t focus on just one of them and block the others out in order ease the pressure. I also have to fight against the inner voice that’s trying to tempt me to turn into one of the fallen. No, the threads are not the most important thing right now. The real problem is these creatures in front of me. And maybe I have a solution because I suddenly remember the hand-written note in one of the books: Creatures feed on fear. It makes them stronger. Their spell is broken through touch.

I draw on the strength of my rage and try to ignore the threads all around me. The pain, the torment, I just need to push it all into the background for a moment. Everything depends on that. One final attempt. And with that in mind, I heave myself back onto my feet, straighten up, and vent my pain with a scream. At the same time, I charge at the creature closest to me, burying my fear deep inside me and locking it away – I only have eyes for this one adversary. My arm shoots forward.

The creature is so surprised that it has no time to dodge me. And I achieve the unimaginable: I touch its cloak. I feel the damp moldering fabric, the soft, decomposing flesh, the bones. I look directly into its steely blue eyes, which are incongruous with the rest of it, and I smile. I’ve done it. I didn’t fail!

Or that’s what I think until I’m gripped by a force that threatens to break every bone in my body. An explosion of incomprehensible proportions slams into me, sweeping me with it and robbing me of my senses.
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I’m not dead. If I were, I couldn’t possibly be feeling this much pain. And it’s not just physical – my very soul feels irreparable destroyed, as if a circular saw has ripped into me, shredding me into a thousand pieces. It hurts so much; it’s so indescribably painful. Sheer desperation floods through me, fear, hopelessness, and the sense that I’ll never escape these horrible feelings.

I can hardly move, and when I try, the pain spikes. I want to scream, but no sound comes out. And there’s that voice again, trying to tempt me. What’s the point? Why are you doing this to yourself? You know it’s hopeless. This pain will never end. It’ll destroy you, drive you insane, and then there’ll be nothing left of you. There’s only one way out. Just take it. You came so close once before.

Is that true? Will it really never end? How could I endure that? I’ve reached the end of my rope; I can’t take any more of this.

“Miss Franklin,” says a muffled voice.

“What did she do? Why did she touch the harbinger? She looked like a crazy person when she charged at it like that,” says a woman’s voice.

“She didn’t understand that the actual task was to exert control over the threads. Instead, she followed some manic impulse. I keep saying – she doesn’t think before she acts. And this just proves me right.”

I’m pretty sure that was Mr. Fabrici’s voice – so condescending that my blood starts to boil again.

“If she tried to attack the harbinger using magic, at least that would have been understandable. But all she did was lunge at it.”

That must be Matilda Cunningham. I’d recognize that snooty tone anywhere.

I’m stunned and so full of rage. It manifests as heat shooting through my veins. I feel like hurling my hatred at these people, my indignation, my disappointment, my pain. The Council members have nothing better to do than discuss my mistakes after this perverse test. Nobody’s paying me any attention; nobody cares whether I’m hurt. Eventually, I manage to move my head enough to see the blurry scene before me. Dark shapes illuminated by a light.

“Miss Franklin,” says a voice right beside me. It sounds kind and concerned. Finally! “How are you feeling?”

“Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Albert,” Mr. Montrell’s booming baritone chimes in. “You know the test subjects don’t suffer any permanent damage. I’m sure it’s unpleasant and she’s not feeling on top of the world. But they don’t get seriously injured.”

Where does his certainty come from? A couple of ancient reports by people who only observed the process? Did anyone bother to find out what the test subjects looked like on the inside? Of course not – how could they? They were probably just examined physically, asked a few questions, and then discharged. The testers simply got the answers that they wanted to hear. All totally harmless.

“You know this test isn’t painless,” Mr. Cunningham retorts.

Mr. Montrell snorts contemptuously. “Someone who can’t endure a little physical pain is not up to the challenge of possessing such a gift. That’s the bare minimum. Think about everything we’ve had to endure over the course of our lives.”

Oh, yeah, sure – I bet Mr. Montrell has fought heroically. He looks like a born hunter.

“She shouldn’t allow herself to lose control like that,” he grumbles on.

I flinch when someone touches my arm. The touch is unpleasant, reverberating through my body and jangling my nerves. I don’t know where I find the strength, but I tear free of it and hiss, “Stop it!”

“What did I tell you? She can’t be feeling that bad.”

I can’t take it anymore – the rage burning me up inside and this horrendous pain – it’s all too much. And there it is again, the voice: Just do it! Don’t resist. It’s pointless. You can’t fight this forever, and now is the perfect moment. Show them what you’re capable of, how strong you are. Have your revenge for everything they’ve done to you!

Trying to resist the urge, I squeeze my eyes shut and sit up abruptly. My vision finally focuses, and I can make out the individual Council members in their black robes. Their astonished faces are all staring at me.

“It can’t have been that bad,” mutters Mr. Montrell’s daughter.

“What… what would you know?!” I rasp. My voice becomes stronger with each word. “You have no idea how painful that was, or what this test means for me, or what affect it had on me.”

“Well, we can’t always take your psychological sensibilities into account. You’re a person with a gift, after all, and it’s important to find out whether you’re up to that challenge,” scoffs Margret Montrell. “And as some of us feared, you didn’t do too well.”

Her words come as a shock because that hadn’t even occurred to me. Is the Council of the opinion that I didn’t pass the test? I stare in amazement at their faces and try to discern the answer to that question.

“You look surprised,” says Mr. Fabrici. “You knew what we wanted to see in this test. You were supposed to demonstrate whether you have mastery of your gift – or at least a smidgen of control over it. But it was clear that you were completely at its mercy. When I called the harbingers, the threads appeared to you. But you made no attempt to control your gift. For example, you could have focused on one thread at the exclusion of the others so that they affected you less. Instead, you focused your attention on the harbingers, charged forward in a panic, and knocked one of them to the ground. What was the point of that?” He shakes his head in bewilderment.

I wonder how the test must have looked to the Council. They couldn’t see the threads, and probably not the wavering air either, when the harbingers appeared. So they have no idea what it was like for me.

“Are you trying to tell me,” I say, taking a deep breath and looking him straight in the eye, “that I didn’t pass the test?”

He creases his forehead. “I’m surprised that you’re surprised. Surely you realize the result of the behavior you just demonstrated.”

I take a deep breath and try to stay calm, to ignore the pain in my chest. Everything starts spinning as these words keep running through my head over and over: It was all for nothing. It’s over.

“Don’t see it as a punishment,” says Mr. Fabrici. “My family will take you under its wing and give you the support you need. You can count on us. You’ll be in good hands.”

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. All that effort, all the extra training over the last couple of weeks was in vain. I failed, and now I have to leave my home. I shake my head, appalled, and suddenly, it’s all too much for me. The excruciating pain surges through me again with such force that it almost takes my breath away. My hands clench into fists, and my heart hammers in my throat. The agony that’s making every fiber of my being scream – I can’t take it anymore!

Just do it! You know what to do. You’re the only one who can end this. Right now! Take that step. You have no other choice. Your destiny is written.

I notice a faint skein of smoke spreading across my hand. I quickly hold it behind my back so the Council can’t see it. I’m so close. So close to the edge. I clench my hand into a fist, feel my heart pounding and this unbelievable pain overwhelming me. I jump up abruptly, stagger a few paces, regain my balance, and run. Out of this room, away from the Council members, who stare after me with stunned expressions.

“What’s this now?!”

“Unbelievable! Such an utter lack of self-control!”

“We can’t let her get away with that.”

“Stop it,” I hear Mr. Cunningham say as I fling open the door and dash through it. “Just give her time.”

Time – what good will that do?! It’s over. I can’t take any more of this. I have to get out of here. I don’t care what happens after that. Maybe it really would be better to join the ranks of the fallen. Finally some peace, no more suffering, no more anguish. Oh, it’s so tempting.

Freedom, whispers the voice. You’d be free. Not a prisoner. Just do it already! You know it’s what you want.

And suddenly, I realize that’s true. Yes, the voice is right. I don’t want to fight anymore, don’t want to be these people’s pawn. I want to forge a new path, one that leads to my freedom. Nobody could bring me back from there. It’s so enticing, and I’m finally ready. It’s the only option left open to me. I finally see that.

With that realization, I run along the corridors. For a moment, I think I hear a voice behind me, but if it’s real, I ignore it. I can’t tolerate anyone. So I keep running and feel this numbness slowly spread through my body. My feelings fade into the background and dissolve into nothingness. And right now, I’m glad. The pain subsides, along with the shame, the rage – everything ebbs away. I spot a door that leads outside. I hurry toward it, push it open, and burst through it.

Cool air envelops me. Night has fallen, wrapping around me like a dark blanket. I lift my head and breathe in the fresh sea air. But even that doesn’t trigger any feelings in me. Should that scare me? I don’t know.

I slowly look down at my hands. They’re completely engulfed in black smoke; it’s already creeping up my arms and winding around my legs. There’s no going back now. And I’m ready. I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and let myself go.

Just at that moment, I think I hear a voice again. It sounds muffled, as if it’s coming from a long way off. But it stirs something in me. No, I can’t let it. I’ve made my decision.

“Tess,” it says, this time much clearer.

Drawn to the sound, I open my eyes and see Ayden. He’s standing only two steps away from me, slowly reaching his hand out to me. I’ve never seen such a horrified look on his face. He looks shaken and tense.

“Tess,” he says again. I can see that he’s conflicted – can he risk getting closer to me or will that just make everything worse? But his indecision only lasts the blink of an eye, then he’s with me, grasping my hand.

His warmth gives me a shock that momentarily takes my breath away. I almost jump back, but Ayden holds me tight.

“I can’t lose you again,” he says quietly, looking me straight in the eye. That deep captivating green that normally stirs up so many emotions in me can’t reach me anymore. It’s not the same as it used to be. I stare at him, and at first, I don’t understand why he’s so horrified. Everything’s going to be alright. What’s happening was always supposed to happen. And I’m about to tell him that when his words finally sink in. I frown, unsure how to make him understand what I’m trying to do. I open my lips, but no sound comes out.

Ayden notices this too, and it seems to increase his fear. He abandons all restraint and puts his hand on my cheek. It feels warm, familiar, and yet part of me cries out in pain, Make him stop! Get rid of him! Anger floods through me, and I just want to shove him away from me.

“Look at me,” he says, banishing my all-consuming rage as fast as it came. “Focus on me. I’m with you. You’re not alone, okay? I don’t want to lose you.”

He’s moved closer. Or maybe I’m imagining it. I can feel his breath on my skin. It causes a strange tingling feeling in me. So does that look in his eyes, which I can’t turn away from. What is this? Why does he have this power over me? Why is there still this part of me that can’t let go, keeping me chained to this world?

Ayden takes my hand and lays it against his cheek. I flinch when I feel the warmth of his skin, the firmness of his jawbone, and the tingling in my fingertips that his touch triggers in me. My heart beats faster.

“That’s good, Tess. Look at me. Stay with me.”

I gulp and have no choice but to do as he says. Part of me wants more of him, to keep hearing his voice and touching him the way I am now.

Ayden looks down at my other arm, which he’s holding, and I look at it too. The smoke has receded a little and seems to be slowly disappearing. That alarms me for a moment. Can I let that happen? Is that what I want? But then I feel Ayden’s hand again. He puts his thumb on my chin and forces me to look up at him.

“It was a huge mistake to break up with you. I was hurt, and I honestly thought that if you couldn’t trust me, then the relationship was pointless. But when I almost died, it made me realize I need to fight for you. If I had just been there for you, then at some point you would have come to trust me. I regret it every day, letting you down like that.”

“It… it wasn’t like that.” My voice sounds strangely hurried and strained. I take a deep breath so I can better express what I want to say. “I trust you. It was just too much in that moment. I would have calmed down and come back to talk to you. But I was so overwrought that I never got the chance.”

Ayden smiles sadly and rubs his thumb across my cheek. “When I was slowly losing consciousness after the fight with Alessandro, so many things could have gone through my mind. But the only thing I could think about was you. How much time we could have spent together if I hadn’t screwed up. But I was happy that at least I got see you one last time.”

His hand caresses my cheek, sweet and alluring, so seductive, and I close my eyes and savor the feeling. I want more. Is that so wrong?

When I open my eyes again, I see Ayden’s beautiful face in front of me. He’s so close, and that look in his eyes pierces my heart. His fingers trace my temple, push into my hair, and a shiver runs down my spine. I smell his wonderful scent and inhale deeply.

“The worst thing at that moment was the knowledge that I’d never see you again,” he continues softly. “It hurt so much that I actually imagined you telling me that you loved me.” The words are only a whisper, but I hear them clearly.

My eyes widen in astonishment because I didn’t think he’d heard that. My heart somersaults. What should I say?

“I’m sorry,” he says when he sees the shocked look on my face. “I know you’re with Noah now, and I don’t want to get in the way of that. I promised to leave you alone. You deserve to be happy, and I’m glad that you’re happy with him.”

He lowers his hand, and suddenly this enormous pain wells up in me again. It’s as if I’ve just lost something existential that I need in order to live. And then the words burst out of me in a panic.

“You didn’t imagine it,” I blurt.

Ayden looks astonished, but I don’t give him a chance to respond.

“I’m not with Noah anymore. We broke up after you were injured.” I falter as the next sentence forms in my head, but I can’t stop my mouth from saying it. “I’m not over you.”

A cascade of emotions flash across his face: shock, surprise, disbelief, but also hope, and then this unquenchable longing.

“Tess,” he breathes, slowly bending toward me. “I love you.”

My blood surges through my body in a single wave. Hearing those words means more to me than I can express. I slowly close my eyes. It’s like I’ve been waiting forever for this moment, when I can finally be with the person I belong with.

His lips touch mine, so incredibly soft and tender. But inside me blazes this gigantic fire, sweeping through my veins and igniting everything, and I give myself over to its immense heat. He buries his hands in my hair and pulls me in close. Our tongues melt into a passionate kiss, winding around each other, and I feel like I can’t get close enough to Ayden. I feel the heat radiating off his body, and I want to surround myself with it.

My hands automatically wander to his torso, caressing and exploring it as if I’m discovering him again for the first time. We both start breathing faster, and he softly nibbles my lip, eliciting a soft moan. I still can’t believe what’s happening between us, but I don’t want to question it.

Ayden’s hand caresses my hip and then pushes up under my top. I gasp and seek out his lips again. I grab handfuls of his soft hair and let him feel all of my desire. Oh, how I’ve missed him, his smell, his closeness, his touch. Everything is so much more intense than I remember it, and I never want this moment to end.

His fingertips trace my ribs, running over my skin as if he’s discovering me anew and wants to explore every inch of me. I hold my breath, melting under his kisses and caresses. I can’t get enough of him.

His lips softly brush my neck, and his tongue licks the delicate bare skin there, and a hot shudder spreads out from the center of my body. I run my hands over him like a starving person, feeling his firm silky skin, the contours of his muscles, and all I can think about is how delicious he feels, how perfect he is.

I don’t waste another thought on transforming. The voice has fallen silent, and my feelings all return to me in full force. And they speak an unequivocal language.

“If you keep doing that, I can’t contain myself much longer,” Ayden murmurs in a deep voice right by my ear.

I don’t want him to contain himself. Every part of me longs for him, his body, his caresses. I don’t care where we are or what’s happening around us. That’s all become so irrelevant. I just want to be with him and never lose him again.

It’s a strange feeling, but all my doubt, all my hesitation has vanished. All that’s left is this powerful attraction between us that I’ve never really been able to resist. And I feel something new, a sense of security that I can’t describe in words. Since Ayden transformed into that fiery being in the gym, I’ve felt this sense of certainty. There’s something between us that leaves no room for doubt: We belong together.

“I love you so much,” I murmur. I see his eyes widen a little, and I can no longer hold back. I seal his lips with mine again, find his tongue, and sling my arms around his neck.

Ayden moves, steering me back a few steps without letting go of me. I feel a cool wall press against my back, but I pay no attention to that. I’m far too busy trying not to lose my self-control as Ayden’s fingers push up past my waist and reach my bra. I sigh when he pushes it aside and finally touches the skin. He caresses me, teases me, almost drives me out of my mind. I throw my head back, looking up into the night sky and wishing that this moment would last forever. When his right hand wanders along the inside of my thigh, I reach for the button on his pants.

But Ayden seems to be in less of a hurry. He takes his time, tormenting me, touching me through my clothing. Finally, he opens the button of my jeans, but even that he does deliberately slowly. He pushes them down a little, cups my ass, and slowly works his way forward. He runs his fingertips gently along the inside of my thigh. I gasp, and I only want one thing.

I hook my leg around his hip, and I’m so glad when he finally frees himself from those annoying layers of fabric. We make love as the moon and stars dance above us.
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Inestle against his chest, breathe in his scent, and run my hand over his firm belly. Ayden is lying with me in his bed, and he looks breathtaking. His tousled hair – the disarray of which I’m responsible for – his toned muscles, his smooth skin…

“You’re staring at me,” he says with a grin as he turns his face toward me. He wraps his arms around me and pulls me in close.

“You just look so dangerously good, and I have to say, it’s pretty unfair the effect you have on me. I hardly recognize myself.”

He caresses my neck, and the smile on his face is oh so seductive. “Hmm… I’d be lying if said I regret that.” He kisses me in that way that instantly ignites a fire in me.

I nestle against his chest again. I still can’t quite believe everything that happened last night. I’m back with Ayden; we’re closer than ever before, and we’ve professed our love for each other and can start over. And although I’ve gained so much, I’ve also lost a lot. I failed the destiny test, and soon I’ll be in the custody of the Fabricis. The thought makes me shiver. Ayden seems to notice, and he pulls up the covers around me.

“You okay?” he asks softly.

I don’t know what to say. I couldn’t feel more conflicted. On one hand, I’m over the moon, and at the same time, I’m scared of what awaits me. And then there’s the guilt when I think of Noah.

“Tess,” Ayden says, cupping my face tenderly in his hands so that I’m forced to look at him. “Whatever it is, I’m here for you. I know the test is weighing on your mind. But we’ll get through this.”

He looks at me, and the warmth in his eyes envelops me and makes me feel a little better. And yet…

“I failed, and now I have to move away from here. I’m in the Fabricis’ hands now. I doubt they’ll make it easy for me.”

When I think of Alfredo… He holds me responsible for his brother’s death, and he’s going to make me feel his wrath.

“You’re strong,” Ayden continues. “You proved that in the test and afterward. You didn’t transform.”

I don’t want to scare him, so I refrain from telling him that that was mostly thanks to his intervention. I can hardly believe how close I came this time.

“And you won’t let the Fabricis grind you down. Plus, you’ll still spend a lot of time in school, and I’ll always be here for you.”

He kisses my temple, and his words actually soothe me a little. He’s right. But I have to go live with the Fabricis. And I ache at the thought of it – now more than ever because I could be spending my time with Ayden after classes.

My mind wanders back to the test. What could I have done differently? What was my mistake? I get goosebumps, and Ayden wraps his arms tighter around me and kisses my temple again.

“Do you want to tell me what happened?”

I hesitate. I’d prefer to put it all behind me and not think about it anymore. But I can’t just shake off the experience. It’s bothering me, and so in the end, I tell him everything. And I realize how good it feels to talk to him about it.

“I just don’t know what went wrong. What could I have done differently?” I sigh deeply and think of the moment when I lunged at the harbinger. I was so sure that the tip from the book would help me. “When I touched the harbinger…” I shake my head and try to somehow describe the experience. “I was gripped by this powerful force. It knocked me off my feet and it was like the creature’s essence was pouring into me and trying to rip me apart. I can’t think of a better way to describe it.”

“Those books contained a lot of information from different sources. I guess there was no way of telling which parts were accurate and which weren’t. None of the writers had ever been put through that test. It’s all just observations, conclusions, and assumptions. Don’t blame yourself. You didn’t fail. The fact that you defeated seven hunters is really impressive.”

“But unfortunately, it made no difference. That wasn’t enough to convince the Council.”

Ayden thinks for a moment. “Maybe it’s more that some of the Council members never wanted you to pass.”

My eyes widen, and I look at him in surprise. “You mean, I had no chance at all?!”

“I mean, there are probably a few Council members who considered your performance acceptable. At least enough to let you keep living here.”

“But the Fabricis don’t want that,” I summarize.

Ayden lays his hands on my cheeks and gazes at me fondly. “They won’t hurt you. You’re important to the Council. What’s more likely is that they’ll try to get you on-side with their family. That won’t work if they treat you badly. And they know it.”

I sigh heavily. “I wish I had some control over my gift. If I could have demonstrated that in the test, then it wouldn’t matter what the Fabricis say.”

“And you’ll learn to do that, I’m sure of it.”

I look into his radiant green eyes again. My heart flutters, and I lose myself in that deep green. Right now, it’s all I want. I just want to be with him, to feel unburdened and free. Who knows how many more of these moments we’ll have? I put my hand on the back of his neck and pull him toward me, sealing his lips with an ardent kiss.

I take a deep breath. Ayden squeezes my hand and plants a kiss on the top of my head. “Everything’s going to be alright,” he promises.

I received a message from Mr. Collins before school starts, asking me to go see him. Ayden has walked me to his office, and the rest I have to do alone. I have a pretty good idea what’s coming.

“I’ll wait here for you,” he promises, squeezing my hand again. I pull away and knock on the door.

The secretary calls me in. Sitting behind her desk, she glances briefly at me before gesturing for me to go into Mr. Collins’ office. “He’s expecting you.”

