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I’m still staring into those eyes, and there’s a familiar glint in them. A call, which at this moment I hear so clearly. They’re begging me to peer behind the façade. This creature before me is no monster lacking mind and intellect. It never tried to kill me. All it ever wanted was for me to see past the grotesque visage to the truth.

This fallen creature is none other than my Great Aunt Frida.

Her sinewy body slowly relaxes, her facial muscles slacken, and her fanged mouth closes. Frida’s eyes remain fixed on me, and she looks somehow … relieved.

I whisper her name quietly and slowly reach out to touch her head. I have to show her that I’m with her, that I’m on her side. But before my hand touches her blackened skin, she turns abruptly and lopes away. After a few yards, she stops and looks back at me expectantly.

With a pounding heart, I meet her eye; for a moment, I’m unsure what to do. Is it a good idea to follow her? I’m still in the Odyss. Kate’s still lying unconscious on the ground – a few yards away from Mr. Brian’s maimed body torn to pieces by Frida. For reasons I can’t explain, I know without a doubt that my great aunt would never do anything to harm me. In fact, I’m sure I can trust her, although I have no idea where that certainty comes from. There’s just this connection, this feeling that I know her. But I can’t simply go with her. Not while Kate is defenseless.

Frida notices my hesitation and seems to understand my concern. She looks to her right and jerks her head several times in that direction. At the same time, her feet scuttle restlessly. She seems to want to show me something – something important. But nothing can be important enough for me to leave Kate behind. I need to check on her. She’s been out cold for far too long. So I go to her, which elicits a loud hiss from Frida.

“I know,” I say to my aunt. “I’ll come with you in a minute. But first I have to take care of Kate.”

Frida shakes her head energetically.

“I can’t just leave her here. Surely you understand that.”

She gallops restlessly on the spot again and suddenly jerks her head to the left. She cranes her neck and seems to be listening out … she hears something. I see her tense up. A low growl rumbles in her throat, then she turns to me again. She hisses at me and takes a few lunging steps toward me as if she’s trying to drive me away.

“What?” I ask quietly, peering in the direction that Frida’s looking again. “More of the fallen are coming, right?”

She nods.

“And they’re not like you in that they probably want to kill us, yeah?”

She nods again. Her reply doesn’t surprise me. I frantically consider my options, but then I hear claws scraping across the ground and hoarse wheezing and snorting sounds. They’re coming.

“I’ll stay and fight them with you. Then I’ll take care of Kate, and then you can show me whatever it is you want to show me.”

Frida shakes her head and growls at me. She lunges at me again as if she’s trying to get rid of me.

At that moment, four of the fallen charge out of the darkness. They leap at me with their teeth bared, but Frida quickly throws herself at them and sinks her teeth into one of their shoulders. The creature lets out a menacing growl. The others are momentarily confused, but it doesn’t take them long to decide that they have no problem killing one of their own. Frida rears up in front of them, growling and making it clear that she won’t let them pass.

I nod to Yoru. I’m about to hurry to my great aunt’s aid, but she turns to me again and hisses angrily. I know what she wants me to do. She wants me to leave. Right now! She gives me a warning look, and then her eyes dart at Kate, who’s still lying there unconscious and defenseless. As much as it pains me, I have to get out of here and trust that Frida can handle the situation. If I stay, I’ll only get in her way and put Kate in more danger. So I extend my arm and focus on the door that will get us home. I take one last look at Mr. Brian as the door slowly glides toward me. I can’t take him with me. I’m doubtful about whether I can even get Kate out of here. I definitely couldn’t drag a man of his size.

There’s no time to lose, because the fallen are attacking again, hurling themselves at Frida, who bravely fends them off. I have to get out of here. Maybe they’ll leave Frida alone when they realize they can’t get to me. I bend over Kate, and it takes all my strength to haul her to her feet. My right hand is still extended, holding on to the door, which at that moment reaches us. I glance at Frida, then open the door and pull Kate through.