I nod, knock on his door, and enter the principal’s office. He’s sitting behind his desk too, going over some paperwork. When he notices me, he puts down his pen, folds his hands, and looks at me.

“Miss Franklin, I’m glad you could make it. How are you feeling?”

I study his face, and I don’t get around to replying before he continues.

“Have you had a chance to recover from the test? You seemed very overwrought at the end.”

“I was in a lot of pain,” I retort. I want him to know what he and the Council did to me. “I was feeling pretty bad physically, and I was worried that it might take me a while to recover from the stress of it.”

He regards me with a look of boredom. “Well, I see it all turned out fine. It’s amazing what a good night’s sleep can do.” He looks at me through narrowed eyes.

I frown and wonder whether he already knows about me and Ayden. I quickly dismiss that thought. Even if he does, what does it matter? This is about something else entirely.

“To be honest, I was a little shocked at the effect the test had on me. You’re the principal of this school. How can you let one of your students be subjected to something like that?”

Mr. Collins inhales irritably but tries to summon the necessary patience. “Miss Franklin, you are a student of this institution, and I have a duty of care. But that’s precisely why you can be sure that you were never in any serious danger. And that’s evident from your present condition. You’re standing in front of me, healthy and spirited, and you even have the energy to reproach me. I can understand that you’re unhappy about the test, or rather about how it turned out. But the outcome was in your hands.”

I purse my lips and clench my fists. No matter what I say, Mr. Collins won’t be shifted from his standpoint. The Council did nothing wrong in his eyes. I didn’t come to any serious harm, and as far as he’s concerned, that’s the end of the story.

“Why did you want to speak to me?” I ask, to end the conversation as quickly as possible.

“Well, Miss Franklin, I’m sure you remember the agreement that was reached in the event that you didn’t pass the test – which is unfortunately the case.”

“What exactly could I have done, in your opinion, to pass with flying colors?” I ask.

Mr. Collins sighs irritably and says, “We’re not trying to punish you, believe me. We would have been delighted if you’d met the requirements. And yes, at first you showed promise and demonstrated that you were capable of defending yourself. But then… well, apparently the destiny threads appeared, and it became clear that you were completely at the mercy of your gift. You were in pain and unable to do anything to control it. Even that, we could possibly have overlooked. But in the end, your rash… what can I call it? – assault on the harbinger showed that you have no impulse control. You act on instinct; you don’t shy away from danger or consider the risks, and you then resort to physical violence. Everyone would have understood if you’d used a hex against the harbinger. But what were you thinking, simply throwing yourself at it?! No, it just shows that you’re still unable to correctly assess the dangers of our world. You urgently need the guidance of someone who can teach you what’s required in order to survive, starting with the basics. And the school alone can’t provide that.”

I swallow hard and wonder whether to tell him about the book and the photographed pages. I wasn’t acting on impulse. I was drawing on the information in the book. But would that actually change Mr. Collins’ opinion? I doubt it. Especially since I sneaked the books out of a teacher’s bag and photographed them secretly, and embroiled Ayden in my deception too. No, Mr. Collins would see that as more evidence that I’m a rule breaker. So I just stand here, unable to do anything to prevent what’s about to happen. It’s already been decided.

“The Fabricis will take you under their wing and look after you. From now on, you’ll live with them, be trained by them, and otherwise attend school as usual. I expect you’ll soon realize how fortunate you are. I advise you to make the most of this opportunity from the beginning.”

I stare at the principal, speechless. There’s nothing I can do. Anything I say will be futile. So I just mutter one last question, “When do I move?”

“This evening. The family will send people to transport your belongings. We’ll inform your mother that you need extra assistance in order to meet the school’s expectations, that you’ll be billeted with a family of teachers who’ll take care of you and provide you with the support that you need outside of your normal classes.”

I guess everything has been said. I nod, turn around, and leave his office with a pounding heart. As simple as that, that’s how fast it can happen. From one second to the next, my whole life is turned upside down. And I have no choice but to accept it. Protesting would only reinforce the Council’s opinion of me and achieve nothing. Because I’m sure about one thing: I want to remain a part of this world.

Ayden is leaning against the opposite wall with his arms folded, and now he comes toward me. I guess my expression says it all.

“I’ll talk to him later,” he says.

I shake my head. “It’s not up to him. You know this is the Council’s decision. There’s no point.”

He steps up to me, embraces me, and kisses my hair. “Well, I’m on your side,” he says in an attempt to comfort me. His embrace alone helps relieve some of the pressure in my chest. We walk together to the classrooms. He holds my hand the entire time. A few students look at us in surprise, and some of them even look dumbstruck. But I don’t care. I lean against him, thankful to have him by my side. We part ways outside his classroom. He bends down and kisses me, triggering a pleasant tingle in my belly. I want more, and I wish I could skip class. But now I have math, and Ayden has a different subject.

“I’ll see you after,” he says, kissing me again before going inside. I watch him go and ignore the looks of those around me.

I make my way to my classroom, and I’m so lost in thought that I don’t notice Mr. Brian until he’s only a few feet away, calling out my name.

“Miss Franklin, good to see you. How are you today? I heard the test didn’t go so well.”

I swear I can see a smug smile playing at the corners of his mouth. But maybe I’m imagining it.

“I did my best, but in the end, I guess that wasn’t enough,” I reply as neutrally as possible. I can’t afford to provoke him.

“Hmm, that’s one way of looking at it. From what I hear, you didn’t exactly shower yourself in glory.”

I look at him incredulously. I don’t understand why he feels the need to rip into me right now.

“And you prepared so diligently for the test,” he continues. This time I’m sure that’s a smile on his face.

“Of course I did. Who would go into a situation like that unprepared? I don’t understand what you’re trying to say.” I stare at him expectantly.

“Oh, I’m sure you know exactly what I mean. Other students would probably have simply trained hard and turned to their teachers for guidance. But instead you leaned on your ex-boyfriend – probably just to have an excuse to meet with him.”

My eyes widen; my jaw drops, and I’m about to say something, but he holds up his hands defensively.

“You don’t need to explain yourself. I know you pretty well by now. You’re a lot like your great aunt in so many ways. I’ve warned you repeatedly to get your curiosity under control before it gets the better of you. And I guess I was right.” He lowers his voice here, and there’s a hint of malice and triumph in it.

I stare at him in disbelief, and then it dawns on me. “You set me up. You only told Mr. Collins about the books because you knew I was listening. You knew I’d want to read them…”

“Oh, Miss Franklin, what an alarmingly vivid imagination you have. Why would I do a thing like that? You’re accusing me of deliberately feeding you false information so that you’d fail the test?”

For a moment, I can’t utter a sound. That’s exactly what Mr. Brian did. He knew I’d try everything and that his false tip would seem like a lifeline. But he made sure that I did exactly the wrong thing.

“I don’t understand,” I mutter. “Why…. why do you want to get rid of me so bad?”

“Miss Franklin,” he says in that tone I can’t stand. It sounds like he’s talking to a crazy person who needs everything to be explained very slowly. “I don’t know what’s going through that head of yours, but you’re obviously seeing conspiracies everywhere where there are none. Just like your great aunt. I urgently advise you to seek help and not go down that road.” The bell rings for the start of class, and he nods curtly at me. “You should go in. I don’t want to make you late for class.”

With that he leaves, and I stare after him in disbelief. All this time I though Mr. Brian and I had an unspoken truce. We dislike each other, and we don’t trust each other, but I figured we’d both decided to live and let live. And all this time he’s been plotting against me and finally had a chance to take action. How blind could I be! I’ll never underestimate that man again.
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I’m drying my hair after showering, and Kate’s already getting dressed. Training today was exhausting, and yet I would have given anything for it to last a while longer. But I can’t pause time. Soon the Fabricis’ people will be here to help me with the move. My hands are tied, so I simply try not to think about it. Anyway, I have plenty of other things on my mind right now.

“I don’t get it,” says Kate as she pulls her sweater over her head. “Mr. Brian orchestrated this so that you’d have to move out of the residence? Does he really hate you that much?”

“I shouldn’t have underestimated him,” I reply. “That was a big mistake. I figured since we both had dirt on each other, I didn’t need to worry about him. But I guess he resented being in that position and did everything he could to get rid of me. Or maybe it was some kind of revenge or a warning to me not to mess with him in future. I’ll never underestimate him again.”

“I don’t know what I’ll do without you. It’s going to be really hard not having you here anymore.”

Kate looks dejected. And it won’t be easy for me either. I’d do anything not to have to leave.

“I’ll be here during school hours. Basically I’ll only be spending evenings and nights at the Fabrici house.” I’m not sure if it’s Kate or myself that I’m trying to reassure here.

“I guess the fact that you’re back with Ayden makes it even harder,” she continues, finally managing a smile. “I’m so happy that you guys are giving things another chance. I really believe you belong together.”

“I’m happy too,” I reply. “But it also complicates things.” I’m thinking of Noah, and Kate knows this.

“When will you see him again?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. First, I have the move, and I have no idea what to expect once I’m living with the Fabricis. But I hope I’ll still be able to see Noah. I need to talk to him as soon as I can.”

Not just about Ayden but about the library too. I’m hoping we’ll soon find the next clue to help us in our search.

Kate and I leave the locker room, and I flinch when I see a figure leaning against the opposite wall. What the hell is he doing here? I guess he didn’t want to pass up the opportunity to escort me to hell personally. That would be just like him.

Alfredo eyes me with a cool smile, arms folded across his chest. “There you are, finally. I thought you’d never show up.” He pushes himself off the wall and slowly walks toward me. “Okay, let’s do this.”

His tone is so chilling and overtly gleeful, and I feel the rage seething in the pit of my stomach. But I refuse to be intimidated.

“What, your family sent you as a minder?! Don’t you have staff for that?”

“Oh, we do, don’t worry. But I wanted to have the pleasure of escorting you personally.”

Trying not to let on how horrified I am by this, I start walking.

“Well, let’s not waste time then. Since you’re here, you can help me pack and carry things. Kate,” I say, turning to my friend, “are you coming too? I could use an extra pair of hands.”

She nods, and I march confidently down the corridor. But on the inside, I’m feeling something else entirely. My heart is hammering, and I still can’t believe I have to leave what’s come to feel like home. But whatever happens, I won’t show any weakness.

Kate and I head to my room with Alfredo strolling along behind us. He seems pretty smug about the whole situation. I hope I can at least ruin his mood a little.

On the way, my thoughts quickly wander to Ayden. He couldn’t come to training today because he had business with the hunters. He said he’d come by later before it was time for me to leave. But none of us realized it would be this early. So I hope I’ll still get to see him. Leaving without saying goodbye to him would be extremely hard for me.

When I get to my room, I unlock the door without hesitation, go inside, and open my closet. I start removing clothes and turn to Alfredo with a pile of t-shirts. “I hope you brought some boxes.”

“Everything’s taken care of.” Alfredo is standing by the door, leaning against the wall and looking at me with an expression of satisfaction. I feel like wiping that smirk off his face.

Right on cue, three men suddenly appear. They enter my room and place several boxes in front of me. I bite my lip, pull myself together, and start packing things in the boxes. At least the three guys have the decency to wait outside until the first box is full and they can take it away. Alfredo, on the other hand, knows no shame and stands there watching me the whole time, obviously enjoying the situation.

At some point, I can’t stand it any longer and turn to him. “Are you going to make yourself useful? I doubt you were sent here just so you can stand around idly in the corner!”

I throw him a book to pack into one of the boxes – secretly hoping that it’ll take him by surprise and fall on his foot or something. Unfortunately, he has astonishingly good reflexes, but he can’t hide his consternation.

“Come on,” I order him before he has a chance to say anything. “Then it’ll go faster.” Not that I really want it to, but the main thing is to stop him from staring at me.

And he actually starts helping, taking a few books off a shelf and placing them in a box. Kate’s helping too, although I can tell she’s deliberately taking her time. I wish I could delay my departure indefinitely, but at some point, the last item is packed and taken away by the three men.

“Time to say your goodbyes,” says Alfredo.

I glance at the door in the hope of seeing Ayden. But I guess he’s still busy with the hunters. I try to comfort myself with the fact that I’ll see him in school tomorrow, although I know it won’t be the same. I wish I could hear his soothing voice one last time before I leave. But I have no choice but to bury my emotions deep inside me and not let them show.

I hug Kate and squeeze her tight.

“I’m going to miss you so much,” she says quietly, blinking away a couple of tears.

“It won’t be forever,” I say, trying to cheer her up with a smile. “And I’ll see you tomorrow.” But I know what she means, and it’s not easy for me either.

“Take care of yourself and don’t let them bully you. You have to tell me everything tomorrow.”

“I will,” I reply, giving her one more squeeze before I go.

A luxury limousine is waiting for us in the parking lot. There’s no sign of my stuff. I assume it was taken away in a van with more space than this fancy car. Alfredo sits opposite me but doesn’t say a word during the entire ride, which is fine by me. I stare out of the window and anticipate our arrival.

It’s not long before I see the stately mansion ahead. The car stops directly in front of the entrance. Alfredo escorts me inside, where a member of staff is waiting to receive us.

“Please show Miss Franklin to her room and explain everything to her.” With that, he turns and leaves.

Hmm, I guess he’s had his fun, and now he’s giving me the cold shoulder. Fine by me. I can do without his company.

The other man leads me upstairs and through a series of corridors. I’ll probably keep getting lost for the first few days. Everything looks the same somehow – unreal, sterile, although I’m sure interior decorators took great care in selecting these ancient objects.

“Here you are,” the man says, opening a door and letting me enter.

The room is huge – bigger than my room in the school residence. There’s a large closet, a four-poster bed, a desk, a number of shelves, and a small lounge suite. Everything looks very elegant and well maintained. I feel like an intruder and wonder if I’ll ever feel at home here. But at least I’m not being banished to the broom cupboard, as I feared I might.

“Your things will be brought up momentarily, and then you can get set up. The most important documents are on the desk.” He nods and smiles stiffly, then leaves me alone.

I briefly consider flopping down on the bed and processing the shock of the move. But as my things are about to be brought up, I decide to go to the desk and see what’s in the large envelope lying on it. It has a wax seal. Who does that these days?

I break the seal and take out several sheets of paper. I wasn’t expecting a friendly welcome message, but a few words would have been nice before they lay all this on me.

In my hands is a list of rules that I have to follow. I’m supposed to sign at the bottom. It includes things like appearing punctually for all activities that have been arranged for me. I have to participate in these regularly and without exception. Absence is not permitted, and in the case of illness, one of the family doctors must confirm my incapacity.

Meal times are 6 a.m. and 6 p.m. I must be present for all meals and appear punctually. Visits from men are not permitted. Girl friends are only to be invited in exceptional cases and after consultation. Outsiders – that is, people not part of the key carrying world – may not enter the house.

I take a deep breath. Basically, this means I’ll be completely cut off from the outside world. Neither Ayden nor Mom, or even Alex or Chrissy are allowed to visit me here. But it gets worse when I read my daily schedule. It’s rigidly planned out as if I’ve just joined the military:

4 a.m. Get up

4:30 a.m. Training

6 a.m. Breakfast

7:30 a.m. – 3 p.m. School

3:45 p.m. Return to Fabrici house

4 p.m. Training

6 p.m. Dinner

7 p.m. Training

10 p.m. Bedtime

Nighttime training sessions as needed.

Weekends:

School will be replaced by training sessions.

I read through the schedule twice and keep stopping on the nighttime training sessions. They seem to want to deprive me of sleep. I frantically rack my brains for ways I might be able to escape this schedule and preserve my freedom. But I have no time to think about that because there’s a knock at my door, and the three men from earlier enter with my boxes of belongings. I spend the next while unpacking.

It feels weird to be putting away my things in these cupboards and shelves. I didn’t want to move here, but I had no choice. I smirk – this feeling’s not unfamiliar to me. Last time, I was reluctant to move into the school residence, but Ayden and the principal left me no choice. Back then, I never dreamed that I would come to feel so at home there.

I glance around the room and then at Yoru, who’s sitting beside me looking a little helpless. He doesn’t seem to like it either. I bend down and say with a sigh, “We’ll make the best of this situation and not let them grind us down. No matter how difficult they try to make our lives with their nighttime training sessions and rules.”

Another knock at the door. This time it’s a young woman. Her expression looks pinched, and I’m startled when I hear her high-pitched, cutting voice.

“I’m supposed to remind you that there are certain rules in this house that you’re expected to observe. One of them is appearing punctually at meal times. You’re now ten minutes late. I was sent to take you down.”

I raise my eyebrows in surprise and don’t know what astonishes me more – the servant’s rude tone or the fact that nobody told me that I’m expected to join them for meals starting today. I bite back my comment and follow the woman as she strides along the corridors.

On the way, my phone beeps with a message. It’s probably Ayden. But I guess it’s a bad idea to read it now and incur more anger.
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The woman knocks on a set of large double doors, then opens them and invites me to enter. The scene before me reminds me of period films featuring aristocratic families. This room could easily have belonged to a former royal family.

The walls are adorned with silk tapestries; the ceiling is decoratively molded; a large chandelier with sparkling crystals hangs above an expansive table that could seat twenty people. A number of bronze statuettes and opulent vases stand on little tables and dressers.

The three people sitting at the table look desolate in the huge room, and I wonder how they can bear to eat their meals like this. A chilling feeling of loneliness overcomes me. And that increases when I feel Ms. Fabrici’s piercing gaze on me.

“You’re late, Miss Franklin. Didn’t you read the daily schedule?”

“Yes,” I admit. “I just didn’t realize that it started today. I figured I’d have time to settle in first.”

She raises her thin eyebrows in surprise, and her lips become more pinched. “Well, it’s a good thing you’re here. The first thing you need to learn is discipline. You clearly have a major deficiency in that area.”

I bite back the comment on the tip of my tongue. Ms. Fabrici indicates with a nod for me to sit beside Alfredo. Yoru makes himself comfortable at my feet under the table, which seems to be another thorn in the side of the lady of the house.

“It appears your key spirit has a few things to learn too. A spirit should know its place, and that’s certainly not under the dining table.”

“In school that’s normal. Our spirits are always with us, even at meal times,” I object. I don’t see why I should have to send Yoru to join the other spirits lying in a corner on the other side of the room. A caiman is curled up on the floor, staring at me and Yoru. Beside it is an Arctic fox with such gleaming white fur that I’m sure somebody has spent hours brushing it. A large sleek cat is also lounging on the floor, looking much more relaxed than the other two key spirits.

“Well, things are done differently in our circles, and I expect you to conform.”

Resentfully, I bend down to Yoru, ruffle his fur, and ask him to go join the others. “It won’t be for long,” I promise him, giving him a look of encouragement.

With a drooping tail, he slinks to the corner and sits down at a respectable distance from the others, who don’t even acknowledge him with a glance.

A couple of staff members enter the room with plates of soup, which they put down in front of us. We begin to eat in silence. The only sound is the clinking of spoons.

“Do you like your room?” Mr. Fabrici asks me eventually. He doesn’t sound as hostile as his wife.

“Yes, thank you. It’s really nice,” I say.

“Well, you won’t spend a lot of time in it,” he says. “But we want you to feel comfortable here. We realize that your new schedule will seem onerous at first. But I’m sure you’ll adjust to it in time and see the positive effects.” He smiles at me as if he’s just given me a lovely compliment.

“We’ve hired instructors for you,” Ms. Fabrici elaborates. “But we want the majority of your training to be kept within the family. That simply makes the most sense. So Alfredo will be available to you with advice and support, to ensure that you make rapid progress. He’s even excused himself from college for a couple of weeks. As someone with a gift, he’s keen to support you. So he considers the disruption worthwhile.”

I glance sideways at him, and his mischievous smile is unmistakable. He’s obviously enjoying having me under his thumb and that I’ll have to do as he says.

“It’ll be great. I’m sure we have loads to talk about. We’ll have a chance to know each other better and maybe even discover some of each other’s dark secrets.”

A shiver runs down my spine. He wants to squeeze information out of me. And I have a pretty good idea where this is headed. He intends to find out the truth about Alessandro’s death. That’s the only reason he was prepared to take time out from college.

“I guess everyone has secrets,” I reply without hesitating. “You know that as well as I do.”

His face twitches, but he quickly regains his composure. “There are sometimes questions that prey on a person, that have to be answered in order to find peace of mind.”

“It’s unfortunate if you have to rely on others for your own peace of mind, don’t you think? That puts a person in a very awkward situation,” I retort, looking Alfredo straight in the eye.

His lips narrow, and he seems to be struggling to suppress his anger.

“Well, I see you have a quick tongue,” says his mother. “Here, you’ll learn when it’s best to keep quiet.”

I figure I already have a pretty keen sense of that, which is why I say nothing further and finish my meal in silence. Finally, I stand up, excuse myself politely, and make my way back to my room.

But it’s not long before I hear quick footsteps catching up to me. “You should get changed immediately. We have a training session now. It’ll give you an idea of what to expect in future, and I can gauge your current level.”

I’m really not in the mood to train right now, but I’m so angry that it would give me satisfaction to let loose on Alfredo.

Back in my room, I change quickly and read Ayden’s message.

“Sorry we didn’t get to see each other. I didn’t think they’d come for you so early. I wish I had a chance to say goodbye. I hope you’re doing okay there. Let me know as soon as you can. I love you. Ayden.”

The last few words make my heart beat faster, and I stare at the message for a few seconds. A smile spreads across my face, and I feel fortified by it. I decide to reply after training and head out.

Alfredo is waiting outside my room and leads me to the basement level. An uneasy feeling overcomes me when we take a familiar route. And when I see the statue resembling a Chinese terracotta warrior, I feel simultaneously hot and cold. I try not to glance toward the stairs, at that door that leads down to the cellar Alessandro used to imprison all those key spirits. Where he died. I realize it’s no coincidence that Alfredo’s leading me past it. He wants to observe my reaction and rattle my nerves.

I only glance briefly at the door, then deliberately turn to look at Alfredo, banishing all the emotion from my face. He frowns irritably, which I interpret as a sign that his stunt didn’t get the desired reaction. We continue on our way, going down another level and then following a long dark corridor. The air is cool, and I assume that behind all these doors are cellars and storage rooms.

Alfredo stops in front of one of them. He opens the door, enters the room, and flips a switch. Bright ceiling lights flicker on, casting a cold light over the room. There’s not much to see here. To the left is a wall of cupboards, but other than that, it’s just an empty training room with laminate flooring.

“This is where we’ll spend most of our time for the next while,” Alfredo explains, spreading his arms as if he’s welcoming me into a palace.

I glance at Yoru and then at the shadow that’s just come through the door. I saw Alfredo’s spirit in the dining room, but it’s another thing to have this huge animal so close to me. The large caiman moves its massive body across the floor, flicking out its tongue as it plods over to its master. I hate to think how imposing it looks once it’s transformed. I prepare myself by sending odeon to Yoru, and Alfredo doesn’t waste any time either.

“We’ll start with a few rounds of sparring and see if I can tease out your gift.”

I’m not sure what he means, but I have no time to think about it. Alfredo sends odeon to his spirit, which takes on the appearance of a creature resembling a dragon. Its scales look like they’re made of gleaming iron. It now has spines along its back and head, which make it look even more dangerous.

I have to sidestep quickly when Alfredo immediately sets his spirit on me. The ground beneath me starts to quake, and it takes all my concentration to maintain my balance. Yoru hurls several fireballs at our opponents, but before they reach their targets, walls of dust shoot up from the floor, towering above us and intercepting our attacks.

I don’t let this put me off and continue to attack. The fireballs fly around aimlessly because I can’t see the caiman behind the walls of dust. He must be there somewhere, and I hope to lure him out of his hiding place with my hexes.

“You’re making so many mistakes,” I hear Alfredo say in a patronizing voice. “Which is why I can’t understand how Alessandro wound up dead. I know you were involved. There’s no doubt in my mind. Your story only makes superficial sense to someone who didn’t know my brother. He would never have started a fight with a pair of Noctu, let alone in our house.”

I try to ignore his accusations and concentrate instead on the sparring, but it’s hard. The air around me is becoming increasingly oppressive and stuffy. I can’t breathe properly.

“I’ll find out the truth. I owe it to Alessandro and my family. He certainly had his flaws, and maybe he did things that others would consider objectionable. But what do they know? When you have great ambition, as my family does, then you have to pay the price and sometimes employ unorthodox methods.”

“Your brother tortured key spirits,” I spit at him. “He locked them up, neglected them, and then removed their body parts while they were still alive. Just to transfer their powers to his own spirit. I would say that price is too high.”

“You have no idea. You’re an outsider. Sure, you somehow got your hands on a key and a spirit, but you don’t belong in our world.”

“Well, maybe it takes someone like me to hold a mirror up to people like you and your family.”

He lets out a scornful laugh. “What a quaint idea. But you’ll soon learn your place, and I’ll find out how my brother really died.”

No sooner does he say these words than I feel the oxygen level in the air plummet. I can’t breathe. It comes as such a shock that I lose focus for a moment. Alfredo’s keys spirit dashes out from behind a mound of dust, and I see its tongue dart out of its mouth, followed by a jet of green. I don’t have time to dodge it, and a couple of drops land on my leg. Agonizing pain instantly eats into my flesh, making my blood boil. Within seconds, I feel as if my body is being consumed from the inside out, and I can’t feel my limbs anymore. Everything around me fades away, and I perceive nothing but this intense pain. But I notice that my point of view has changed, so I must be lying on the floor, although I don’t remember how I got there. It doesn’t matter because I’m dying. My innards are being devoured by an enormous predator. It’s tearing at my flesh, my sinews, and pulverizing my bones. I scream at the top of my lungs, but it’s not enough to express my pain. Why is he doing this to me?

I don’t notice Alfredo approaching. Suddenly he’s standing over me. I see his feet and then hear his sinister voice. “Do you see the threads?” He scrutinizes me, and I look up at him in agony. “Hmm, I guess not. You’d be looking at my chest if a thread was there. It clearly didn’t work. I should have worn you out more first before my spirit poisoned you. But it was a lesson anyway.”

His words echo in my head as I slowly sink into darkness.
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Ikeep seeing those eyes and that smirk – sinister and cold as ice. They’re so familiar to me. I’ve seen them somewhere before. Alessandro’s, I realize.

His stare pierces me deeper and deeper. I hear a voice, distant and faint. It’s whispering. Is that Alessandro too? His image flickers in front of me very briefly. I see the cellar, the mutilated key spirits. Their stench fills my nostrils. I keep walking, and then I see Alessandro’s pale face, his huge eyes, his corpse. It’s such a shocking sight that I scream and jump back.

I wake up with a start in my bed, drenched in sweat. An unfamiliar closet, a desk, shelves… At first, I don’t know where I am, but then the memories return. This is my new home. My room at the Fabricis’.

I run my hand through my sweat-soaked hair and look down at the floor beside my bed where Yoru is curled up. He lifts his head when he senses that I’m awake and looks at me attentively. Did we really fight Alfredo earlier? Was I attacked and poisoned by his caiman?

I hold my head in my hands and try to remember, but all I can recall are Alfredo’s words. Then darkness engulfed me. Did I dream all that?

That question is answered when I move and feel a sharp pain in my leg. I draw back the covers and see that I’m still wearing my training gear. But the right leg of my pants has been cut off, and a bandage is wrapped around my thigh.

So it wasn’t a dream. It did happen. I guess I was given an antidote, which they presumably have a good supply of in this house in case there’s an accident with the spirit – or for when Alfredo feels compelled to torture teenagers.

The memory makes me shudder. How long ago was that? What’s the time? I search for my phone and find it on the nightstand. Three in the morning. Exhausted and confused, I put my hand to my brow and try to comprehend what I’ve gotten myself into. I suspect Alfredo will continue with these training methods. The idea makes me shudder. I need to think of something fast to make sure this doesn’t happen again. I don’t want to go through that again. I remember a comment from Alfredo: that he wanted to make me see the destiny threads. His was trying to put me under immense strain. The poison was intended to push me over the edge into a state that activated my gift. What am I supposed to do if it happens again? How do I get my ability under control? I sigh. I need to find the answers to all of these questions as soon as possible.

I reread the message from Ayden, and although I’m pretty sure he’s sleeping right now, I decide to reply. I hesitate for a moment, not knowing what to say, and then opt for the truth.

“I really wanted to say goodbye to you too. I miss you. I’m doing okay; the room is nice, and I dined with the family. I’ve already completed my first training session. That didn’t go so well, and I’m racking my brains over how I can have any kind of chance against Alfredo and his spirit. But I’ll figure it out. Can’t wait to see you again in school. Love you.”

Sure enough, Alfredo comes for me at 4:30 for training, but thankfully, he doesn’t try to poison me again. Breakfast with the family passes in silence. I quickly devour my bagel with cream cheese, hoping to excuse myself with the pretense of needing to finish some homework. But it doesn’t wash.

“If you haven’t finished it by now, then it’s too late. You should learn to manage your time better,” says Ms. Fabrici.

It’s hard for me to let this pass without comment, but I have another request, so I refrain from contradicting her this time.

“I’d like to visit my mother after school. I haven’t seen her in a while, and she’s asking if I have time.”

Ms. Fabrici shoots me an icy look. “You’ve put it off this long, so you can wait a while longer. It’s important that you adjust to your new routine and settle in here. Maybe we can arrange that in a few weeks.”

I raise my eyebrows and stare at her incredulously.

“My dear,” Mr. Fabrici chimes in. “Maybe we shouldn’t be so strict. She can make up for lost training time later in the evening. If she’s prepared to accept that.”

He looks at me inquiringly, and I quickly nod. Of course I’m prepared to accept that, although the thought of training makes my stomach clench.

I’m so relieved when I can finally leave the house and make my way to school.

From some distance away, I see a figure leaning against the wall near the entrance, the sight of whom makes my heart leap. I automatically increase my pace and throw myself into Ayden’s arms. He hugs me tight, and his scent wafts over me. It’s like arriving in another world, and I surrender myself to this feeling. It gets even better when I feel his lips on mine. Soft and tender to start with, then increasingly urgent and yearning. I feel the same and bury my hands in his hair, pressing myself against him, longing to run my hands over his warm skin.

“Everything okay?” he asks. “Your message didn’t sound too good. What happened?”

I don’t want to dwell on those gloomy thoughts, but I know I have to talk to him about it. As we make our way to class, I tell him everything, and his expression darkens.

“You should talk to someone from the Council. Surely Mr. Cunningham would help you. I could try my father too. The guy can’t get away with poisoning you.”

I shake my head. “The Fabricis would never do anything to risk losing their rights to me. They must be pretty confident that the Council condones their methods. And I doubt there’s anything Mr. Cunningham can do. He couldn’t stop me from going to them in the first place.” I lean my head on Ayden’s shoulder. “I have to figure out a way of evading that key spirit.”

“Okay, if you’re sure,” he replies, but he sounds hesitant. “I’ll help you.”

The way he looks makes my skin prickle. I feel his breath on my face and stretch up to kiss him again. He cups the back of my head and pulls me closer. I sigh into his wonderful kiss.

When we pull apart, he gives me an enchanting smile. It doesn’t bother him that the other students are giving us skeptical looks. And I don’t care either. But when I hear a locker door slam, I flinch and look around to see Max and Lucia. They look shocked, and Max’s expression is furious. Her eyes and lips are narrowed. She flicks her hair over her shoulder and marches past us demonstratively. I hear her hiss quietly, “Things will never work out between you two. You can bet your life on it.”

“Fortunately, that’s not up to you,” I call after her, prompting her to turn around and shoot me an evil look, which she then directs at Ayden.

“Stay away from us,” he snaps. “If you ever attack Tess again or put her in any kind of danger, you’ll have me to deal with.”

I’ve never heard his voice sound so threatening. And his words hit home. Max stalks off, and Lucia shoots us an apologetic look before following her friend.

Ayden drapes his arm around my hips. His face brushes against my neck as he murmurs, “She’ll never succeed in driving us apart again.”

I tilt my face up to his and seal his lips with a kiss. Damn right she won’t.

He walks me to chemistry class, where Kate’s already waiting for me. When she sees me and Ayden, a smile steals across her face. But then she quickly cuts to the chase.

“How did it go at the Fabricis’? Are you getting by?”

As we take our seats, I quickly fill her in on what happened. Ayden makes the most of the time before the teacher arrives and stays with me, wrapping his arms around me from behind.

“It’s tough. But I see it as a small victory that I’m allowed to go visit my mom in the hospital this afternoon.” I turn to Ayden. “Do you have time? Want to come with me?”

It’s not about him getting to know my mom, it’s about making the most of my little bit of freedom to spend more time with him.

He smiles and kisses my forehead. “Sure, I want to make the most of what little time we have.”

The emotion in his voice awakens a deep desire in me that spreads through my body as a pleasurable tingle. I’m sure we can stall for a little more time after the visit. The Fabricis will have no way of knowing how long I was with Mom.

“I’ll be at training today. So we can leave right after.”

I give him another quick kiss, and then the bell rings, and our chemistry teacher enters. She seems a little frazzled as she hurries to the lectern and puts down her bag.

“I hope you’ve taken a good look at the assigned reading. I’ll be asking you a few questions about it today.”

I mentally roll my eyes. Chemistry’s not my best subject. Ms. Pilgram launches straight into it, asking which metabolic processes occur during odeon production and which formulas are used to calculate them. She calls on a few students to answer questions, and again I feel like I’m in some kind of military barracks. Ms. Pilgram’s tone is harsh. Now she turns to Kate.

“In my last class, you were the only one who could explain how the concentration of odeon changes in the cells of key carriers when we transmit odeon to our spirits. It very much depends on the speed at which this happens. Various chemical processes occur in the key carrier as well as the spirit. Today, I’d like to take a closer look at that because it’s a very important topic for all of you. Would you mind writing the formula up on the board again?” she asks Kate.

Kate hesitates before standing up. I know she’s uncomfortable standing in front of the class. But Kate’s an ace in chemistry, which is great for me because it means she can help me with the homework.

Kate takes a whiteboard marker, holds it up to the board, and then freezes. At first, I assume she’s just thinking and trying to recall the whole formula. At least that’s what her tense expression suggests. But when she continues to just stand there and do nothing, I wonder what’s wrong with her. Is she having another vision? No, that’s not what it looks like. She seems to be fully present and thinking hard. Her eyes keep wandering across the board. Finally, she turns to face the teacher.

“I’m sorry, I just can’t remember the formula right now.” She’s clearly reluctant to admit it. She’s ashamed, but there’s also something else in her eyes. It looks like fear. But why? Sure, it’s unlike Kate to suddenly forget something in chemistry, but it can happen to anyone. Why is she so afraid? It’s not as if Ms. Pilgrim will bite her head off.

The teacher looks at her closely, frowns, and then nods. “Hmm, that’s a shame. I really thought you’d memorized this stuff. But I guess you need to apply yourself along with the rest of the class. Alright, let’s get to it then.”

Kate returns to her seat looking contrite.

“Don’t worry about it,” I whisper to her. “It happens. Nobody can remember everything all the time.”

Kate just nods and tries to smile.

At the end of class, she seems to be doing better. But I broach the subject anyway.

“You feel okay now?”

She nods. “Yeah, I’m fine. It was just an awkward moment.”

“Hey, do you want to come with me to visit Mom in the hospital? We could grab a coffee and a muffin on the way.”

She immediately declines. “Thanks, but I need to show my face at home again. Mona’s looking forward to seeing me, and she’s probably baked something delicious. I could bring you some of her baking tomorrow.”

“Okay, some other time.”

She gives me a quick hug. “For sure. And thanks for inviting me along. Enjoy your time with Ayden. I wish I’d had more time with Ty.” A shadow flickers across her face, but she quickly pastes on a smile again. “But I’ll always have a part of him with me.”

We both look at Gray, and I’m glad that at least she has his key spirit by her side. I zip up my backpack, and Ayden shows up as I’m shouldering it. He hugs me from behind and pulls me in close.

“I’ll see you at lunch. I have to go meet up with the hunters for a bit and then go to class.”

I kiss him and can’t wait to see him again.
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Mom’s really happy to see me, although she’s a little concerned at first about the fact that I’m no longer living in the school residence.

“Are you coping okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine, you don’t need worry about me. I can keep up with the school work. It’s just so I can benefit from a little extra tuition.”

I can tell that this doesn’t completely allay her fears, but it reassures her a little.

“You’re strong, I know you are. If you set your mind to something, you’ll succeed.”

She glances at Ayden again and smiles. She was surprised at first because she didn’t know I was seeing someone. We chat for a while, but soon duty calls.

“I’m really glad you brought him so that I could take a good look at him,” she whispers to me with a wink. “He’s super cute. You have excellent taste. I guess you get that from me.”

I laugh and shake my head. Although secretly, I have to agree with her. Ayden’s hot, and I’m constantly reminded of that when I’m out with him and he turns the heads of half the young women we pass.

“Come visit me at home again soon,” Mom says. She hugs Ayden too. “It was really nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you too,” he replies with an enchanting smile.

She waves, and Ayden and I leave the ward. He takes my hand, and his fingers tenderly caress my skin. I’m dying to spend time with him. But I know that I can’t test the patience of the Fabricis. Still, I figure I can justify an hour or two before I have to go back. I just want to be alone with Ayden. If I still lived in the school residence, we wouldn’t have this problem. I’m aware that I probably won’t get another afternoon off any time soon, and that I’ll have to keep coming up with plausible excuses every time I want to escape my strict schedule.

Ayden seems to read my thoughts, or he notices a change in my voice. He stops and puts his hands on my cheeks, caressing them gently.

“What’s on your mind? You look sad. Is it about the Fabricis?”

I put my arms around his waist. He feels so good. The warmth of his skin, his scent – everything awakens this deep longing in me that I can’t satisfy right now. And who knows how long things will go on like this?

“If only they wouldn’t plan out every minute of my day. I have to account for everything I do. I’ve lost all my freedom.”

Ayden plants a kiss on the top of my head. “I promised you; we’ll find a way. Maybe I could suggest that you train with the hunters once a week.”

I raise my eyebrows and look at him doubtfully. “You really think they’d agree to that? Alfredo knows we’re close. He’d never allow it.”

Ayden bends down and kisses my temple, my cheek, my neck. “Trust me, they don’t have the final word on everything – I know a few influential people too. Leave it with me.”

I doubt he’ll succeed. But those thoughts quickly evaporate under Ayden’s delicious touch. At least for the next couple of hours, I want to be an ordinary teenager spending time with her boyfriend.

I sling put my arms around his neck and seek out his lips. He parts them slightly, and his tongue plays with mine so skillfully that I let out a quiet moan. Ayden moves his hands over my hips, and I wish the pesky layers of clothing would just vanish.

“So you guys are back together,” says a sobering voice behind me.

My eyes widen, and I feel as if someone’s just tipped a bucket of icy water over my head. I slowly turn around, but I already know who I’m about to clap eyes on. Noah’s standing in the hospital corridor a few yards away from us, staring at us. I can’t read his expression. I search for a hint of anger or disappointment, pain, or maybe even hatred. But I see none of that. His face looks strangely blank.

“Noah,” I mutter, not knowing what else to say. I feel compelled to justify myself. I know the sight of us together must hurt him. I’ve been feeling guilty about him the whole time because I still care about him. But with Ayden… it’s different.

Noah holds up his hand when he sees that I’m about to say something. “I knew you still had feelings for him, and the way he kept looking at you… It was pretty obvious.”

Ayden snorts irritably but holds his tongue.

“I’d be lying if I said it doesn’t bother me. But it doesn’t surprise me either. And at the end of the day, I have more important things to worry about,” he adds darkly.

“Noah,” I venture again, moving a few steps toward him. “I’m sorry you had to find out like this. You deserve better. I wanted to tell you in person. I guess that wouldn’t have made it any easier, but I owe you at least that much.”

“Tess,” he says quietly, avoiding my eye. “Like I said, it’s no surprise.” He looks up at me with an expression of pain, resignation, and something like farewell.

Ayden watches us but says nothing. He gives us the space to clear the air. I’m sure it’s not easy for him, which makes me all the more grateful.

“So what happens now? Are you going to cut contact with me and abandon the search for the library?”

I shake my head vehemently. “No, I’m not.”

Ayden stands with his arms folded across his chest and says, “Like I said, I’m not going to ask you to stop seeing him. Nobody has that right. But I’m not going to pretend to like it.”

“From the mouth of my alleged brother,” Noah snarls.

“Quit the crap!” Ayden sounds way more indignant now. “You don’t seriously believe that, do you?”

Noah pauses, then shrugs. “Honestly, I’m not so sure anymore. Maybe it would help if you did some digging yourself. I’ve hit a dead end. But the reactions that I’ve gotten so far to my questions make me… suspicious.”

Ayden snorts again. But I can tell that he’s not indifferent to the issue. He quickly tries to change the subject. “What’s this about a library?”

I exchange a glance with Noah. There’s no question that I have to fill Ayden in on everything.

“Let’s grab a coffee in the cafeteria. It’s a long story.”

There, I begin to tell him everything – about the goddess in Two Trees retirement home, about Frida and how I assumed she had killed the goddess, about Patty’s words, the flute, and the comb. Ayden’s eyebrows keep shooting up, and he paces up and down when he can no longer contain his anger.

“Unbelievable! You found another goddess and never told anyone? Do you know how important that is for us and the Council?!”

“Of course I do. But how was I supposed to explain how I wound up in that particular retirement home? Never mind the fact that a Noctu is stationed there. They’d never let you just go in and take Patty. It would lead to more fighting, maybe even a war.” I shake my head. “No, I don’t want to be the cause of that. I don’t have to tell the Council everything.”

Ayden regards me for a moment. He looks angry, then he sighs, comes to me, and hugs me. “You’re right. Sorry. It’s just hard for me to hear all this stuff that you weren’t telling me. But I get it. We weren’t together anymore and weren’t really talking. And at least you’re being honest with me now.” He kisses my neck, triggering that pleasant tingling sensation in me.

“I hate to interrupt,” Noah interrupts. “This is all great, but we need to figure out how to continue the search.”

“Did you find out anything new?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “I don’t think we were wrong. And the appearance of that piece of paper confirms it. There must be some other puzzle we need so solve.”

“Should I take a look at the comb?” Ayden asks. “Maybe I’ll notice something.”

I nod. “I always carry it with me. I’m afraid of losing it.” There’s no real reason to fear that, but a voice inside me keeps telling me not to let the comb out of my sight.