We free-fall and land in an alley near the school. Relieved, I lower my friend to the ground and sit down beside her to catch my breath. I gently push a few strands of hair out of her face.

“Kate, wake up. Are you okay? Are you injured?”

I gently pat her cheeks and her eyelids flutter.

“Can you hear me?”

She opens her eyes slowly and looks around in confusion. Gray is instantly at her side, resting his head on her legs. She strokes his scaly skin.

“Yeah … I think so.” She gradually takes in her surroundings. “Where are we?”

“Near the school,” I reply, watching her closely to make sure she’s really okay.

Kate rubs her forehead gingerly and murmurs, “We were in the Odyss. Then suddenly all this water …” as the memories return, her eyes widen, and she looks at me in horror. “Mr. Brian … he tried to … kill me.” She glances around in a panic, but of course he’s nowhere to be seen. “Where is he? What happened?”

I swallow a few times as I search for the words to describe what happened. I guess I haven’t fully processed it myself. Eventually, I begin to explain how I found her performing a ritual to trigger a vision. I remind her of how Mr. Brian showed up in her room to kill her, of our escape to the Odyss, the fight with Mr. Brian, and then one of the fallen showing up and killing him.

“That creature protected us,” I say. “And it wasn’t just a random monster.” I pause, summoning the courage to say it out loud. “It was Frida. My great aunt is alive, and she saved us.”

Kate’s jaw drops when she hears this. I can see her mind ticking over, trying to make sense of it.

“She’s alive? But how … how is that possible?”

I shake my head. “I don’t know. I have no idea how she wound up as one of the fallen. Everyone thought she was dead. The Tempes believe that too. I don’t understand why. But I’m sure it was her. And that’s not all. She wanted to show me something. It was important to her that I see it, but then came the other fallen. We had to get out of there. I hope Frida’s okay.”

Silence descends, until Kate finally says, “We should get back to school.” She slowly stands up. “Then we can figure out what all this means and what to do about it.”

I nod, and we walk the short distance to school. I check the time and realize it’s lunch, and I’ve missed most of the morning’s classes. The Fabricis will definitely hear about this, so I’ll have to come up with a damn good excuse. But right now, that’s not a priority. All I care about is making sure Kate’s okay, and somehow processing all this new information.

We make our way to Kate’s room, but before we reach her corridor, we see Ayden coming the other way, looking pretty agitated. When he sees me, he stops in his tracks, then quickly strides down the corridor toward me. He takes me in his arms for a moment and then holds me at arm’s length to take a good look at me.

“Where were you? When you didn’t show up for chemistry, I messaged you and called you. What happened?”

It’s understandable that he was worried – I’ve gotten myself mixed up in bad situations in the past. So there are plenty of reasons why it would set off alarm bells for him.

“Not here,” I reply. “We were on our way to Kate’s room. We can talk there.”

He immediately understands that something must have happened. But he doesn’t ask questions, just nods and follows us.

In Kate’s room, I flop down in a chair. Kate sits on her bed and hugs her legs. Gray coils up, and Yoru sits down beside me, watching me closely. Ayden remains standing, studying my face anxiously. I tell him what happened, and he starts pacing up and down the room, fuming and clenching his jaw. When I tell him about Frida he’s stunned.

“And you’re absolutely sure it was her?”

“There’s no doubt in my mind. I can’t explain how, but I recognized her. And she didn’t hurt us. In fact, she protected us from Mr. Brian and the other fallen. The fallen never do that.”

“What about Mr. Brian?” Kate asks, her eyes wide with fear. “He’s still lying in the Odyss, right?”

“I’ll go get him,” I reply. “We can’t just leave him there like a piece of trash.” I feel sick at the thought of his mutilated body. I have no idea how I’ll get him out of there. But it’s a non-negotiable for me – even he deserves a proper burial.