I take it out and show it to Ayden. He turns it over in his hands, examining it closely. I point out the stars and the hole for Jupiter.

“It requires a specific constellation to be aligned with Jupiter, which is only visible at certain…” I point to the larger hole and hesitate.

“Tess, what is it?” Noah asks when I trail off.

“I… I’m not sure. Wasn’t the hole more to the left before? And wasn’t it smaller? The stars seem to be arranged differently too.” It’s only a hunch, but my pulse quickens.

Noah takes the comb and inspects it. He looks it at for a while and then nods. “You might be right. But that means we need to search for a new constellation.” He runs his hand through his hair and seems to be thinking about where to look for the information. “I’ll take care of it. Do you mind loaning it to me again for a while?”

I nod. “Sure. Thanks for doing this.”

He gives me a mischievous wink. “I’ll be able to write a doctorate in astronomy soon; I’ve spent so much time poring over those books. But honestly, I’m itching to get to the bottom this mystery.” He pockets the comb and says goodbye. “I’ll let you know as soon as I find anything.”

Ayden and Noah exchange a glance. They waste no words on each other. But at least they didn’t try to kill one another. I call that progress.
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Two weeks pass in which I hear nothing from Noah, and my patience is wearing thin. I’m tempted to start scouring astronomy books too, but I don’t have the comb, so I can’t compare the configuration. Plus, the Fabricis don’t give me time to catch my breath. Every day is tightly scheduled, and they strictly ensure that I fulfill my duties. Alfredo doesn’t make my training sessions easy. Most nights, I fall into bed utterly exhausted with tears in my eyes. At those moments, I find it hard not to sink into despair because my torment has no end in sight. On top of everything else, Alfredo has poisoned me three more times. I try not to recall the pain, because it’s absolute agony. Every time it happens, I have crazy dreams afterward that make me wake up in a panic, drenched in sweat.

But I refuse to let this family break me. I won’t give them the satisfaction, and that thought keeps me going. Plus I have Ayden. He’s on my side, and the few hours that we get to spend together in school give me strength.

Today is a special day because Ayden was true to his word. He couldn’t arrange regular training for me with the hunters, but I’m allowed to train with one of them now and then. Holmes is a young woman in her late twenties who’s been briefed on the situation and is happy to help.

“Okay, run a few laps to warm up first,” she says.

Holmes has a slender build, and she’s much shorter than me. She wears her brown hair short, which suits her personality. She has a ferret by her side, which I’m sure must look really undisciplined in the eyes of some hunters. Right now, it’s lying on the floor of the sports hall, rolling around, playing with a dust bunny and squeaking – like a totally ordinary ferret. I soon discover that this creature has a whole other side.

It gets bigger, grows huge fangs, and claws resembling sharp blades. It’s lightning fast, a master of evasion, and very skilled at disconcerting its opponent. All in all, I can see why Holmes and her key spirit became hunters.

We spar a little, and I notice that her spirit is holding back to avoid overexerting me. But the training is demanding. Compared to training with Alfredo, it’s a relief not to be chased around the room like a hunted deer for a change and to actually learn something.

“That wasn’t bad at all,” says Holmes. “But next time try to stop the attack. Use a fireball. Evasion should always be the last resort. It gives your opponent too much leeway, and they can quickly gain the upper hand.

“Hey, how’s it going?” I hear a voice say. Ayden’s leaning in the doorway.

“She fights well,” says Holmes. “And she has a great connection with her spirit.”

“Yeah, I agree. She’s made a lot of progress recently,” Ayden says, slowly walking toward me.

“Please don’t tell me you think that’s down to my training with Alfredo,” I say with exaggerated dismay.

Ayden laughs and takes me in his arms. “No, it’s entirely the result of the time we spent training together before the test.” He kisses my hair and winks mischievously at me.

“Oh-ho, someone’s pretty full of himself,” I retort, stretching up to kiss him on the lips.

“When the evidence backs it up,” he says with mock indignation.

“I guess it’s time to call it a day,” Holmes chimes in with a smirk. “It’s like we agreed: you guys leave, I’ll lock the doors and make a big ruckus with my key spirit so it’s obvious that someone’s training in here in case one of the Fabricis shows up. And if anyone knocks, I can’t hear because of all the noise.”

I’m so grateful to Holmes for doing this for us. And I have to admit I was pretty surprised. If our lie gets exposed, then she’ll be in trouble too, but she didn’t hesitate for a moment.

Ayden told me she’s always been a little unconventional and someone who regards rules as flexible. Plus, they’re good friends. So she immediately agreed to help us.

“Thanks again,” I say, but she waves her hand dismissively.

“No need to thank me. I’m happy to help. Now go. Your time is running out.”

She shoots us a friendly smile and then resumes training with her spirit. Ayden and I leave the gym. I shower as fast as I can, change into fresh clothes, and I’m so glad when we finally have some time alone together.

We go to his room, which triggers strange feelings in me. How many times have I walked along this corridor? How many hours did I spend in my old room? When we reach his door, I glance at mine. And sure enough, I feel a twinge of homesickness. I wish I still lived here.

“Everything okay?” he asks.

I nod. “It just feels weird not living here anymore. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to it. And I wonder when the Fabricis will declare their mission complete – or a failure. What happens to me after that?”

Ayden pulls me in close and puts his arms around my waist. “We’ll figure something out. There are a handful of Council members who aren’t thrilled about you living there. I’m hoping they’ll do something about it sooner or later. I have faith in Mr. Cunningham. And I’m trying to persuade Dad to do something.”

We enter his room, and Ayden closes the door behind us.

“How did it go with your dad earlier?”

I sink down on Ayden’s bed and study his face. I heard the announcement summoning Ayden to the principal’s office. It sounded like his father had something serious to discuss with him. Ayden’s been spending a lot of time with the other hunters lately, out on deployments or in meetings. And he’s constantly reporting back to his dad. I can tell Mr. Collins is trying to keep his son as busy as possible so that we see less of each other in school.

I look at Ayden and wait for a reply. His tense posture and serious expression tell me that something’s wrong.

“What happened?” I ask.

He sits down beside me, pulls me toward him, and buries his head in the curve of my neck. His warm breath brushes my bare skin, and his lips touch that sensitive area, kissing it tenderly.

“It’s nothing to worry about,” he whispers. “I’m going to refuse the assignment. I don’t want to be separated from you even more than I already am.”

That doesn’t sound good, and it makes alarm bells go off in my head. “What kind of assignment?”

He lets go of me and looks me in the eye. “I’m not sure exactly. I only find out the details if I accept the assignment. But I figure it’s about testing a candidate.”

The mere mention of this stirs up memories in me, and I gulp. I recall our first encounter, our dates, all the time that Ayden and I spent together. But the words he said to me, his gorgeous smile, his touch, and the intoxicating intimacy only served one purpose: to test me and find out if I was worthy of being a key carrier and being accepted into this world. Back then, Ayden came to a clear decision. And I remember vividly how much it hurt to find out the truth behind his seductive mask.

And now he’s supposed to do all that again? Make moves on a young woman in order to test her? The idea makes me sick.

Ayden holds me against his chest. “I’d never behave the way I did with you. Anyway, it was different with you,” he admits. “You got under my skin in a way nobody else ever had and made me want to break all the rules. I wanted to be near you, to talk to you, touch you. And I knew that was a bad idea. So I tried to distance myself. But that didn’t work out too well.”

“So your only choice was to push me away,” I sum up. “You did that pretty successfully.”

Ayden smiles sadly. There’s pain in his eyes. That period was hard on him too.

“Like I said, I’ve decided to turn down the assignment. I’d have to go to Boston. For two or three months at least.”

My eyes widen. “That long?!” Well, what did I expect? I know these kinds of assignments take more than just a few weeks.

“Hey,” he says, caressing my cheek. “Don’t look so horrified. I already told Dad I’m not going.” He leans forward and kisses me. His breath brushes my skin, warm and soft. His lips part, and he whispers, “I couldn’t stand being away from you for that long.”

My heart flutters. I want to argue with him, to express my concerns and doubts, but Ayden’s ardent kiss quickly makes me forget everything else. He wants to stay with me, and right now we’re together, and I want to make the most of these precious hours.

I open my lips and let his tongue in. It instantly ignites this desire in me so intense that it’s almost unbearable. It surges through my body in a wave and sets alight everything it touches.

I put my hands on the back of his head and press myself hard against him. We’re closely intertwined as he lifts me onto his lap, puts his hands on my back, and moves them up and down.

We both breathe faster, and our caresses become more urgent. I push my hands up under Ayden’s shirt and touch his firm, smooth skin. I feel the muscles tensing under my fingers, feel the goosebumps on his skin. I pull off his shirt so I can look at him, touching his chest, and letting my hands wander lower. The whole time I’m staring at him, fascinated by his flawless beauty and the enormous attraction he exerts on me. I see the amused smile playing at the corners of his mouth and find it extremely unfair how the mere sight of him always has such a powerful effect on me.

“You think it’s any different for me when I see you?” he murmurs. “You drive me crazy.”

He cups my face gently in his hands and kisses me in a way that robs me of breath and transports me to another world. Then he pulls my top over my head and traces my hips with his fingertips, giving me goosebumps. He stares at me with fascination and doesn’t take his eyes off mine as his hands move up to my bra straps. He pushes them aside and caresses my bare skin. I close my eyes and surrender to the intoxicating lust. It’s as if I can feel Ayden everywhere: on my skin, inside me, in my very soul.

He kisses my breast, and his hands caress my inner thighs slowly and deliberately. A rush of heat overwhelms me, but it’s far from unpleasant. I want to sink into it and never reemerge. I lean forward slightly and kiss his chest, run my tongue over his skin and hear him gasp. The sound fuels my own arousal, awakening such desire in me that I can barely contain myself. My hands seek out his pants and open them while he looks at me as if he’s never seen anything more beautiful in his life.

I liberate him from his clothing, which is awkward at first because I’m still sitting on him. But then with Ayden’s help, it suddenly happens fast. He peels off the remaining layers of my clothing too and begins to caress me with such skill that I feel as if I might go up in flames at any moment.

We kiss. and I bury my hands in his hair and lower myself down onto him. The feelings are intoxicating, and it becomes clearer to me with every passing second that we belong together. Ayden whispers my name, and I greedily inhale his breath. I wish we could stay like this forever.

I check the time. We’ve been in his room for almost three hours. Way too long, I suddenly realize. I can’t stretch it out any longer. I should be back at the Fabrici house. I can probably expect a major dressing down and an extra training session.

“I have to go,” I say quietly.

Ayden stops caressing my naked back. Those three hours were wonderful. I was able to exist in another world and forget everything else. There was just me and Ayden. Now reality sets in again.

“I’ll give you a ride back. That’ll save you some time.”

I smile gratefully at him, and we get up and prepare to leave.

Once we’re outside, Ayden says, “Wait here. I left the bike in a side street. I’ll bring it around.”

I nod and watch him disappear around the corner. My thoughts are already with the Fabricis. I don’t want them to spoil this precious time, but I can’t help wondering what’s in store for me. Will I be forced to start training immediately? Or will they come up with some other kind of punishment? I hate having to worry about this stuff, and I miss my freedom more than ever.

I hear footsteps behind me and turn around. I’m surprised to see Mr. Collins approaching me with a stern expression.

“There you are. I was looking for you.” He regards me with a cold, accusatory look, and I realize immediately that he knows about the training bluff. “Don’t look so surprised. Holmes is an excellent hunter, and she may be an ambitious trainer, but even she wouldn’t drive a student continuously for five hours without a break. I soon figured out where you must be. Especially since I couldn’t find Ayden anywhere either.”

I meet his icy stare. Why should I avoid it or feel ashamed?

“I couldn’t care less how you two spent the last few hours, although I was hoping Ayden had learned from past mistakes. Apparently, he needs another lesson, which I’m sure he’ll get without my intervention.”

His backhanded insults should make me furious. But I know that Mr. Collins has developed a dislike for me, and I try not to let it get to me.

“That’s not what concerns me right now. What concerns me is that Ayden’s neglecting his duties because of you. And that’s something I can’t tolerate. Ayden has a bright future ahead of him. He’s a talented hunter destined for a career on the Council. He can’t afford to risk all that for your sake.”

“I’d never stand in the way of his plans,” I retort, wondering what exactly he’s driving at.

“Is that so? Then I can’t fathom why he suddenly refused an assignment. He’s never done that before. A strange coincidence, don’t you think? He gets back together with you and starts neglecting his duties.”

I finally understand. “You mean the candidate in Boston that he’s supposed to test?”

He nods. “See? I knew you were involved.”

“It was entirely Ayden’s decision. He just told me that he doesn’t want to accept the assignment. I had nothing to do with it.”

Mr. Collins cocks his head. “Oh, don’t be ridiculous. If it weren’t for you, he’d go. And if you actually cared about him, you would have convinced him to go. It’s unacceptable for him to shirk his duties and turn down assignments for the sake of some flirtation. He has responsibilities, and we have high hopes for him. If he continues to disappoint, then he’ll quickly lose his standing. And an outcast hunter doesn’t have a rosy future. Do you really want to risk all that just so that he can spend a few more weeks with you?! Especially when you have so little time to spare anyway.”

I gulp and don’t know what to say. On one hand, I figure Ayden knows exactly what he’s doing. But I’m also aware that he only made that decision because of me. He doesn’t want to leave me alone during this difficult period. But basically it’s true: We’ll hardly get to see each other anyway, and I really don’t want his decision to disadvantage him.

“Talk to him. That’s all I wanted to impress on you. If you really care about him, then I hope you’ll make the right decision.”

With that, Mr. Collins turns on his heel and leaves. Speechless, I watch him go. I’m blasted by a cold wind, and Ayden’s father’s words echo in my head. I don’t notice the bike until it stops right in front of me, and Ayden calls my name.

“Tess, are you okay?”

I flinch and look up in confusion, then I nod, go to him, and put on the helmet. “I was just lost in thought.”

“Judging by your face, I’m guessing they weren’t nice thoughts,” he says. “Is it the Fabricis?”

Right now, they’re not my biggest problem. And that shows just how heavily Mr. Collins’ words are weighing on me.

“I can smooth things over with the Fabricis,” I say, climbing onto the motorcycle behind him and squeezing him tight. “And it was worth every minute – I wish I could stay with you longer.”

“Me too,” he replies. “Hopefully we’ll soon have that freedom again.”

He moves off, and I press myself against his back as the wind whistles past me. I feel his body heat, the contours of his muscles under my hands. I never thought I’d enjoy riding on this hellish machine, but I find myself wishing this moment would last forever. Ayden seems to be making an effort to ride at a sedate pace and not terrify me with his usual riding style.

We arrive at our destination far too soon, and my stomach clenches as the huge house comes into view. Ayden stops in the side street where we found Kate that time, haunted by one of her visions.

Ayden removes his helmet and dismounts. I do the same and look up at him. What I’m about to do is so hard. But I’m afraid Mr. Collins may be right this time.

“I’ve been thinking,” I begin, knowing it’s a clichéd way to start such a conversation.

Ayden draws his eyebrows together. He can guess he’s about to receive some bad news.

“Your dad came to me just before and tried to appeal to my conscience, and as much as I hate to admit it, I think he’s right. You shouldn’t turn down the assignment because of me. It’ll do you more harm than good. We probably won’t get to see much of each other anyway. And you’ll just rub everyone the wrong way. Plus, it would reinforce your father’s assumption that we’re no good for each other.”

For a moment, Ayden just stands there and looks at me. “Tess, I don’t care what my father or the Council say. You’re going through a difficult time, and I want to be here for you.”

“I know,” I reply, and part of me wishes I could just accept this. “But we don’t have a lot of time for each other right now anyway, and if you defy the Council and your father, I’m sure they’ll come up with other ways to make our lives difficult. It’s not a good idea to go against them. Not this time.”

Ayden steps forward and hugs me. “Tess, it’s not fair of him to guilt-trip you.”

“But you love being a hunter, and you take your work really seriously. I don’t want to come between you and your responsibilities. If it weren’t for me, you wouldn’t have hesitated to accept the assignment.” I can see from his expression that this is true, which only strengthens my resolve. “Follow your path. You’ve worked so hard to get where you are. Don’t give it all up because of me.”

“Tess,” he whispers with a flicker of longing in his eyes. His fingers touch my cheek and dance across it. Then he leans forward and kisses me. It’s an incredibly tender, intimate kiss that gives me butterflies in my stomach. I want more, and I sling my arms around his neck and pull him closer. Very slowly, we pull apart.

Ayden looks at me with those gorgeous green eyes and says, “I’ll be in touch as often as I can. And if anything happens, let me know. I’m here for you. I know it’s harder for me to help you from Boston, but I’ll do everything I can.”

I nod and feel my stomach tighten painfully. But I smile at him. It’s for the best, although it’s going to be a tough time for me.
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Ayden has been away for almost three weeks, and I miss him more and more each day. But the Fabricis are making sure that I’m so swamped with training sessions that I barely have time to think.

Meanwhile, I’ve had the dubious pleasure of being put through the wringer not only by Alfredo but also by another hunter the family has hired to train me. Cesar’s tall and broad-shouldered – a real iron man. And he has the kind of commanding tone I associate with military movies. He doesn’t believe in taking breaks, shows no mercy, and I pray every time that the grueling hours will end before I get seriously injured. One thing Cesar is really good at: injuring me so that it hurts but doesn’t inflict any serious damage that would require longer-term treatment. I don’t know whose sessions I should fear more – Alfredo’s or Cesar’s.

I hobble out of the bathroom where I showered after training. My hip is sore after being thrown roughly against a wall. And my body is covered in bruises. I secretly hope to get my own back at my two tormentors one day. I’d really like to try merging with Yoru again and assuming that fiery form. But for that I need a few minutes of reprieve – something my opponents don’t give me.

I grab some clothes from the closet and get dressed. Then I reach for my phone and see that I have two new messages. One’s from Ayden. Reading his name is enough to make my heart beat faster. He doesn’t get the opportunity to message me often. He’s actually not supposed to have any contact with home while he’s there, except with the other hunters. But he keeps messaging me anyway.

“I think of you all the time and hope you’re okay. Everything’s going well here so far. The assignment is totally different from what I expected. I’m thinking of you and can’t wait to see you again. I love you. See you soon.”

I read it again and try to imagine what he’s doing in Boston. It’s not a nice feeling being kept in the dark about his assignment.

“I love you,” I read again and feel profoundly happy. That’s the most important thing, and I’m sure we’ll get to see each other again soon.

I read the next message. It’s from Noah, asking me to call him. I quickly hit the call button, and after two rings, I hear his voice.

“Can you get out of the house tonight? We need to meet.”

“I’ll try. Where do you want to meet?”

Noah suggests a fast-food restaurant, and I note down the address.

“I’ll see you there at 3.”

I’m enormously relieved that Alfredo doesn’t spring a surprise nighttime training session on me, and I can get some sleep. I’m now so physically exhausted that even my excitement about meeting up with Noah can’t keep me awake. My alarm rings. I switch it off, get out of bed, and grab my jacket, having slept in my clothes to save time.

I peer out into the corridor. As expected, the house is dark and quiet at this hour. I have to go up to the first floor, so I creep along the corridor toward the stairs. Suddenly, I hear footsteps and stop in my tracks. Mr. Fabrici’s study is in this part of the house, but I’m surprised that anyone is still up at this time of night. I quickly open a door, slip through it, and close it enough so that I can’t be seen. But my curiosity prompts me to peer through the crack.

Alfredo appears and knocks on the door to the study.

“Come in,” says a voice.

Alfredo opens the door but doesn’t enter.

“You’re actually awake. Right, you did say you’d be up late.”

“Oh, nearly three. I guess I should call it a night.” Mr. Fabrici appears in the doorway and steps out into the corridor with his son. “Do you have the reports?”

Alfredo hands him a document. “I wrote everything up. She hasn’t made any significant progress, and I’ll make sure it stays that way for a while so that the Council agrees to her staying on here. But I formulated it so that they can infer a minor improvement in her skills.”

Mr. Fabrici nods contentedly, and an icy shudder runs down my spine. What are their plans for me?

“Good. It’s immensely valuable for our family to have someone with a gift on our side. If we succeed in softening her up, we’ll be able to exploit her powers for our own ends. Just imagine if she helped us find a goddess… what that would mean for our standing in the key-carrying world. We need to do everything we can to gain her loyalty. On the one hand, she needs austerity and discipline, but we also need to turn a blind eye and let things slide now and then. The stick and the carrot – that’s how we’ll get her where we want her.”

I swallow back the rage bubbling up inside me. He can’t be serious!

“We’ll tame her,” Alfredo declares with conviction, as if I’m some animal that needs to be broken.

“And how’s your plan working out? Are you any closer to the truth? You know we can’t just let it go. We need to know what really happened.”

“And we will,” says Alfredo. “I won’t let her get away with it, I promise. She can’t hide the truth forever.”

I’m seized by a hot, overwhelming sense of panic. What are they talking about? What do they want from me? I’m feeling more and more like an animal in a snare from which there’s no escape. But I refuse to give up.

They move off down the corridor and disappear. I wait a moment longer, collect myself, and try to focus on the here and now. I need to go meet Noah. I’ll worry about the Fabricis later.

In the next corridor, I search for a suitable window. The Fabricis have taken precautions since the supposed break-in. The windows on the ground and first floors are all locked. So there’s only one way out. I’ll have to climb down the façade.

Finally, I find what I’m looking for: a window that’s not locked. I open it, climb out, hold on to the downspout, and slowly climb down. I’m dreading the way back up, but I’ll manage it somehow. I glance up and call to Yoru.

“Come on, time to go.”

His dark snout appears. He looks down at me and doesn’t hesitate for a moment. He springs nimbly onto a ledge and then lands easily beside me on the ground. Together we leave the alleyway and walk through the still night.

We reach the meeting point on time, and Noah is already waiting for us.

“All good?” he asks.

I nod. “I just hope I can get back into the house.”

He frowns. “I could go back with you and try to help.”

“I can just picture it – you trying to push me through a window and someone calling the police,” I mutter, eliciting a laugh from Noah.

“We’ll need to be smarter than that. Although the police showing up wouldn’t be the worst thing that could happen.”

He’s right about that.

“Where are we going tonight? Do we take one of the doors?”

Noah nods, takes out his key, and summons a door that takes us to the Odyss. We continue on directly from there. We pass through two more doors and then find ourselves in an idyllic glade. It’s a clear night without a cloud in the sky and no sound apart from the faint whisper of the wind.

“So you’ve actually solved the puzzle?” I ask.

Noah nods and brings out the comb. “Do you have the piece of paper?”

I nod.

“Good,” he says. “You were right. The pattern on the comb changed. It took me a while to figure it out. The new point of reference is Saturn.” Noah looks up at the sky where the stars are twinkling above us. “At least I hope so.”

“Let’s try it,” I suggest.

Noah hands me the comb, stands behind me, and shows me exactly how to position it. “That’s Saturn up there. Yeah, that should fit.”

I hold the comb up to the firmament and wait for something to happen. I keep my eyes on the comb, but I see no glow this time. My arm starts to feel heavy, and I let it drop.

I look doubtfully at Noah. He responds with a clueless shrug. I have another idea and take the paper out of my pocket. As soon as I look at it, I catch my breath. It’s glowing. I stare at it with wide eyes as letters begin to appear on it. To my astonishment, the words are in English, and I quickly read them. The content baffles me and turns my world upside down.

Arthur,

I saw you. You were there when Charles attacked Patricia and Frida took the blame. You followed your friend because you sensed there was something up with him. The constant arguments with Frida. And she’s changed a lot too in recent months.

You were at the right place at the right time – at least that’s how you see it. Because now you have dirt on Charles, and you intend to exploit him. He has no choice but to do as you say if he doesn’t want to risk you telling the Council the truth about Patricia.

I’m sure you can guess what I am and what powers I possess, knowing about all that without being present. I watched it all unfold. So I’m giving you one warning: abandon your plan! You have no idea what it will unleash. I see what you’re doing in secret; the sinister plans you’re pursuing. You want to change destiny, and I intend to prevent that. You need to make a decision, and fast. I’m only giving you this one chance before I personally intervene and stop you. Trust me, you don’t want me as an enemy.

I advise you to take my warning seriously.

Veronica Williams

For several minutes, I stare at the name that’s now echoing in my head. Veronica Williams – Kate’s mother. She wrote this letter to Mr. Brian. But when? And more importantly, what did she know about my teacher? Reading between the lines, it’s clear to me how she came by the information. But I’m struggling to come to terms with it. Can it really be true?!

Noah reads the letter too, but he doesn’t recognize the writer’s name.

“Kate’s mom,” I croak eventually. I have to clear my throat before I can go on. “Kate’s mother wrote this letter.”

I look up and see his face stiffen. He runs his hand through his hair and paces up and down.

“Okay, I really wasn’t expecting that.”

“Me neither. I never got the sense that she knows anything about the key-carrying world. And if she does, the school seems unaware of that. Otherwise, they would have dealt with Kate differently and been more open with her parents.”

“No, she’s no key carrier,” Noah confirms. “The knowledge that she’s threatening Mr. Brian with could only have come from a vision. She must be a seer, and either she never had any odeon, or she chose not to be part of this world. But I suspect the former. There are non-key carriers with special powers too.”

Now it’s my turn to start pacing back and forth like a caged animal as I try to organize my thoughts. The questions rattling around in my head mainly involve Mr. Brian. What was his plan? Did he heed Kate’s mom’s warning? Or was she forced to intervene? Did she succeed? Is this letter the original or a copy? And does the letter have anything to do with the goddesses’ library? Did they archive letters like this there too? But then how did it get here?

I have to talk to Kate about all of this. Maybe she’s noticed something about her mom. And then we’ll inevitably have to talk to Ms. Williams herself. Will she let her mask fall? I have my doubts. I’m struggling to reconcile this letter with the elitist woman I’ve met. She doesn’t seem to care much about other people. Nor does she strike me as someone who would be compelled to fight. But that’s exactly what she’s threatening in this letter. Or have I got it wrong?

I sigh deeply and look down at the piece of paper again. It’s incredible to think where Kate’s visions have led me. Alessandro’s house. I realize that my initial assumption was wrong. The visions weren’t supposed to lead me to the glass cases containing the precious relics but to those strange cat figurines where I found the comb.

But what was it doing there? And how did Kate know I needed to go into that cellar? Was her vision about what Alessandro was hiding there? And why could she see those things? Does she have visions that are relevant to the people around her? That would be one explanation because so far, she’s only had premonitions relating to me or people in her immediately vicinity.

I rub my temples and try to organize my chaotic thoughts.

“You really need to talk to Kate’s mom,” Noah says eventually. “I doubt she’ll be eager to spill her secrets. But you need to find out what Mr. Brian wanted from Charles and whether Veronica actually managed to stymie his plans, whatever they were.”

Noah’s right. Those are the things I need to find out. I get goosebumps when I think of Mr. Brian. I can’t trust him – that became clear to me after he planted those misleading annotations for me. But is he still dangerous?

This letter must have been composed years ago. But the fact that I’m now holding it in my hands makes me wonder. There must be a reason I received this as the next clue. I need to follow it up, but an inner voice is whispering to me that I won’t like the answer.
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Kate stops halfway up the steps. The last few days have been hard on her. We kept rereading the letter and wrecking our heads over it, analyzing it line by line, trying to understand it all. But we arrived at the same conclusion every time: We need to confront her mother.

“It just can’t be true,” Kate says quietly. “All these years… I should have noticed something. If she has the same ability as me… How could she have hidden it? You know how it is when I’m gripped by a vision. There’s nothing I can do to prevent it or hide it. Do you really think she’s found a way to keep it under wraps?” She looks at me uncertainly. She’s afraid, and I get it, because it would mean that her mother has been hiding a significant part of herself from her daughter all this time. But I also see a spark of hope in Kate’s eyes. If her mom has succeeded in controlling her visions, then there’s hope for Kate too.

“I don’t know,” I admit. “But hopefully we’re about to find out.”

Kate nods and takes a deep breath, continues up the steps, takes out her key, and unlocks the door. We step into the empty hallway. We hear nothing, and at first, I wonder if her mom is actually home.

“Mom?” Kate calls out. “It’s me.”

After a moment, Mona appears with a radiant smile on her face. “Kate, it’s lovely to see you. How are you?” She hugs Kate.

“Pretty good. How are you?” Kate looks at her anxiously.

“Well,” Mona begins with a weary smile. “I knew the day would come. Your mother spoke to me yesterday. It seems my services are no longer needed.”

Kate’s eyes widen, and she claps her hand over her mouth. “Mom can’t do that! You’re part of the family.”

“My dear girl. That’s sweet of you. But your mother’s right. There’s really not a lot for me to do. As long as you were here, I wanted to stay on and take care of you. I’m glad you’re finding your own way now. And I’ll always be here for you, but it’s time I found another job. Who knows? Maybe the change will do me good. Sitting around here in this quiet house is no good for me in the long term.” She rubs Kate’s cheek. “Don’t worry about me. This changes nothing between us.”

Kate seems doubtful. But eventually she nods. “I want you to be happy, and if you can’t be happy here anymore, then…”

“That’s the way I see it too,” says Mona. She sighs and waves her hand through the air. “But enough doom and gloom. What brings you here? Are you hungry? Should I whip something up?”

“Actually, we just came to have a quick chat with Mom. She said she’d be home for lunch.”

“Yes, she’s up in her room resting.”

“Okay, we’ll go up.”

I follow Kate upstairs and down the long corridor. Will Kate’s mom speak candidly with us? Can we get her to confide in us? I have my doubts. But we have to try.

We stop in front of a door, and Kate knocks. Nobody answers, so she tries again, this time a little louder. Still nothing. I raise my eyebrows, and we exchange a surprised look. She shrugs and opens the door. I wait outside while Kate goes in. She goes over to the large bed where her mother is lying, apparently asleep.

“Mom. Mom, wake up.”

It’s not until she touches her mother’s shoulder that she wakes with a start and her eyes fly open.

“Good lord!” she cries, staring at Kate in confusion. The moment she recognizes her daughter, her expression changes to one of anger. “Kate, what is this? Why did you wake me? What are you even doing here?” She looks expectantly at her daughter, and then her expression becomes anxious. “Is it about school? Are you having problems?”

“No, Mom,” Kate replies. “I called you yesterday to say that Tess and I would stop by.”

Her mother swings her legs off the bed, stands up, and hisses angrily, “You did not, Kate. I’d remember that. We certainly didn’t discuss you visiting. If we did, I wouldn’t have taken a nap, would I? Anyway, I’d never agree to you bringing that… that person. You know what I think of her. How many times have I told you to stay away from her?”

“That’s not going to happen. And trust me, I did call you yesterday. Do you want to see my call log?”

Kate is being more assertive than usual, and I can hear the impatience in her voice.

“How dare you talk to me like that?” her mother blusters. “If you’re going to take that tone with me, then you can turn around and go.”

“No, I won’t. This is important,” says Kate. “We need to talk to you.”

Her mother finally sees me in the doorway, frowns, and says, “Is your friend in trouble?”

Kate shakes her head. “Why would you assume that? Can we go down and talk in the living room?”

Ms. Williams folds her arms, which is answer enough. “First I want to know what this is about.”

Kate takes a deep breath, clearly trying to keep her cool. But then it just bursts out of her. “I think I have clairvoyant powers, and I want to talk to you about it.”

It’s the first time I’ve seen her mother at a loss for words. She stares incredulously at her daughter. I try to read the emotion in her expression. Fear, because she knows what a burden it is? Disbelief? Horror?

Eventually, she shakes her head without taking her eyes off Kate. “Can you please tell me where you got that ridiculous idea? Is this some kind of adolescent nonsense? Are you starved for attention? This can’t be coming from you. What kind of company are you keeping? Tell me! Who filled your head with this nonsense?”

Her eyes flash with a cold, all-consuming anger. She clearly doesn’t believe it for a second. Is that possible? Kate was certain that the letter matched her mother’s handwriting. Why is her mom reacting so dismissively?

“I want an answer now, young lady. Do you hear me? I won’t allow you to get mixed up with some esoteric group, or worse. Next thing you’ll be joining a cult and dancing on graves. No, I won’t stand for it.” She runs her hand through her hair, looking stunned, and walks toward the door. “Come down to the living room, and we’ll talk this over. I want to know exactly who put this outlandish idea in your head. Although I already have my suspicions.” She glances at me. “I knew it was a bad idea to let you board at the school. You need a guiding hand, someone to keep you on the straight and narrow.”

“That’s not true, Mom,” Kate shrieks, standing her ground. “I know you have clairvoyant powers too. We found the letter you wrote to Mr. Brian. You’re a seer. Why are you denying it? We know everything! And now I’m standing here in front of you – your own daughter. I have the same ability, and I’m asking for your help. It’s too much for me. I’m scared of my visions. I have no control over them. But you… you’ve obviously found a way to deal with them. Please, help me!”

Her whole body is tense; she’s shaking, and her hands are clenched into fists. But she doesn’t look weak. She looks as if she’ll stop at nothing in her desperation. And it must be clear to her mother that she’s not about to relent. She wants answers.

“Kate,” her mom says in a softer tone. She moves a step closer to her daughter and touches her arm. “I really don’t know what’s going on in that head of yours right now. You’re obviously very confused. But don’t worry. Your father and I are here for you. We’ll get you some help. I’m sure there are specialists for this kind of thing.” She sighs. “I was hoping we’d never need the services of someone like that. But… I can accept it. I’m a good mother, and I’m always here for you.”

Kate stares at her. She seems as stunned as I am that her mom continues to cling to this lie. But is it really a lie? What if we’re barking up the wrong tree?

“Ms. Williams,” I begin, “please, if you don’t want to talk about it in front of me, I get it. I can leave. But please talk to Kate. Tell her why you wrote the letter and what Mr. Brian was planning. It’s important for all of us.”

Ms. Williams’ lips narrow as she looks at me. “I have no idea which letter you’re talking about. I don’t know a Mr. Brian.”

Now I’ve had enough too! I stomp into the room, pull out the letter, and hold it under her nose. Kate’s mom’s eyes widen as she reads it.

It’s quiet for a few minutes. Then she looks up at me and says, “What is this nonsense? Did you orchestrate this? Did you imitate my handwriting and forge this thing?” Her eyes flash with rage, but that’s all. No insight, no glimmer of recognition. She really doesn’t seem to know anything about it.

“Did you… Did you maybe forget?” Kate ventures. “Did the visions stop after you lost parts of your memory? Is that why you can’t remember this?”

She gives her mother a piercing look, but the woman is in shock. And yet her mind seems to be ticking over.

“I… I don’t forget things. What a thing to say! You’re the one who gets confused. I can never rely on you to remember things I’ve discussed with you. I… I’m not forgetful.”

But the uncertainty in her voice is unmistakable, and I can see fear in her eyes. Kate seems to have hit the nail on the head. Her mom forgets more than a healthy person should. I’ve noticed it too. Maybe she’s suffering from early onset dementia.

Kate nods and moves a step closer to her mother. She puts a comforting arm around her shoulders. “It’s okay, Mom. Forget about what I said before. I just wanted to test something out. And I think I know the truth now.”

With that, she takes the letter from her mother’s hands, turns around, and leaves the room. I glance back at Ms. Williams. For the first time since I’ve known her, she looks totally helpless. Not a word passes her lips. She seems no longer able to disguise her fear of losing herself, her life, her family.

I hurry downstairs after Kate.

“Kate,” I call. “Kate, stop. What is it?”

I get that she’s upset, but there’s something else too. She seems cold, as if she’s trying to hide something from me. I grab her arm and spin her around. There are tears in her eyes.

“Kate?”

It’s all I can say before Kate whispers desperately, “You want to know what’s up with me? My worst fears have just been confirmed. Mom’s sick. She’s been forgetting things for years. It’s getting worse. Dad’s noticed it too. He’s been wanting to take her to a doctor for a while, but she refuses. And you know what? It’s already happening to me too. I keep forgetting things. And since you found that letter, which my mom obviously wrote, and I saw her reaction…” She sniffs. “I’ve suspected for a long time that my forgetfulness is related to my clairvoyance. Because the more I have these visions and the more I see, the more my memories seem to fade.”

I can’t believe what Kate’s telling me. Why did she never mention this to me before? I guess I know the answer: She was afraid, and as long as she didn’t voice her fears, she could pretend they weren’t real. I put my arms around her and squeeze her tight.

“Her mind has been eaten away by her visions. She’s so damaged that she can’t even channel the visions anymore. The images have destroyed her bit by bit. This ability is a ticking time bomb, and in the end, it’ll destroy me too.”

I just hold her. I don’t know what to say. There’s nothing I can say to comfort her. All I can do is let her know that I’m here for her. And I swear to myself that I’ll do everything I can to make sure Kate doesn’t succumb to the same fate as her mother.
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For the next few days, Kate’s feeling pretty low, which is understandable. Her worst fears have been confirmed, and this new information worries me too. Obviously, it’s disappointing that we still don’t know why Kate’s mom wrote the letter to Mr. Brian and what he was planning. But what’s far worse is the realization that Kate has been carrying this sense of dread alone all this time. Sure, I’ve noticed once or twice that she’s forgotten something. Like the time we visited Alex and Kate had no recollection of a confrontation she’d had with Maria back in the day, whereas Alex and Chrissy remembered it vividly. Kate was aware that she was becoming more forgetful, but she couldn’t bring herself to talk about it and give credence to her fears.

I try to give her space to process everything that’s happened. I don’t pressure her to talk to me about it, as hard as that is. I want to talk to her, reassure her that I’m here for her. But I guess she needs time.

I really wish there was someone I could share my concerns with right now. But Ayden’s not here, and I hear from him less and less frequently now. I know he can’t really do much at the moment, but in the end, I decide to message him anyway.

“You’re probably busy with your assignment. I hope it’s going well and you’ll get to come home soon. I really miss you. There’s so much going on, and I wish you were here with me. But I’m doing fine despite the turbulent times, and I can’t wait to see you again. I love you. See you soon.”

I send the message and wait a moment, but of course he doesn’t read it immediately. I haven’t heard from Noah in several days either. I told him about the conversation with Kate’s mother, and he was surprised that she has no memory of her clairvoyant powers.

“I don’t know much about that gift, but it sounds like we won’t get anything out of Kate’s mom. The question is – what do we do next? How can we find the next clue and how are we supposed to uncover the secret of the letter?”

That’s what I keep asking myself. What can we do? It’s exasperating.

I eat my breakfast in record time this morning and then ask the Fabricis as submissively as possible to be allowed to leave early for school.

“My best friend’s not doing too well. I’d really like some time to talk to her before classes.” It’s the truth. I don’t expect I’ll get what I want, but it’s worth a try.

Ms. Fabrici purses her lips and narrows her eyes. I know that expression pretty well by now, and I sigh quietly. No such luck. But to my surprise, Mr. Fabrici intercedes.

“If you leave for school immediately and return straight after classes, then I suppose we can make an exception this time. We’re not heartless monsters.”

I refrain from commenting on that, thank them courteously, stand up, and although I’m tempted to sprint, I walk to the door with measured steps. I don’t want their lordships to change their minds.

“I’ll see you later for training then,” Alfredo reminds me unnecessarily.

I bite my tongue again, go to my room for my backpack and jacket, and hurry outside with Yoru.

When I arrive at school, I still have 20 minutes before classes start. My first class is history. Since Kate and I read the letter, Mr. Brian’s classes are even more unnerving. I keep catching myself staring absent-mindedly at the teacher, wondering what secrets he’s hiding and how we can bring them to light.

Whereas I struggle to hide my increasing disgust toward this man, Kate seems to feel nothing but fear in his presence. Most of the time, she sits stiffly in his classes and doesn’t dare to look up from her desk. We need to find out what Kate’s mom was referring to in her letter. Only then will we know how to deal with him. But until then… we can’t let on that we know anything.

I knock on Kate’s door. She opens it and looks at me in surprise.

“What are you doing here?”

“The Fabricis let me leave early, and I figured maybe you could use some company,” I say with a smile.

She nods slowly. “Yeah, thanks.” She goes back into her room and sinks down on her bed. “To be honest, I’m pretty nervous about history. Just sitting in Mr. Brian’s class makes me really uncomfortable.” She shakes her head helplessly. “I can’t describe it, but whenever I’m around him, I get that weird feeling again, as if I’m about to have another pain attack. I don’t know how much longer I can stand it. We need to do something.”

Kate looks strangely rigid the way she’s sitting on the bed. She’s visibly tense, clasping her hands together as if she’s battling internally with something.

“Sometimes I think maybe it’s best if I turn my back on this world. If I took Gray back and handed over my key, maybe the visions would stop.”

My eyes widen. I never figured she was contemplating such desperate measures. I know how much Gray means to her. It shows how much she’s struggling with the whole situation.

She raises her head and looks at me shyly. “It probably wouldn’t help. My mother’s living proof. She never had a key or a spirit, and she could still see the future.”

“Kate, I’m so sorry this is happening to you,” I say, putting my arms around her. “I’m here for you, and I’ll help you in any way I can.”

“I know,” she replies. “But maybe there’s nothing we can do.” She’s silent for a moment, and then I have to strain to hear her whisper, “I’m forgetting more and more. At first it was just little things, insignificant details. I couldn’t recall the voices of my former teachers. The faces of former classmates faded from memory. But now I’ve started forgetting entire situations – things that happened fairly recently. It just keeps getting worse, and I’m helpless to do anything about it. I never asked for this gift; I don’t even know what use it is to me. And now I’m beginning to realize what a high price I have to pay for it.” She looks down at Gray, who senses that Kate is feeling bad and nestles up to her leg. She strokes his scaly head and says, still looking at him, “What if I start forgetting things that are really important to me? What if I lose my memories of Ty, or you?”

“It won’t come to that,” I say. “Your mom has lived with this for years and look at her. Sure, she’s a little forgetful, but she knows who you are.”

Kate looks unconvinced.

“We’ll get to the bottom of this. Noah promised to ask around and do some research into these kinds of gifts and their physiological effects.”

Kate takes a deep breath and nods. “I’m scared that we’re running out of time. We need to do something about Mr. Brian. And soon.”

I nod. “We will.”

I stand up. It’s time to go to class, and I know how hard that will be for Kate.