“No way,” Ayden objects. “You can’t carry him. I’ll deal with him. But we can’t bring him here. How would we explain it? You can’t tell anyone that he attacked Kate. The Council would want to know why, and they’d launch an investigation. If she really wants to keep her powers a secret, then you can’t take that risk. Also, you’d have to tell them that one of the fallen killed Mr. Brian. And then they’d want to know why you two got away unscathed.” He shakes his head. “There’s no way. I’ll go to the Odyss and bury him behind one of the doors. It’s better if nobody finds him.”

I can tell he’s uncomfortable with this. I’m torn too, but looking at the situation objectively, Ayden’s right. Mr. Brian can’t be found.

“But what happens when he suddenly disappears?” I ask. “They’ll search for him.”

Ayden nods. “And at some point, they’ll assume he’s either gone AWOL or been killed.”

“Which will make the Noctu look bad again,” I add. “That could lead to more conflict.”

“Tess, there’s no other way,” says Ayden.

I bite my lip. I know we don’t really have a choice.

“We still don’t know what Mr. Brian was trying to hide from us,” says Kate, hugging her legs tighter. “And now that he’s dead, I guess we’ll never find out.” She rests her head on her knees. “It’s my fault for not being able to control my visions.”

I snort and shake my head. “If there’s anyone who knows how hard it is to control these gifts, it’s me. You did nothing wrong. Thanks to your visions, we may still have a chance of finding out why your mom threatened him and why he was so determined to eliminate you. I assume it had something to do with Patricia. I mean, it was in your vision that we witnessed him blackmailing Charles after he assumed Charles killed Patricia.”

“What I want to know is why Frida’s still alive,” says Ayden, resuming his pacing. When he catches my eye, his expression becomes even more somber. “And whose key you have.”

Fear makes my heart contract painfully. It didn’t occur to me, but he’s right. It can’t be Frida’s key.
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Deliberating this question, I pull my key on the chain out from under my sweater. I hold it up and examine it. But of course, it gives me no answers.

“Frida still has her key,” I say to myself. “She’s one of the fallen, fully merged with her spirit. But that means that her key’s still in her possession, am I right?”

“Correct,” Ayden confirms, folding his arms across his chest.

“Then whose key is this?”

Ayden shrugs. “That’s what I’m wondering. You found it in Frida’s house. It revealed itself to you and led you to the Odyss and to Yoru. The key chose you. There’s no question that you’re its rightful owner. But I want to know where Frida got it from.”

“She must have taken it from someone,” says Kate, glancing at me apologetically.

I know what this means. Frida must have killed its owner. Knowing that she defected to the Noctu at some point, that’s not too far-fetched. So I have the key of a person she most likely murdered. Not a nice thought.

Ayden senses my emotional turmoil and comes to me. He pulls me into an embrace and strokes my hair. His touch, his scent, and his warmth envelop me and dispel some of the chill and the horror.

“We’ll figure it out,” he says. “But first, I’ll deal with Mr. Brian, and then I’ll try to find out how the Council plans to respond to his disappearance. It won’t be long before he’s missed.” He kisses my temple and squeezes me tighter. “I’m always here for you,” he promises. “We’ll get through this.”

Before ringing the Fabricis’ doorbell, I take a deep breath. I still have no house key of my own and have to ring the bell every time I arrive, as if I’m a visitor, a stranger. And that’s how I feel. This will never feel like home, and the Fabricis are doing everything in their power to reinforce that. To them, I’m just a means to an end.

I try to clear my mind of everything that’s been plaguing me. I can’t let them see how agitated I am. But I can’t help thinking of Ayden. He’s probably in the Odyss by now. I didn’t want him to have to take on that odious task, and I keep wondering whether it’s the right course of action. But what choice do we have? It’s true – if we told the Council about Mr. Brian’s attack and how he died, there would inevitably be an investigation.

I slowly exhale, paste on a neutral expression, and step into the hallway. I consider disappearing into my room, but the decision is made for me. The man who opened the door for me in a dark suit with buttoned-up collar says in a stilted voice, “You’re expected. Please follow me.”