Mr. Brian keeps glancing at Kate. Or am I imagining it? Is he looking at me too? My pen scratches across the paper, but I’m hardly paying attention to the words I’m writing – my eyes keep darting toward the teacher. I have this unmistakable sense that he’s up to something. There it is again – he glances in Kate’s direction. Did his eyes narrow a little? He continues talking in his normal voice and doesn’t let on that anything is amiss, but I know in my bones that I can’t trust him. My heart is pounding, and I keep feeling his icy stare piercing me. When I look at Kate, I can tell she feels the same. She’s sitting hunched in her chair, clutching her pen, but she can’t bring herself to move it across the paper. She’s not okay. Is she experiencing that pain again? It takes all my will power to stay in my seat and not go to her. There’s nothing I can do for her right now. We need to do our best to maintain the façade.

“How are you feeling?” I ask Kate after class.

She hesitates and then shakes her head. “I honestly don’t know. I felt the pain again, but not as bad, and it didn’t last long. It really scares me. What’s causing it?” She looks at me with round eyes in a pale face.

I wish I could answer that. “I don’t know. But I’ll do everything in my power to help you,” I promise.

“I’m sure it has something to do with my gift. If only I could control it. Maybe finding out what my mother knew about Mr. Brian will bring me a step closer.”

“I could ask Noah for help,” I suggest as I shoulder my school bag. “He helped me break into Mr. Brian’s house once before.” I don’t feel good about asking him for another favor, especially one that could get him into trouble. But I don’t know what else to do. Kate and I have been racking our brains for days about how to get to the bottom of Mr. Brian’s secret. And we keep coming back to the idea of searching his house.

“I don’t know,” says Kate. “We don’t even know what to look for.”

“Yeah, I realize that, but…” We’re back at square one with no idea of how to proceed. “We have to do something,” I say, and Kate nods distractedly. I check the time and sigh. “We need to hurry, or we’ll be late for class. If the Fabricis find out I’ve been skipping class or showing up late, they’ll force me to do extra training.” I look at Kate again. “If we plan it carefully and wait for the right moment, I don’t see what could go wrong,” I promise, hoping I sound more confident than I feel.

The next few days pass slowly. My training sessions are still tough. I haven’t been able merge with Yoru and stand up to Alfredo in my fiery form. I only have two tactics – launching the occasional attack and keeping clear of his key spirit. And that’s not easy, because it keeps trying to poison me with its saliva. But I feel like I’m making some progress and that it’s not a total waste of time. In the end, any kind of training is helpful because I want to get stronger and learn to defend myself better.

On those brief occasions when I have some time to myself, I keep reaching for my phone, hoping to hear from Ayden. But he almost never replies to my messages, and this causes a stabbing pain in my heart. Kate and I are making no progress with our plans regarding Mr. Brian, which is entirely due to the fact that I have no time. I’m either in school, or I have to head straight back the Fabrici house, where I’m bombarded with training sessions that don’t help me at all in terms of coping with my gift. But that seems to be their intention. They want to curb my progress so that they can keep me under their thumbs as long as possible. That’s why they haven’t made anyone available to me who has knowledge of my gift and could give me more specialized coaching. When I feign innocence and ask Alfredo about it, he just says that fighting is the best way to learn, and my gift just needs to be teased out often enough. At some point, I’ll understand what I need to do.

Meanwhile, he’s succeeded in making me see the threads twice by poisoning me and pushing me to the point of exhaustion. But it didn’t help.

I push open the main entrance door to the school and head to my classroom. We have chemistry first, which I’m not looking forward to. Kate is already waiting by the lockers for me. She’s become thinner and paler recently, I realize when I see her. Her problems weigh heavily on her, but we can’t do much about them.

During class, when I’m not absorbed in my own ruminations, I glance furtively at Kate, who’s sitting motionless in her seat, staring straight ahead. She’s really not doing well. We urgently need to find out if her memory loss is caused by the visions.

“We could try the hunters’ library,” I suggest after class as we walk through the corridors. “Or I could sneak into the Fabricis’ library and take a look there.”

But Kate shakes her head. “Don’t do that. If they catch you, they’ll go out of their way to make your life miserable.”

“There’s not a whole lot more they could do to me, except maybe put me on a diet of bread and water,” I say quietly.

Kate stops abruptly and stares straight ahead, looking stunned. Baffled, I look back at her and then slowly turn to see what she’s looking at. My heart starts racing, and a feeling of unbridled joy floods through me.

Ayden’s back. But he’s not alone. At his side is an excited and beaming Claire. She’s hanging off Ayden’s arm, talking to him non-stop as he looks down at her attentively. But suddenly, something in his expression changes. It’s as if he’s sensed something. Is it maybe the same tingling sensation that I have right now, running from the back of my neck all the way down my spine?

He raises his head and looks around – and sees me. He stops for a moment, and we just look at each other. Neither of us moves, although my heart is hammering loudly in my chest.

“Ayden?” Claire says, looking up at him with a frown. “Aren’t you going to show me around the school? I can’t wait to see everything.”

But she gets no reply. Without a word, he brushes her off and strides toward me. When he reaches me, he hesitates for a moment, then he puts his hands on my cheeks, so tenderly – it feels exactly the way I remember it – and bends down to kiss me. I instantly feel butterflies in my stomach, an electric vibration in the air. I press myself against him, open my lips, and our kiss becomes more intense. I forget everything around me, even forget where I am. Right now, all that matters is that Ayden’s back, that he’s with me, and that I can feel him. Oh boy, can I feel him!

We slowly draw apart, not taking our eyes off each other.

“Hey,” he says with a wicked smirk that’s so damn sexy. “I’m back.”

“You could have told me,” I reply in a mock-serious tone. “I’ve hoping for a message from you all this time.”

“Sorry,” he whispers, and starts kissing my face, my temples, my cheeks, my chin. “I really missed you too.”

“Sorry to interrupt.” Claire’s standing beside us with her arms folded. “I’m happy for you guys, but maybe you can postpone your reunion until later? Your father said you were supposed to show me my room and then give me a tour of the school.” Her voice is as sweet as sugar, and so is the charming look she shoots Ayden from under her long lashes.

“Sorry, Claire. I haven’t seen my girlfriend in ages, and I want to spend some time with her first. I’ll get one of the other hunters to show you around and take you to your room. We can catch up later.”

It’s almost imperceptible, but I swear I see something cold flash in her eyes momentarily – a flicker of overt anger. But it disappears so quickly that I can’t be sure.

“Okay, if you say so. See you later. I’ll go wait in the common room that you showed me just now.”

She turns and stalks off, leaving Ayden, Kate, and I standing in the corridor.

“Do I want to know what she’s doing here?” I ask.

Ayden sighs. “Claire was the candidate I had to test.”

My eyes widen. “Are you serious?!”

He nods. “This is her first day of school here,” he says quietly, stroking my cheek again.

“I’ll give some excuse for why you’re not in class,” Kate says with a wink. “You guys haven’t seen each other in so long. You should spend some time together.”

I shoot her a grateful look and smile at Ayden. I hope I don’t get into trouble with the Fabricis for missing a class – but even if I do, right now nothing and no one can keep me away from Ayden. Kate waves goodbye, and we start walking.

“Why didn’t they tell you straight off that it was Claire?” I ask. “It would have been easier to prepare if you knew that from the start. And did she really not suspect that she was being tested the whole time?”

“I figure the Council wanted me to approach it as neutrally as possible, which is why they didn’t give me a lot of time to prepare. And no, Claire didn’t suspect anything. Probably because we already know one another.”

“What explanation did you give for spending so long in Boston?”

“A mission for the Council. I said I was supposed to scope out a clinic in Boston with a few other hunters and find out if any Noctu were stationed there.”

“All the lies and deception,” I grumble.

Ayden puts his thumb under my chin and pulls me toward him. “None of that matters now. What matters is that we can be together again.”

I sink into the deep green of his eyes and soak up the sight of him. I’m happy when we finally reach his room. He opens the door, and we go inside. Ayden closes it behind us and looks at me with a smoldering gaze that makes my breath come faster. He closes the gap between us with two quick steps and kisses me so passionately that I stagger back and sling my arms around his neck.

It’s so good to feel him again. I press myself against him, cup his face in my hands, and just can’t get enough of his smooth skin. I soak up his warmth, his scent, and just want to devour him. I run my fingers along his shoulder, down to his waist, his hip. He just feels so good. And Ayden doesn’t waste any time. He’s already pushing my shirt out of the way and exploring my naked skin with his fingertips.

We’re both breathing fast. Ayden kisses a sensitive spot on my neck, and then his lips wander down to my shoulder and along my collarbone. Scarcely able to contain myself, I pull off his shirt and pull him toward the bed. I flop down on it, and he’s right there with me, kissing my abdomen, my waist, then moving up and removing the rest of my clothing.

He carefully lies on top of me, all the while kissing me, caressing the insides of my thighs, and driving my passion to a point that’s almost unbearable. I gaze at him in fascination and can hardly believe my luck. He’s finally back…

I lie in Ayden’s arms and don’t dare to check the time. I know we don’t have long and that I should be in class. But I can’t bring myself to go. I want to enjoy this intimacy, this feeling of security for a little longer.

Ayden’s hand is on my waist. With every touch, I’m overwhelmed by a wonderful tingling feeling that I could get addicted to. I close my eyes appreciatively and wish I could forget reality for a little longer. But all too quickly, my thoughts catch up with me.

“I still can’t believe Claire’s actually in school here now,” I ponder aloud. “Sure, it’s one of the best. But I figured her family would prefer something more elite.”

Ayden smirks. “You’re probably right. That is, if it were up to Claire’s parents. She’s been wanting to move to San Francisco for ages, and she started hatching a plan a while back. She managed to convince her grandpa, and after she passed the test, he immediately agreed that she could choose which school to attend. And she wanted to come here.”

“Why did you have to test her? I mean, she’s from a Council family, and surely she’s had her key for a long time. What was there to test?”

Ayden shrugs. “Claire has no key. Didn’t you know that? Normally, she wouldn’t be allowed to come here.”

I sit bolt upright and look at him in astonishment. “What?”

“Haven’t you noticed?” He looks at me. “Most key carriers keep their spirits out of sight, but that’s pretty unusual among students.”

“Then why did you test her at all? She can’t be a candidate without a key.”

“No,” he replies. “She’s a potential goddess of destiny.”

My eyes bulge, and I’m momentarily speechless. At first, I feel nothing but horror, but then I remember what Mr. Collins told me. There were cases in the past of women from Council families who were suspected of being potential goddesses. They received special training in the hope that they could resist the evil disposition that eventually overtakes every goddess. But so far, every attempt has failed. As soon as the goddess’ powers awaken, something in her nature changes. And Claire is supposed to be one of these creatures? I find it hard to believe. What’s it like to live with that kind of burden? How does it feel to know that at some point you could lose yourself and turn into something evil?

“The Cunninghams have high hopes for Claire. And so does the rest of the Council. They believe she may be strong enough to hold out against the inner power that corrupts the goddesses. Anyway, as soon as her family noticed the first signs, they did everything they could to prepare her and make her stronger.”

“What do those signs look like?” I ask.

“Well, for one thing, the miraya – that’s what we call people who may one day become a goddess – they never have key spirits. No matter which key carrier in their family dies, the key never goes to them. It prefers to seek out a person outside of the family, which is obviously a great loss to the family. And the miraya can read the language of the goddesses. They‘re also able to sense and track down other goddesses.”

I look at him in astonishment. “Then why did you have to test her? If she’s a miraya and not a key carrying candidate, then what were you doing there?”

“It’s customary for the Council to send someone independent to evaluate whether the person really could be a miraya. Because until then, it’s just the family’s claim. You can imagine what it means to have a potential goddess in the family. It comes with massive respect and a certain degree of power. So we have to carefully examine whether there’s any truth to the claim. My job wasn’t just to see if Claire could be a potential goddess; I was also there to assess whether the first signs of a change in her character had started to show. The goddesses have no empathy; they’re not capable of feeling love or compassion. Often, they behave almost robotically in their everyday lives. They dutifully fulfill their responsibilities but without any passion or feeling. Anyway, that’s not the case with Claire – at least not yet. We have to wait and see what her future holds. But right now I can say it looks good. She has a real lust for life and good insight into human nature – which is also a sign that she’s a goddess, by the way. They’re masterful at reading facial expressions and body language – they have to be to find their victims. But there comes a point when they can no longer truly feel these emotions. Claire’s also a really fast learner, especially with languages. She’s physically fit, and she can sense when a key spirit is nearby. All signs that don’t necessarily mean anything on their own, but taken together they paint a clear picture. And that’s what I told the Council. Claire is most likely a miraya. And that’s why she’s here now. She’s being directly integrated into our world in the hope of keeping her on our side. The more she feels she belongs and is part of our world, the harder it will be for the evil to take hold in her. And obviously, it means we can also keep a close eye on her and intervene at the slightest sign of a transformation.”

I’m honestly amazed to hear all this. It sounds like a horrible life. All those expectations piled on you, and the pressure not to disappoint your own family.

“What if her powers don’t develop and she doesn’t become a goddess?”

“Then she goes back to her family. But the next step is for Claire to undergo a test to determine once and for all whether she really is a miraya.”

That reminds me of my own test, and I shudder with dread. I nestle up to Ayden and try to push the memory of it out of my mind.

“I hope they don’t make her suffer,” I whisper. “Nobody should have to go through that.”

“It’s a different test from the one you had to do,” Ayden explains.

Right, and I guess they wouldn’t allow any harm to come to her. How often does it happen that a potential goddess is born into a Council family? It must be like hitting the lottery jackpot. They would never expose such a precious jewel to any danger. Claire has obviously enjoyed certain privileges in her life so far, and I guess that won’t change now that she’s here. But still, it seems like a very high price to pay.
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Going back to the Fabrici house was hard – especially after feeling transported to another world in Ayden’s arms. But I’m so glad we had that time together, and it made it much easier to endure my training last night. Even now, I feel buoyant and can’t wait to get to school. I open the door, step inside, and practically fly along the corridors. Ayden and I agreed to meet outside one of the common rooms and then to go to biology together. I scan the corridor, watching the other students drift pass me, and wait. I keep checking the time. Ayden’s now pretty late. The minutes slip away, and I’m thinking we should be slowly making our way to class by now when I finally see a figure striding quickly down the corridor. He did come after all, I realize. Then I frown because Ayden’s not alone – Claire’s by his side. She’s sticking really close to him, and they appear to be deep in conversation.

As they approach, I hear her voice. “I don’t get it. Why don’t you want to come? You normally never turn down a chance to have some fun.” She puts her hand on his arm and looks at him imploringly. “It would mean a lot to me. I barely know anyone here.”

“Claire, I already told you, I’m not interested in parties right now. I have other priorities.” As he says this, he looks straight at me.

It doesn’t escape Claire, and she frowns disapprovingly. “I’m not asking you to ditch your girlfriend. It’s just one evening. Surely you can spare me that.” A little crinkled line appears between her eyes, indicating her displeasure. “Anyway, your father said you’re supposed to look out for me and help me settle in here. Come on! We always have so much fun together.”

Ayden sighs quietly, frees himself from her grip, and says, “I’ll think about it, okay?” It’s pretty obvious that he’s just saying this to get her off his back.

Claire knows this too. But judging by her expression, she’s not about to give up. She assumes a more friendly expression and smiles sweetly. “Bring your girlfriend too,” she suggests, to my surprise –presumably grasping at the straw that she’s saved as an absolute last resort.

“Like I said, I’ll think about it,” Ayden replies, taking me tenderly in his arms. He kisses my hair and asks, “Everything okay? How was it at the Fabrici house?”

“I got through last night’s training okay. At least I wasn’t poisoned this time,” I say with a smirk.

The bell signals the start of classes.

“Claire, we need to go,” says Ayden.

She nods brightly. “Sure, I’ll see you later.”

With that, she turns and walks off down the corridor. I glance after her. I still find it hard to believe that this young woman, who looks like a normal girl, is supposed to be a budding goddess of destiny. But that’s just it: a goddess’ powers or her mindset just by looking at her.

Ayden wasn’t at afternoon training. He had to go straight to a meeting with the hunters after class and couldn’t even join me for lunch.

Kate comes out of the shower. She didn’t do well in training today and was lectured several times by the teachers. I want to say something comforting to reassure her, but I can tell that wouldn’t help right now. Her face is shadowed with anxiety, and I wish I could do something to ease it. But I don’t know if her memory loss really is related to her gift. All I know is that I don’t have that problem. I searched for answers in the Fabricis’ library but couldn’t find much information on the gifts.

“You want to watch a movie?” I suggest. “Or go into town?”

She loves San Francisco, and every time she gets to show me a new corner of her city, she blossoms. Maybe it will help this time too. I know I’ll get into trouble if I show up late at the Fabrici house, but maybe it won’t be too bad. I recall the overhead conversation between the Fabrici men: carrot and stick.

She looks at me with a pale face and shakes her head. “That’s sweet of you,” she begins, managing a faint smile, “but I have homework to finish, and then maybe I’ll go with Gray to one of the training halls. Mr. Laydon and Ms. Rupert are right. I’m letting myself go, and I need to train harder.”

“I could help you.”

“No, I need to be able to do this alone. But thanks for the offer.”

I briefly consider going with her anyway to offer my support. But the way she’s looking at me, I can tell it’s not a good idea. She means it. She wants to be alone, and maybe she actually needs some time for herself.

Kate says goodbye and makes her way to her room. I check the time. If I hurry, I can catch Ayden and only be a few minutes late. The Fabricis won’t let it slide, but the extra time with Ayden is worth it.

I hurry along the corridors and arrive at his room. I raise my hand to knock when I hear a deep voice, and it sounds pretty angry.

“Are you taking care of Claire? That’s not the impression I get. I rarely see you with her. Ayden, I need to fully depend on you here. She’s always been fond of you, and that’s a good thing. Everything that ties her to this world will be important later when her powers develop. She’s been preparing for this day for years, and she has great strength of character. She could be the one we’ve all been waiting for: the first goddess willing to work with the Council. You know how incredibly valuable that would be for us. So I expect you to anticipate her every wish and do everything in your power to make her happy.”

I catch my breath. I don’t believe what I’m hearing. His father can’t demand that of him!

“I’m a hunter, but I have my own life too, and I’m not going to fake feelings for Claire that aren’t real. That’s not what she needs, and it would only wind up hurting her. Which is exactly what we all want to avoid.”

“Sure, if she finds out. But I know you’re a damn good actor. Maybe she’ll get tired of you too at some point, who knows? But right now, you’re an important ally to her, and I expect you to continue to play your part. As we all do.”

I can hear the blood surging through my veins, and my horror at what I’ve just heard gives me a chill. My fists are clenched. If I’m this angry, I hate to think how Ayden feels.

“And I’m happy to be there for her. As a friend. No more and no less,” he replies in a cool, steady voice. “Nobody can demand more of me.”

“Oh yes, they can, and you know it. Is it about the girl? As I’m sure you realize, I’m not happy about you picking up with her again. But I don’t interfere. It’s your business. As long as you fulfill your duties to our satisfaction. But it sounds to me like she’s getting in the way of that. Claire wants to throw a party to get to know people,” he says, suddenly changing the subject. “At least that’s what I heard. I hope you’re going to that?”

Ayden doesn’t reply, which is answer enough.

His dad sighs loudly. “Just so we’re clear, you’re going. Claire is the Council’s highest priority, which means she’s yours too. I shouldn’t have to remind you of that. Be nice to her and make sure she feels content and happy. What you do behind closed doors is up to you. Just make sure Claire doesn’t know about it. We can’t squander this opportunity. Do we understand each other?! I won’t tolerate failure. In fact, I’ll personally strip you of your rank as hunter and take away your key. You’ll be cast out of this world. I hope we understand each other.”

I hear his footsteps, but I’m too stunned and paralyzed to move from the spot. Anyway, there’s nowhere to hide.

The door opens, and Mr. Collins steps out, closes the door behind him, sees me, shoots me a cold, disdainful look, and walks past me without a word.

“He can be pretty harsh,” says a voice behind me when Mr. Collins is barely out of earshot.

I jump in fright. When I turn around, I’m surprised to see Vicky.

“I know it sucks to hear that stuff. But you won’t find a hunter or Council member who sees it any differently. Ayden’s a hunter with important responsibilities. Everyone who’s accepted into our ranks knows that they can’t question those obligations. You carry them out, faithfully and dutifully. Ayden knows that too, and he knows he has no choice. So from that point of view, I can understand why Mr. Collins sees you as a thorn in his side.”

I glare angrily at Vicky and struggle to hold myself back. “I know all that,” I say curtly. “But that doesn’t mean it’s right, the way the Council and hunters operate.”

Vicky shrugs. “Maybe. But it doesn’t change anything.”

For a moment, I’m speechless. “And you figure it’s okay what Ayden’s father’s asking of him?! He’s supposed to make a fuss over Claire, and preferably fake having feelings for her and submit to her every whim. I know you and Ayden haven’t been as close recently, but you still care about him. How can you be okay with this?”

Now it’s Vicky’s turn to stare at me in silence. Eventually, she shakes her head. “I never said I like it. In fact, I can understand your anger. The difference is that I’m not surprised by it. I know how far they’re willing to go. And honestly, I feel sorry for Ayden. I understand what he must be going through. And you,” she adds, to my surprise.

Vicky understands me?! Since when?

“When you disappeared, Ayden was distraught. He was constantly out searching for you. And eventually he came back, furious and hurt. I saw him and tried to talk to him. He didn’t tell me what really happened, but it was obvious there was another guy involved. After that, I tried to be there for him, but I guess I wasn’t very good at it. In retrospect, I can see that I was a total bitch, actually.” She pauses and seems to be thinking back to all those times we faced off against one another. “I bad-mouthed you and told him that it would never have worked out between you guys. That he dodged a bullet. I didn’t give him time. I just wanted everything to go back to the way it was before, and I threw myself at him. He was so angry with me. Now I understand. He avoided me for a long time. We’ve talked, but it’s not like it used to be, and I guess it never will be.”

I can see that Vicky is suffering and deeply regrets her behavior. She seems to have spent some time reflecting on the past and her own mistakes. That tempers my anger a lot. I feel sorry for Vicky because I know how important Ayden is to her.

“I wanted you to know that. I’m not a bad person. I just didn’t want to lose the only friend I could really lean on. But I messed that up all on my own.”

“Ayden would never drop you,” I say. “The bond between you is too strong. You’re his best friend.”

Vicky nods sadly. “Maybe. But so much has changed. He’s changed. And that’s down to you.” If her voice didn’t sound so gentle, that could be interpreted as an accusation. “It’s good for him to try to go his own way, only I doubt the Council will like it. It’s going to be difficult for you guys. But I hope it works out.” She sounds sincere and more vulnerable than I’ve ever heard her.

“Thanks,” I say. I don’t need to say anything else. Vicky nods. We’ve brokered a kind of peace. For Ayden, who means so much to both of us.
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And you’re sure you don’t want me to pick you up?” asks Ayden.

I shake my head. “It’s better if the Fabricis don’t know I’m going with you. They just think Claire invited me, and since she’s a Cunningham…”

Ayden nods, kisses me, and strokes my cheek. “We’ll get through the evening somehow. At least we get to spend time together.”

A rare commodity that we both treasure.

I say goodbye and watch him walk away. I doubt the evening ahead is going to be fun. But we came to the conclusion that it’s a bad idea to provoke Mr. Collins or the Council. Ayden doesn’t want to lead Claire or fake some kind of relationship with her – he was clear about that. But we know what will happen if he openly rebels. So I suggested that he should spend more time with her and at the very least meet with her when the Council insists on it. Hopefully that’ll satisfy them for now. It’ll buy us time, and it means Mr. Collins won’t see me as such a thorn in his side – at least I hope so. I realize how much this puts us at the mercy of Claire’s whims. But it’s the only way to prevent a rift between Ayden and the Council and the other hunters.

I enter the cafeteria and look around for Kate. She had math last period, and we always meet here afterward. I frown, leave the cafeteria, and go to her room. But she’s not there either. I check the common rooms and even the school yard. My anxiety increases by the minute. Next, I go to the school library, but no luck. I finally find her in the hunters’ library, much to my relief. Kate’s sitting at a table with a stack of books in front of her. She has her nose buried in a particularly thick old tome.

I step up to her and lightly nudge her shoulder. Kate flinches and looks up in fright.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“It’s okay.” She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear and pushes the book aside. “I was so absorbed that I didn’t hear you coming.” She quickly closes the book and puts it behind the stack. “What are you doing here? Weren’t we supposed to meet in the cafeteria?”

I raise my eyebrows and shake my head. “I went there. But when I couldn’t find you, I started to worry. What are you doing here?”

“Oh, just reading some stuff for an essay.” Kate checks the time and then stands up and shakes her head. “I guess I lost track of time. Sorry.” She looks at me apologetically. “I’ll just return these books, and hopefully we still have time for a quick bite.”

I nod and reach for one of the books to help her, but Kate quickly picks up the stack and moves off.

“I’m a craving a milkshake today. What do you say? I’m buying.”

“Before training?” I ask in surprise.

She grins sheepishly at me and shrugs. “You have to treat yourself now and then.”

With that, she goes to the counter to return the books. I try to shrug off my doubts as I wait for her. But Kate’s behaving strangely, and I wonder whether she really was just absorbed in the book or if she forgot that we were supposed to meet. Is her memory deteriorating more, and she doesn’t want me to know? I don’t know, but I can’t shake this uneasy feeling.

Somehow, this wasn’t what I was expecting. Ayden and I are standing outside a modern building with a large glass front providing a clear view inside when the shutters are open.

“Claire’s apartment is on the top floor,” Ayden says, ringing the bell. A porter opens the door for us and presses the elevator button. I increasingly feel like I’m entering another world. It never occurred to me that Claire’s parents would rent an apartment for her too. Her grandfather has a huge estate. But, as Ayden explained to me, her family believes she needs her freedom and needs to learn to be independent. Hence her own apartment in one of the most expensive neighborhoods in town.

We reach the penthouse, and as we step out of the elevator, I gaze around in amazement. The apartment is open plan and takes up the entire floor. To the right is a kitchen that looks like something out of a swanky restaurant. But the chrome fittings are so shiny that I can tell they’ve never been used. To the left is a large bed with pastel-colored satin covers, a closet, a desk – all modern and really expensive-looking. Against the wall directly in front of us is a hearth, and the lounge suite in front of it has been pushed aside to make space for all the guests. Three waiters are walking around serving drinks and canapés.

“Nice student digs,” I mutter. “Too big for my taste, but each to their own.”

Ayden smiles. “She’s a Cunningham. For them, the best is only good enough.”

Yeah, not to mention the fact that she’s a miraya too.

Ayden and I walk a few steps into the space, and then Claire peels off from the crowd and comes to greet us. She smiles radiantly. Her hair is piled up in an elaborately braided style that suits her incredibly well. The stylists must have spent hours on it. She’s wearing a short tight skirt and a blouse, the gorgeous fabric and chic cut of which are stunning. All in all, she looks like a model at a photo shoot. Claire puts her hand on her hip and poses with her left foot slightly forward, making her look even more like she’s about to be inundated with camera flashes.

“I’m so glad you could make it.” She hugs Ayden and then me. “Come, join us.”

She introduces us to a few people, too quickly for me to memorize their names and faces. They’re all hunters or the children of Council members. I’ve never seen any of them before, but I’m glad not to recognize any familiar faces – meeting Alfredo here would really make my night.

“Have you had a chance to settle in?” I ask, trying to break the ice with some small talk.

Claire leads us to one of the sofas and gestures for us to take a seat. A waiter hurries over to offer us drinks and nibbles.

“It’s all so new to me,” she replies. “And I still have to get used to my new-found freedom. At home, I had a pretty structured schedule. It was important to my parents that I received an excellent education. So I had private tutors outside of normal classes. They were reluctant to let me move away. But in the end, they agreed it was time and that I’d be in good hands at the Siena Hartford. Plus, the school is right next door to hunter headquarters, so there are always people around who can intervene in an emergency and contain me.”

My eyes widen, and I look at her doubtfully. Surely she doesn’t mean what I think she means.

It’s her turn to look surprised when she sees my expression. “I thought she knew I was a miraya.”

“She does. I guess she’s just surprised at how relaxed you are about your destiny.”

“Oh, right.” Claire shrugs. “I was five when I showed the first signs that I might be a goddess. And as that became more and more apparent, my family did everything they could to prepare me for my future. It’s the only life I know, and I know what will happen to me if the worst comes to the worst. Obviously, there has to be an intervention if I fail. There’s no alternative. Powers like that can’t be let loose on the world. But like I said, I’m confident that I’ll make it.”

I’m astonished at how casual Claire sounds. This is her life she’s talking about, but she sounds so cool, as if it doesn’t affect her personally. I suppose the world she grew up in was very different from mine. She’s always known she was special, what’s expected of her, and how it could end for her in the worst-case scenario. Still, I find it hard to believe that anyone could accept such a fate so lightly.

“Don’t look so horrified,” she says, placing a hand on my shoulder and smiling. “I have excellent training and the best prerequisites. And we’ve learned from the failed attempts of the past. I understand the kind of influence I’ll have in the future, but I also know the huge burden that places on my shoulders. I’m prepared to carry that and even face death if I have to. No one can escape their destiny. And I have so many people behind me, including a family who loves me and who are counting on me.” She looks warmly at Ayden. “And friends who have my back. I want to fill what time I have with fun and optimism. There’s nothing to gain by letting my fears consume me.”

I’m nonplussed by her open, positive attitude, but I have to admit that part of me also admires her for it. I don’t know if I could live with that kind of pressure.

“Claire sure knows how to have fun. It’s never boring with her,” says Ayden.

She laughs and puts a hand on his shoulder. “I could say the same about you. And so far, I’ve never had to deal with hardship in my life. That makes it easier to show up in the world with a positive attitude. You’re the one who deserves admiration,” she says to Ayden with an intense gaze. “You had a difficult past and no family to support you. I mean, obviously your dad loves you, and he’s there for you. But still, it can’t be easy.”

“I get by just fine,” he says a little tersely.

“I know,” Claire replies. “And that’s what’s so special about you. You’re strong, and you’ve learned to cope with things that would break some people.”

I can’t be sure, but she seems to have scooted a little closer to him. In any case, she’s now rubbing up against him and giving him this smoldering look.

“Sometimes I think that’s exactly why we’re so close. Your darkness attracts my light, my carefree nature. Without darkness, there can’t be light.”

I can feel the air crackle. Claire is still gazing ardently at Ayden, and the situation starts to make me feel really uncomfortable. I’m about to say something, but I don’t get the chance before Claire continues, still looking into Ayden’s eyes. He seems just as unnerved as I am.

“I know you don’t like to admit it, but the loss of your parents still gets to you. It irks you that nobody ever explained to you exactly what happened back then. The pain is deeply rooted, and you’re afraid that the experience changed you forever. Maybe it’s time to confront your father about it. I understand your hesitation, but you should just demand that he tells you honestly what actually happened. It might give you some peace.”

Ayden stares at her wide-eyed. Her words seem to have touched a nerve in him. And I get it. It must be hard for him. But there’s another voice in my head asking why he’s discussed all this with Claire and never with me.

Suddenly, she claps her hands together and jumps up from the sofa. “That’s enough serious talk. Time to have some fun.” She grabs Ayden’s hand and pulls him to his feet to take him to the dance floor. Ayden looks so perplexed that he doesn’t know how to refuse.

On the way home, Ayden and I walk side by side in silence. The conversation with Claire still seems to be bothering him.

The rest of the evening was actually quite pleasant. We danced a little, indulged in the canapés, and had a good time. But Ayden was pretty reserved.

“Everything okay?” I ask, looking up at him inquiringly.

A few seconds pass before he meets my eye, and I can see that his smile’s not genuine.

“Claire sometimes has this really blunt way of bringing up things that hit a nerve.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

He sighs and looks up into the night sky. The starlight is swallowed by the glow of the city.

“I told you once that I have a feeling that something in me is broken or missing. In the past, I could never really feel close to anyone, but I didn’t miss that intimacy. I liked being independent, so it didn’t bother me. But since I met you…”

I nod slowly. I know where this is going. We’ve talked about it before. Ayden even came close to breaking up with me because he was afraid he could never give me what I needed. As if there was some internal barrier. But although there have been many times in the past when he felt distant, and his work with the hunters was always more important than anything else, I really feel how much he loves me.

As we wait for the bus, I nestle up to him, look up at him, and seek out his gaze so that he can see how serious I am. “Don’t think like that. I’m happy with you, and I never have the feeling that there’s something missing. I like you just the way you are. But I get that the loss of your parents makes you sad.” I’m not sure whether I should say the next part aloud. I know Ayden doesn’t like broaching this topic. “Maybe you’re not as alone as you think. Maybe you still have family.”

Ayden frowns and sighs. He still doesn’t want to admit that Kate’s prophecy might be true and that Noah could be his twin brother.

“Just think about it. Maybe it really is time to talk to your dad.”

I don’t want to keep pressuring him. I’ve said what needs to be said, and he probably just needs time. So I stretch up and kiss him tenderly. He pulls me in close, and I’m surprised by the intensity of his kiss. He ardently presses his lips against mine and takes my breath away. I pull back, gasping, and see the stormy sparkle in his eyes as the bus pulls up to the stop.

We step into the bus and take our seats. Ayden puts his arm around me, and I rest my head against his shoulder. The silence doesn’t bother me. It’s a wonderfully intimate moment, and I feel so close to him. I briefly look up at him, and I’m simply thankful for the time that we can be together.

I can’t be sure what it is, but something makes me sit up and take notice. We’re stopped at traffic lights, close to the hospital, and as the bus moves off, two figures catch my eye, standing and talking a short distance from the Starbucks.

“No way,” I mutter. I sit up and press my face against the window, staring after the two people who are about to disappear from view. “Kate and Noah!”

Ayden turns around and squints but can’t see them anymore. “Are you sure?”

Yes, I’m pretty sure it was them. But why would they meet in the middle of the night? And why didn’t they say anything to me? That’s not like Kate or Noah. Was it maybe not them after all?

“I’ll just message them and ask,” I say to Ayden, taking out my phone. As I type, an uneasy feeling overcomes me. What was going on back there?

I don’t get a reply. Neither Noah nor Kate writes me back, but I don’t hold it against them – it’s pretty late. Still, the uncertainty doesn’t help my sleeplessness. It’s going to be a long and restless night.

“You could have told me,” I say to Kate. “I keep offering to help you with your search.”

“I know,” she admits with a sigh. “But you have so much going on right now. You shouldn’t have to deal with my problems too. And I figured maybe Noah had access to different sources. I found nothing in our libraries about whether there have been key carriers with gifts who had problems like mine.”

We have history next period, and we’re on our way to the classroom. But we’re in no hurry to get there.

Kate sighs heavily. “Anyway, he didn’t find anything useful. And now he’s worried about me too. He thinks things might improve if I learn to control my visions. That could explain why my mom’s memory loss progressed so slowly. But unfortunately, nobody can tell me how to do that. It seems that the visions just burst out of me on their own accord when they need to get out. If I could bring them on deliberately, maybe I wouldn’t lose chunks of my memory each time. But that’s all just theory.” Kate gazes into the distance and bites her lip. “There are rituals that people have used to try triggering a vision.”

I frown. “You mean with drugs?” I stop in my tracks and look at her. “You’re not considering that, right? You’re no ordinary person. You’re a key carrier with a gift. Who knows what effect that could have on you?!”

Kate grins and shakes her head. “I know that. And no, that’s not what I’m talking about. I just meant that there are a number of different ways of teasing out a vision. I just have to keep searching and not give up hope.”

She turns and continues walking toward the classroom. I watch her pensively and think about how I might be able to help her.

At that moment, a man rushes around the corner, and Kate walks straight into him. Mr. Brian looks surprised and grabs her arm just before the force of the collision makes her fall. For a moment, time seems to stand still. I see Kate’s eyes widen and all the color drain out of her face. She starts shaking. Mr. Brian seems to notice that something’s wrong with her, and he frowns. He opens his mouth to say something, but it’s too late.

Kate screams. It’s an awful, piercing sound that makes the blood freeze in my veins. For a moment, I’m paralyzed with shock, then I pull myself together and hurry to Kate, who’s still staring at Mr. Brian. There’s nothing but fear and horror in her eyes. I don’t even look at our teacher, but I notice that she’s still staring at him and that his hands are still grasping her, as if he’s afraid she might collapse.

When I get to them, he gives me a horrified look and lets go of Kate. I catch her and pull her toward me. The moment I do that, her screaming stops, and she faints. I lower myself to the floor with her, holding her in my arms and stroking her face.

“Kate, can you hear me? Open your eyes. Please.”

“I… I’ll call someone from the infirmary,” Mr. Brian mutters, taking his phone out of his pocket.

After what seems like an eternity, two men appear, examine Kate briefly, and then carry her away. I don’t let my friend out of my sight. I’m so scared for her, and I don’t leave her side.
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How is she?” Ayden asks me.

By now, I guess half the school knows about Kate’s collapse, and that’s how Ayden heard about it. I’ve just stepped out of Kate’s room in the infirmary. Ayden’s sitting in one of the visitor chairs, looking at me expectantly.

“The doctors couldn’t find anything wrong with her,” I explain. “Her blood pressure’s a bit low, so they assume it was just a fainting fit. And Kate played the whole thing down. I mean, I understand why. But this is the third or fourth time it’s happened. Maybe it would be better if she confided in a doctor. But she absolutely refuses to.”

I sigh and sit down in the chair beside Ayden.

“She needs time to recover,” he says. “Maybe she’ll reconsider once she’s calmed down a little.”

I’m not so hopeful. “She has so much to deal with right now. The visions, the memory loss, and now this. I can’t help wondering if the pain attacks are somehow related to the memory loss.” That’s what we need to find out. But how?

Ayden drapes his arm around my shoulders and kisses the top of my head. I’m so glad to have him here with me. I’m about to say something when the door opens, and Mr. Collins enters the infirmary in a hurry. He notices us and looks surprised. I assume he’s here because of Kate.

“Ayden,” he says. “Shouldn’t you be in the meeting?”

“Kate’s unwell, as I’m sure you heard. I just wanted to check up on her and Teresa.”

It feels weird the way Mr. Collins totally ignores me and makes no attempt to include me in the conversation.

“Well, make it quick. It’s important that you’re there today,” he says before continuing on his way.

To my surprise, Ayden stands up and says, “Dad, wait. Do you have time later? I need to talk to you. It’s really important.”

His father purses his lips, scrutinizes his son, and shakes his head. “Sorry. I need to pay a visit to Ms. Williams, and after that I have a meeting. And tonight I’m traveling to Phoenix for a few Council sessions. I’ll be back in a couple of days. I’ll have time then.”

He turns around and reaches for the door handle. But Ayden can’t contain himself any longer.

“I want to talk to you about my parents. Please, it’s important.”

Mr. Collins turns around, looking stunned. “I don’t know what there is to talk about. You know everything. And this is really not the time or the place.” He gives me a sidelong glance.

“Tess can hear what you have to say. I’ll tell her everything afterward anyway.”

“Ayden, really. It can’t be that urgent.”

“Do I have a brother?”

Now my eyes widen, and Mr. Collins stares at his son too, lost for words. Neither of us expected him to be so direct. But I guess he’s been carrying this around with him for too long, and it’s burst the banks. He wants to finally hear the truth.

“What… what gave you that preposterous idea?” asks a stunned Mr. Collins. His eyes dart around, and he can’t bring himself to look at Ayden directly. The situation obviously makes him very uncomfortable.

“So it’s true?” Ayden asks.

I can’t believe it. I stare at Mr. Collins incredulously.

“I’ve met him, so you can stop lying to me. I just want the truth. What went down that night? Why did nobody tell me I have a brother? What happened?”

“Ayden,” he begins cautiously. “This can’t be true; do you hear me? I…”

“Stop evading my questions. I want to know what’s going on, and I’ll find out with or without you.”

His dad runs his hand over his dismayed face. Again, he seems to be running through things in his mind, searching for an out. But he can’t continue the lie, and he knows it. It’s over.

“So, he’s still alive.” Mr. Collins rubs his chin thoughtfully. “How do you know? You said you met him?”

“It’s Noah,” says Ayden.

Mr. Collins’ face blanches. “Noah… a Noctu. That explains why he was assumed dead.” Mr. Collins stares numbly at the floor in front of his feet. It’s as if he’s picturing scenes from the past. Finally he says, “We… we assumed he died in the fire with your parents. We didn’t know he survived; you have to believe me. We never would have left him with the Noctu. After attacking your parents, the Noctu must have intended to take you both with them. Or maybe only one of you. Maybe the hunters interrupted them in the act, and they were only able to take your brother,” Mr. Collins muses.

“But why?” Ayden asks. He’s overwrought, and it’s no wonder. Noah and Ayden – who can’t stand each other and who grew up on opposing sides – are twin brothers. “Why did they take Noah with them and raise him as a Noctu?”

“I don’t know,” Mr. Collins replies, looking at his son. “Maybe to deliver a harsh blow. What could be worse? A child from a respected hunter couple growing up as a Noctu – it doesn’t bear thinking about.”

“You should have told me,” Ayden says in an accusatory tone.

“You were a baby. You had no memory of your family. What good would it have done, telling you that your brother was murdered by the Noctu as well? It would only have added to your pain. You’ve been through enough. I didn’t want to burden you with that too. I’m sorry if that was a mistake. But I was just trying to protect you. Nobody should have to live with something like that, and I figured I could at least take away some of your pain.” He moves a step closer to Ayden and extends his arm. “I’m sorry if that was the wrong call. I only wanted the best for you.” And with those words, he slowly puts his arms around Ayden.

The next day, I keep thinking about what Mr. Collins said. So it’s true – Ayden and Noah are brothers. Kate was right about what she saw in her vision. I can’t believe what the Noctu did to them and their parents. They didn’t just take their mother and father from them – they ripped the siblings apart too. I keep asking myself why. Why did they only take one of them?

Ayden is clearly affected by all this, but he doesn’t want to talk about it. I assumed he would immediately try to contact Noah and talk to him. But unfortunately, that didn’t happen.

“The problem is Noah’s not a Tempes,” Ayden said when we talked after his conversation with his father. “I doubt I can convince him to change sides. So this changes nothing. We’re from enemy camps; it’s as simple as that.”

I know Ayden’s right. Noah would never defect to the Tempes, and regular contact between them is unthinkable. If a Noctu or Tempes found out about their connection… I don’t even want to think about what would happen to them.

“This is hard for me,” Ayden openly admitted. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to relate to Noah. Does the fact that we’re brothers change anything? I doubt we’ll ever be close – the circumstances are too complicated, and there’s too much water under the bridge.”