He doesn’t wait for a reply, but briskly leads the way without a backward glance. We reach one of the living rooms. He opens the door for me, and I enter. Ms. Fabrici is sitting on the cream-colored sofa. She’s wearing a simple but elegant black dress. Alfredo is standing beside her, regarding me with a sour expression. His mother says nothing at first and doesn’t look at me for a few seconds, which I assume is supposed to increase my sense of unease. Honestly, the sight of her is enough to make my mood plummet.

“You’re very late,” is all she says.

“My friend Kate was unwell. She was discharged from the infirmary today, and I wanted to look in on her.”

“Is that why you skipped your classes?”

Of course she knows. Apparently, the school keeps her thoroughly updated. I hate to think what else gets reported to her.

I nod slowly. “I didn’t want her to be alone. She really wasn’t feeling well.”

“In what way did your presence do anything to help your friend’s malaise?” She turns to face me and gives me a piercing look. “I heard that she discharged herself. Very unwise, as I’m sure any clear-thinking individual would agree. But if that’s her choice, then she should live with her decision and doesn’t need to be mollycoddled by you.”

I swallow back the sharp comment on the tip of my tongue and try to remain calm. There’s no use in expressing my anger – it only makes things worse.

“I just wanted to be there for her,” I say.

“This just goes to show once again how much you have to learn,” says Alfredo. “Especially with regard to your priorities. You have a lot of catching up to do, and you really can’t afford to miss classes or training sessions.” He folds his arms across his chest and can’t resist an arrogant smirk.

“I suppose you want to catch up on my missed training session now?”

It comes as no surprise. He was probably hoping to provoke more of a reaction from me.

“It’s the least you can do to make up for things, wouldn’t you agree?” he hisses.

I shrug. “If that’s how you want to spend your valuable time.”

“It saddens me that you continue to be so ungrateful. Alfredo has taken time out from his studies for you. He sees it as his duty to support you so that one day you’re in a position to support the Council with your gift.”

Or support the Fabrici family to increase their fame and power, I’m tempted to say. Luckily, I manage to keep my mouth shut.

“She’ll learn to be grateful,” Alfredo whispers in a menacing tone that gives me goosebumps. “Go get changed and meet me in the training room.”

I turn around without another word and go to my room to change into my training gear. I pull on my t-shirt and keep reminding myself that I’ve learned a few things by now, and I’m not totally helpless. During the fight with Mr. Brian, I succeeded in merging with Yoru. If I can buy myself a little time, I figure I can do it again. And seeing the look on Alfredo’s face when I do will be so gratifying.

The dim lighting in the training room is murky and doesn’t even reach in the corners of the room. But maybe those dark corners are what can buy me the time I need. My eyes wander around the room, and a plan gradually takes shape in my mind. It’s definitely worth a try!

Alfredo looks at me expectantly. He seems to guess what I’m thinking, but he figures I still pose no danger to him. His caiman puffs itself up, its tongue flicking out of its mouth and its short legs shuffling impatiently on the spot.

I glance at Yoru. He seems focused and looks up at me expectantly. I send him some odeon and give him the silent command to attack. We have no time to lose.

Flames burst out around Yoru, and I can feel their heat. My little fox charges, growing bigger as he runs, his claws growing longer. He opens his mouth and spits out several fireballs at Alfredo and his spirit, neither of whom have any trouble dodging them. That’s to be expected. I command Yoru to launch another attack, slowly driving our opponents around to the spot where I want them.

Naturally, Alfredo doesn’t waste time either, and it’s not long before several earthen barriers spring up out of the floor in front of me. He seems to be trying to drive me to a particular spot too. As I sprint to the right, I see two towers of dust move together and collide with a crash. Large chunks of rock and dirt rain down on me.

“Yoru!” I cry, and he’s instantly at my side. I put my arms around him and throw myself on the floor beside him, while my spirit tries to destroy the debris with his fire. Red-hot pieces of rock fall on me, but neither of us is injured.