Ayden’s clearly struggling with all this. But he needs to have a conversation with Noah – as soon as possible.

I’ve just come from English class – which really dragged because my mind was elsewhere. I’m glad it’s over so I can finally go visit Kate in the infirmary again. The Fabricis didn’t give me a pass to go see her, so I’ll have to skip my next class. I’ll fake a headache, go to the infirmary, and see how she’s doing. I’m still really worried about Kate’s episode. I hope she’s feeling better now and that we can figure out what’s causing these pain attacks.

When I get to the infirmary, there’s no one around, so I don’t need to make up a story. I hurry down the corridor and open Kate’s door. To my surprise, the room is empty. The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, and I stare cluelessly at the bed, which has already been stripped.

“What are you doing in here?” says a voice, snapping me out of my trance.

Startled, I turn around to see a nurse looking at me with raised eyebrows and arms folded across her chest.

“I… I came to visit Miss Williams. Where is she?”

“She insisted on being discharged this morning, and the doctor agreed.”

Of course he did – he assumed it was only a fainting fit.

“Okay, thanks,” I reply and leave immediately. I can’t help wondering why Kate didn’t tell me she’d been discharged. Why did she just leave?

I have a bad feeling. I walk quickly along the corridors, and my heart beats faster and faster. The closer I get to Kate’s room, the more the hollow feeling in my stomach intensifies.

I sprint the last few yards, and as I reach out to open her door, I pause. For a moment, I don’t dare to breathe as I listen keenly to the noises coming from her room. A whooshing, whirring sound that at first, I can’t explain. But my subconscious seems to have a hunch because one word flashes through my mind: magic.

I’m about to open the door when I hear a voice say, “I was intending to finish you off in the infirmary. It was the perfect opportunity after you suffered that unexplained episode because they would have attributed your death to that. But now, I’ll have to do it this way.”

I fling the door open and momentarily freeze on the spot. So many things are happening before my eyes that I struggle to process them all or even believe what I’m seeing.

Kate’s sitting on the floor of her room. The shutters are closed. In front of her is a ceramic bowl with smoke rising out of it. An unusual nutty smell hangs in the air. Lights rise up from the bowl and float around the room, and when I take a closer look at them, I see the details. Faces, places – like little pieces cut from photos. Are they memories? Or snippets of visions?

All that would be enough to alarm me, but the really horrifying thing is the other person in the room. Mr. Brian is holding Kate by the sweater, glaring at her with hatred and holding a knife to her throat. When I charge in, he looks at me in horror.

Gray can’t help Kate. He’s pinned to the floor by a huge predatory bird. But Yoru doesn’t hesitate. My little fox launches himself at Mr. Brian and hurls a fireball at him. He has to let go of Kate to dodge it – which is a good start. The knife slips out of his hand as he raises his arms and commands his key spirit. It rears up and throws itself in front of its master, quenching the flames with a torrent of water. A gigantic wave surges over me, sweeping me off my feet and spinning me around. I manage to grab hold of the closet.

Meanwhile, Mr. Brian is focused on Kate again. “I’ve had enough! I spent so long trying to figure out how to take you out of the game, and believe me, I didn’t want to kill you. But now I see it’s the only way. You’re a seer, I’m sure of it now, and that makes you a danger to me. You have to die!”

I can tell from his expression that he’ll stop at nothing. He bends down, picks up the knife, and raises it over his head, and now there’s nothing holding me back. I jump up, run at him, and pray that I’ll get to him in time. At the same time, I take out my key and try to summon a door the way Noah taught me. I throw myself on the floor, slide across it, and drag Kate with me as I open the door that’s just appeared in front of us. We tumble through it and then comes the fall. Deep, endless. But I cling to the hope that it’ll get us to safety.
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Islowly struggle to my feet. We’re in the Odyss. All around us are the glowing doors. Yoru is sitting beside me, looking up at me intently. Gray is with Kate, still poised in his attacking pose to protect her. Nobody else is here, so I exhale with relief. But we still need to get out of here as fast as possible.

I go to Kate and help her up.

“What the hell just happened? What kind of spell was that, and what did Mr. Brian want from you?” Okay, fine, the last part was obvious, and the memory of it sends an icy shiver up my spine.

“I… I was trying to bring on a vision with a ritual,” Kate explains slowly, pushing a strand of hair out of her face. She looks tense. Her hands are shaking. “I didn’t know what else to do. I need to get the visions out before they burst out of me unexpectedly and destroy parts of my memory.” She looks at me with big imploring eyes.

I get why she did it. But I wish she’d talked to me first. “You could have told me,” I say, unable to keep the disappointment out of my voice.

Meanwhile, I reach out to summon a door through which we can disappear. I don’t know where it’ll lead us, but what’s important right now is to get away from this place.

“I didn’t want to drag you into it.” She sighs and walks a few steps. “Also… it’s hard to explain, but this is something I have to deal with on my own. I need to work on myself and my powers. No one can help me with that.”

I look at her and feel torn. In a way, I understand what she means, but I want her to know that I’m always willing to help her.

“I was halfway through the ritual when my door opened, and Mr. Brian came in. He didn’t say much, just that he’d gone to the infirmary and was surprised to find that I discharged myself. And that it made no difference now. I didn’t understand what he wanted from me. But the way he looked at me…” She shakes her head at the memory. “I was so scared. And then he attacked me. I don’t know how he knows about my gift.”

“Oh, that’s easy,” says a voice in the darkness behind us.

A figure slowly emerges out of the shadows. My heart contracts in fright. I instinctively position myself in front of Kate and retreat back a few steps with her. I can still feel the weight of the door that I was about to pull toward me. I try to maintain the connection and not let go of it, but it’s hard now that my attention is divided.

Mr. Brian advances. His huge bird is fluttering around him. “Many years ago, I acquired a seal that reacts to the powers of a seer. It was a precautionary measure after I was threatened by a seer a while back, and I realized that I would probably cross paths again with her or some other seer in the future.”

I’m reminded of the letter from Kate’s mom. So her warning did put him on guard, but evidently, she never sought him out. Why not? Did he abandon his plans? I find that hard to believe.

“The seal warns me when a seer is nearby. You experienced firsthand how it works. The closer you get to me, the stronger the reaction. At first, I was really confused because after the first incident, it didn’t happen again for a while. But I suppose that’s because your powers awakened only recently and haven’t fully developed. Still, I couldn’t take any risks. I couldn’t allow you to see those things, and it was only a matter of time before you did. As a seer, you can home in on events that relate to the people close to you – events that are significant for them and their life story. And since your friend is a relative of Frida…” He glares at me. “…I knew that you’d uncover my secret. I needed to keep your friend away from you. That way I had a much better chance of getting to you and stopping you.”

I’m stunned. That’s why he fed me false information about the destiny test? He wanted me to fail and move in with the Fabricis so that he had easier access to Kate? I clench my fists with rage and try to summon the door again. We need to get out of here – now!

But Mr. Brian seems to guess my intentions. He shakes his head slowly. “I can’t let you do that. This ends here and now. In fact, you did me a big favor by coming here. The Tempes will never find you here.”

Mr. Brian doesn’t give us a chance to catch our breath. He closes in, making Kate feel worse with every step he takes. She doubles over, hugging herself and struggling to stay upright. She’s breathing heavily, and it’s clear to me that she’s in no condition to fight. She’s an easy target.

Aware of this, Mr. Brian throws up his arms and his bird flies at Kate. It spews out water, which forms into two spiraling columns. They speed toward Kate. She can’t even lift her head anymore. Gray quickly positions himself protectively in front of her, trying to intercept the attack, although I’m sure he’s currently receiving no odeon from her.

I send Yoru forward. My fox turns the water to steam while I kneel beside Kate and try to help her to her feet.

“We need to get out of here,” I say, extending my arm and trying to summon a door.

Meanwhile, Yoru’s fire is still turning Mr. Brian’s barrage of water into steam, which swirls through the sultry air.

“I told you, you’re not leaving here,” he says. There’s a cold smile on his lips. “She needs to be eliminated.”

Suddenly, thunder rolls overhead. Lightning bolts appear, and one of them hisses down at us. I shove Kate aside as I throw myself out of the way.

“You seem to have forgotten that I used to be a hunter,” Mr. Brian snarls.

I hear the menacing thunder above us again, and then countless lightning bolts strike the ground, breaking it up. Stones fly through the air, and I leap frantically back and forth to escape the hexes. Kate tries to save herself too by jumping out of their path, but her pain seems to be increasing because she’s moving more and more slowly.

Mr. Brian strides across the battlefield unfazed, and the lightning bolts land near him but never hit him.

I scream out my rage and fear at him: “Leave Kate alone!” Then I run at him. But I can already hear her agonized screams. I hate seeing her suffer like this, writhing on the ground, her hands pressed against her temples, and her body curled up in a ball.

I command Yoru to run at Mr. Brian and launch one attack after another. But my teacher raises his hand, and his bird intercepts the fireballs with a fountain of water. I clench my fists and try to send Yoru a large amount of odeon all at once. My fox grows bigger; the symbols appear on his head, and his nine tails wag aggressively in the air. Yoru opens his mouth wide, producing a wall of flame so hot and all-consuming that even I can feel it burning my skin.

Mr. Brian has nothing to counter it with at first, and he’s swept up and flung away from me. His whole body is in flames. His hair, clothing, everything burns. The stench of his scorched skin wafts through the air, but I try to ignore it and hurry to my friend.

“Are you okay?” I ask as I help her up. Now that there’s some distance between her and our teacher, her pain seems to abate, and she blinks at me in confusion.

Suddenly, her eyes widen in fright, staring at something behind me. I spin around, and that’s when I sense the crackle in the air and see, to my horror, that Mr. Brian has merged with his spirit. The figure before me looks enormous, like something out of a nightmare. His body shimmers dark blue, sinewy and barely human. His arms are elongated and slightly bowed, and claw-like talons grow out of his fingers and feet. But the worst is his face, which appears to be covered in feathers and now has a large beak growing out from its center. Mr. Brian raises his hand mutely, and we’re suddenly bathed in blue light. It flickers and spreads, and then all at once, a deluge surges over us. There’s nothing to hold on to. The water sweeps us away and twists up in an enormous vortex, which miraculously hovers in space, spinning us relentlessly. Every time I think I’m about to reach the edge and escape this monstrosity, individual tendrils of water reach out like arms, grabbing me, winding around my legs, and pulling me back in. I desperately struggle against them. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Mr. Brian raise his arm and draw the water surrounding Kate toward him. Then I see her lying lifelessly on the ground beside him. He bends over her, holding a glinting object in his hand – a knife. His other hand is around Kate’s neck. I can see the pain in her eyes, but she doesn’t have the strength to cry out anymore.

I have to do something – that’s the last thing I think. Then I close my eyes, and I know there’s only one thing left to try. Very slowly, I let all my odeon flow out of me. I seek out Yoru and feel it gradually transfer to him. As my skin begins to heat up, the water penetrates my lungs and causes me to sink deeper and deeper into the torrent. It’s over, I think. But then I suddenly feel this power, this voice inside me. I picture Ayden’s face and know that I can’t lose him. I think of my mother, my friends… I can’t give up!

I feel for Yoru, sense exactly where he is, and without my body actually moving at all, part of me goes to him. This piece of me moves closer and closer to my fox, reaches him, and ruffles his fur. I kneel down in front of him, press my forehead against his, and know that I’m doing the right thing. We merge. Heat envelops me. And suddenly, the water around me evaporates. I’m sitting on the ground, looking at my hands, my arms. I’m engulfed in flames, and I know without seeing myself that I’ve transformed into the fire being.

I stride toward Mr. Brian. He seems to sense the danger and turns around. There’s a look of horror in his face, but it’s too late. I don’t hesitate to throw myself at him, pressing my flaming hands against his body, and he starts screaming in agony. He writhes and tries to escape it, but I show no mercy. Suddenly, I notice an object shimmering blue against his skin – a small pendant on a chain. Sensing the magic radiating from this object, I tear it from Mr. Brian’s neck and throw it on the ground. I silently command Yoru to destroy the amulet with a fireball. Mr. Brian cries out in horror and lunges at me. But now Kate’s here with her key spirit. She’s no longer in pain and doesn’t hesitate to utilize her new-found freedom. She tries to pull the teacher off me while Gray opens his mouth and launches an attack. And that’s exactly when it happens: The scene blurs before our eyes, dissolves, and reconfigures into a place that I recognize.
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I’m back in the park. Kate’s beside me, looking around in disbelief. Frida’s standing before us, watching Charles slowly disappear from view. I know what’s about to happen. Frida will go to Patty and find that she’s still alive. Before that happens, the image before us begins to blur again. But when I look in Charles’ direction, it stays sharp. That can only mean one thing. And Kate seems to come to the same conclusion.

We follow Charles, who’s striding briskly along a path. There’s a mortified expression on his face, and he seems to be becoming increasingly panicked about what he’s just done. He walks faster and faster, but then a figure suddenly steps out from behind a tree and grips him so tightly that he almost falls.

Startled, he turns and sees Mr. Brian. The confusion in Charles’ face turns to fear.

“What… what are you doing here?” he asks, freeing himself from his friend’s grasp.

“You really don’t know? Oh, Charles. You always were so simple-minded. You figure I didn’t notice the way you and Frida have been behaving around each other lately? The constant tension in the air when you meet, your sudden aversion to her, the fearful but determined way she looks at you. Something happened between you two, and I have to say, as your friend, I was disappointed that you didn’t confide in me. When you both stormed out of the building earlier, I figured it couldn’t hurt to follow you.”

Mr. Brian cocks his head and looks almost smug as he watches Charles’ face blanch.

“I never expected to witness that! So your girlfriend was a goddess of destiny.” He really seems to be enjoying this. “A highly trained hunter like you falling for a creature like that. I hate to think what kinds of things you told her when you were together; what secrets she extracted from you. And I’m sure that’s exactly what the Council will want to know too.”

“It… it wasn’t like that. I… I didn’t tell her anything important; you have to believe me.”

“Oh really? A goddess, who only has one purpose in life, fakes feelings for a hunter and doesn’t coax any secrets out of him? You weren’t duped by this creature, so skilled at disguising herself and manipulating people? You don’t even believe that yourself. And even if you do, the Council will have serious doubts. There’s really only one resolution they can reach. And you know that. Which is why you killed her.”

Charles lowers his head and stands in front of his friend with his shoulders hunched like a person who’s about to lose everything. He looks totally desperate and knows that he’s basically finished. The only life he knows is over.

“I didn’t want that. I… I was just so angry. I know I didn’t have the right to make that call. It’s not a hunter’s place to summarily execute a goddess.”

“Especially since you only did it to cover up your mess,” says Mr. Brian. “That’ll be your downfall.”

Charles shakes his head and says in a tremulous voice, “I’m sorry, I really am. Things got out of control. Frida understands that, and she’s going to help me. She still cares about me despite everything. She won’t let me down.” He looks imploringly at his friend. “Please, I know it’s asking a lot, but we’re friends. So if you could do me this favor… no one will ever find out, I promise. And I’ll be forever in your debt.”

Mr. Brian waits for a moment and seems to be considering Charles’ words, then he smiles and puts his arm around his friend’s shoulder.

“Actually, there is something you can help me with. Something I’ve been planning for a long time. Maybe this way that you can partly make up for what you’ve done.”

His voice sounds friendly, but his expression is that of a snake about to attack an unwary victim.

Charles is not totally unwary – the fear is written all over his face. But his hands are tied. He knows he’s about to sell his soul, and he has no choice. He slowly nods and allows his friend to lead him away.

The scene blurs again, and I’m still trying to understand what I’ve just seen when my consciousness returns to the Odyss.

Kate is still trying to pull Mr. Brian off me, and he’s still grasping my arm. I stare into his face, stunned, and he seems to correctly interpret the horror in my eyes.

“You saw something!” It’s not a question; it’s an observation. Fear flashes across his face. But what is it that we’re not supposed to know?

“I’ll kill you both,” he screams with maniacal resolve. He lets go of me abruptly, flings his arms in the air, and I briefly feel a cold tingling sensation. Then the blue light appears again, coming from Mr. Brian’s spirit. It happens so fast that I have no time to call to Yoru. I’m dragged into those cold depths and flung around until I have no idea where I am. It’s a horrible feeling. I need air, and I don’t know which way to swim. Which way is up? Which way is down? I can’t maintain my connection to Yoru, and I transform back.

I slam hard against a wall. Or is it the ground? I don’t know. I’m flipped around again and feel myself bump into something. My skin splits. Then another blow, this time straight to the head, making me see stars. My lungs are screaming for air, close to bursting. And then I’m finally grabbed by something, that pulls me in one direction. I feel something soft and see patches of rusty brown. Yoru, I realize. Then I burst out of the cold gloom and can finally breathe again.

The deluge vanishes, and I lie motionless on the ground for a moment. I feel dizzy and sick, and I think I might throw up. My whole body is racked with pain, and I’m gradually losing consciousness. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Kate lying on the ground a few yards away. She’s not moving, and I’m gripped by a chilling fear: Is she still alive?

But I can’t hold on to that thought. It disappears along with the scene in front of my eyes. It grows dark all around me, although I try as hard as I can to fight it.

And then I hear a deep growl. It’s terrifying and awakens a dim memory in me, giving me goosebumps despite my utter exhaustion. A dark figure emerges out of the gloom of the Odyss. Long scrawny arms, a body covered in sinewy black skin. Vacant red eyes. One of the fallen!

It shouldn’t surprise me. We’ve been in this place far too long. I knew that the fallen would pick up our scent sooner or later.

The creature drops down on all fours, growls again, and then dashes away, disappearing from view. I try to turn toward it, but there’s still this dull droning in my head. I feel dizzy again, but I try to fight it. I need to stand up and leave this place immediately with Kate. Otherwise, we’ll die right here and now.

I hear the sounds of a fight behind me and see lights whizzing around. Drops of water fall on me, and the hexes become more frantic. I hear screams so hideous that I’m sure they’ll stay with me forever.

I push myself up onto my hands and knees and feel the sweat running down my back, but I manage to turn myself enough to look behind me. The horror that I see before me is indescribable.

The monster is pinning Mr. Brian’s spirit to the ground with its claws. The bird’s wings are unnaturally twisted, and it keeps twitching, as if it’s fighting for its life with the last of its strength. Its movements look so helpless than I can hardly bring myself to watch. Without hesitating, the fallen beast opens its mouth and sinks its sharp teeth into the bird’s flesh. I hear a crack that makes my blood run cold. Then the creature raises its head and looks at Mr. Brian, who’s staring with horror at his spirit. He suddenly seems to realize what’s happened. He staggers back, whimpering, and resumes his normal form. Without his key spirit, he’s lost his magic. He’s a defenseless human. And he knows it.

Mr. Brian runs off, but the creature instantly gives chase. Like a wild animal, it pounces on him and knocks him to the ground. I hear screams, see blood, and close my eyes. I silently pray that I’ll get to Kate in time for us to disappear before the creature turns on us.

At first, I crawl forward on my hands and knees, then I force myself onto my feet and manage a few dragging steps. Kate’s still lying on the ground, not moving. Gray is beside her, nudging her while at the same time keeping an eye on his surroundings, ready to protect his master with his life.

I’ve almost reached her when I notice something. The sounds… they’ve… stopped.

At that terrifying realization, I turn around. Mr. Brian is lying a short distance away, motionless and brutally disfigured. And the fallen creature… is no longer with him.

I look around me in a panic, peering into every dark corner. And then I sense it. Yoru tenses, his heart rate increases, and adrenaline pumps through his little body. Then he gives a low growl, all of his attention focused in one direction. I follow his gaze and see the creature slowly approaching us. Its icy stare is fixed on me as it moves forward one step at a time. All I can hear is my own rasping breath and the menacing growl in the creature’s throat.

I know I have to do something. Right now. I send odeon to Yoru as fast as I can, but the creature seems to notice. It bounds toward me in one huge leap, knocks me to the ground, and growls loudly. Its lips curl back, and I smell its foul breath. My heart is threatening to burst, and my body is flooded with adrenaline. I call silently to Yoru and command him to attack. With every ounce of his strength.

The creature pins me down with its scrawny arms, holding me in its icy grip, and bends down toward me. It bares its teeth again, and I see its dark gums, its furrowed face, and those horrible eyes. They’re so dark, so devoid of conscience, so utterly merciless. An eerie flicker smolders in them and seems strangely familiar. Am I imagining it? Have I met this creature before? Is it maybe the one that attacked me when I first found Yoru here in the Odyss? The one that attacked me, Noah, and Frances when we were near the temple? What gives me that idea? Why does this creature suddenly seem so familiar?

There’s a sparkle in its eyes that slowly changes. Its dark eyes lighten. I don’t understand what’s happening, but the blackness seems to retreat and make way for something else. A deep blue that feels familiar. Yes, it’s like looking into a mirror, as if I have some connection to these eyes, this stare, which no longer seems threatening. It looks like a silent cry, a plea to be heard. And before my mind has processed it, my mouth is already forming the word, which makes no sense, and yet I’m totally convinced it’s right. I slowly extend my hand toward the creature. I can’t look away. I’m captivated by this connection between us, and I say the liberating word, which simultaneously brings my world tumbling down around me: “Frida.”

- End of book 6 -

Continued in volume 7:
A Goddess Awakens
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