I jump to my feet, panting, and take shelter behind one of the walls of dirt. I command Yoru to attack again – not our enemies but the mounds of dirt. They explode, and dust swirls through the air. This is what I’ve been waiting for. I sprint to one of the dark corners. Yoru forces Alfredo and his spirit Casio into a defensive position so they don’t notice my disappearance. In the protection of the shadows I can catch my breath and gather my thoughts, and in particular my odeon. I need to calm down and get my breathing under control. I search for odeon inside me and gradually amass it. Then I direct it in a stream to Yoru. A second heartbeat grows louder in my ears; I can hear the rush of blood and know the sounds are coming from my fox spirit. All these sounds align until they become one. The heat surrounding me is powerful, soothing, and so satiating that I just want to sink into it. And I allow myself to do that. I let it buoy me up and engulf me, encircle me, and I welcome its warmth.

The heat makes my skin tingle, and a glance at my hands tells me that they’re already in flames. I’m burning; I’ve become a fire being. And Yoru is an impressive sight too. He’s huge and completely engulfed in flames. His nine tails blaze fiercely. He looks like some kind of celestial being, and the sight of him fills me with pride. I silently send him the next command, and as he charges at Casio, I run at Alfredo, who has his back to me, transfixed by Yoru.

I raise my hand and summon a fireball, preparing to hurl it at Alfredo. Just as I’m about to throw it, I falter. Something’s not right. At first, I can’t put my finger on it, but then I see it: Alfredo … he’s rigid. He’s not moving a muscle.

And then I realize. “A statue made of dust,” I whisper, and at that moment, I feel a rush of air behind me. Cold, strong arms wrap around me like iron girders. I try to turn but I can’t. I just feel his cold breath on me and see his arms encased in dark clay clamped around me. That’s the only way Alfredo can hold me down without being burned by my flames.

“Nice try! Honestly, I was surprised to see you merge successfully with your spirit. Not bad. But you still have so much to learn.” His voice drones in my ear, and the odor of cold damp dust wafting off him makes my stomach churn.

I call to Yoru, who hurls several fireballs. But Casio is too fast, and they don’t even slow him down. Suddenly, the caiman is upon me, sinking its sharp teeth into my calf. I cry out as I feel his searing jet of poison eat into my veins. I feel dizzy, and my muscles can no longer hold me up. As if paralyzed, I fall to the ground, and unimaginable agony rips through my body. I try to open my mouth and scream, but I can’t even do that. My flames recede, and I’m gripped by an icy chill. I feel as if I’m lying in a damp grave. An earthy smell stings my nostrils and burns its way into my head. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Yoru, who’s transformed back and lets out an anguished yowl. He tries to come to me, to help me, but it’s too late. Alfredo bends over me. I see his sinister eyes, his narrow lips and their smug expression. Behind him, I see a thin golden thread of light dancing in the air. But I only register it peripherally.

“So, you failed to defeat me again, let alone use your gift. Such a shame. Like I keep telling you – you still have so much to learn.”
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That stare, those dark eyes boring into me, seeing everything. It hurts so much – a stabbing, ripping sensation. They’re so ice-cold and merciless. Did they look at the key spirits in that way, as they died in slow agony?

I hate this place. I despise it from the bottom of my soul. I never wanted to come back here. I feel the chill of the cellar on my skin, and the smell of rotting flesh fills my nose. I retch and close my eyes in order to get a grip on myself. I have to get out of here. But my legs won’t obey me. It’s as if they’ve developed a life of their own. They slowly walk forward, bringing me closer and closer to the small hidden room. The stench intensifies, burning my airways. My heart hammers in my throat, and my blood pumps through my veins in a panic, spreading the fear through my body. I feel it in every muscle and sinew.

My hand reaches out and pushes open the door that was hidden moments ago. I don’t want to see the spirits, don’t want to be reminded of their excruciating suffering. But I can’t stop it, and now I find myself staring at their mutilated bodies.

At that moment, I hear a noise behind me. Even before I turn around, I know who’s there.

“Well, who do we have here?” Alessandro shakes his head. “You’re always sticking your nose into everything.” His voice is full of contempt, hate, and I see something else flash in his dark eyes. He’s going to attack me and make sure I take his secret to the grave with me. He’s already raising his arm. Behind me, I hear a deep growl that shakes the room. His key spirit appears – the large, sleek, deadly cat digging its claws into the floor and tensing its muscles, ready to pounce. I call to Yoru and want to send him odeon, but he’s not here. I scream out his name as this beast spits out sharp ice crystals to impale me. In that moment, I realize I’ve lost. I leap aside and … land hard on the floor.

I breathe rapidly and don’t dare move. I glance around for Alessandro and his spirit. Then I let my head sink back to the floor.

“It was just a nightmare,” I murmur.

A cold nose nudges me, and I instinctively reach out for Yoru, burying my fingers in his soft, warm fur. It’s a comforting sensation that helps ground me. I cautiously stand up, stretch my aching back, and feel the burn in my body.

“That monster poisoned me again,” I groan, flopping down on the bed, exhausted.

They’ve injected me with the antidote, but I know from experience that the pain will persist for a while.

“We should sleep,” I say to my little fox, who looks up at me anxiously. I glance at my phone – it’s ten to four. “Not a whole lot of time left for that,” I observe, hugging my pillow and waiting for the creepy memories to fade so I can sink back into sleep.

The next morning, I don’t feel that much better. After taking a pain killer, the burning sensation in my leg has faded a little, but I’m still a long way from feeling good.

I’m standing outside one of the common rooms with Kate, waiting for Ayden. I keep checking the time and hoping he’ll show up soon.

Our next class is history. There’s been no announcement that Mr. Brian won’t be there. So I’m really not looking forward to class. And when I look at Kate, I can tell she feels the same.

“Did Ayden say whether he’s been to the Odyss?” she asks.

“He just sent me a short message saying he’s taken care of everything.”

He didn’t go into detail, and I’m grateful. I still can’t process the fact that one of our teachers tried to kill us and then was killed by my great aunt, who it turns out is one of the fallen.

“I’m not so sure we can keep this a secret forever,” says Kate. “And if not …” She turns her pale face toward me. “ …we’re in big trouble.”

I bite my lip and nod. There’s nothing I can say because she’s right. We have to hope the Council never finds out what really happened.

“Good morning,” says a cheerful voice, snapping me out of my reverie.

I look to my right and see Claire. She’s hanging off Ayden’s arm and seems to be in good spirits. Ayden keeps looking at her with a radiant smile – which surprises me. But I know it doesn’t come easy for him. He can’t afford to rebuff Claire and has to try to comply with her wishes as best he can. It’s the only way to avoid conflict with the Council. Mr. Collins’ threat was pretty clear: if Ayden rebuffs Claire, he’ll lose his key and be ostracized from the key carrying world. And we have to prevent that. It bothers me too, and it wears me down because it’s not nice seeing another woman constantly hanging off him.

“You don’t look too good,” Claire observes, eyeing me closely. Her mood seems to sink abruptly. “Long night?”

I nod and mutter, “Training.”

Ayden looks at me, and I can see the concern in his eyes. I wish I could talk to him, or at least lean on him for a moment, kiss him. But that’s probably a bad idea.

Claire flicks her long hair over her shoulder and nestles up to Ayden. He allows it. When she glances up at him, he gives her a charming look that cuts me to the quick. It hurts more than words can express, and I have to look away.

Ayden seems to notice this, but he doesn’t let go of Claire. Instead, he bends down to her and asks in a syrupy voice. “You want to go on ahead? I need to talk to Teresa for a minute.”

Claire purses her full lips. “We’re supposed to go check out the training halls and start my first training session. We shouldn’t waste any more time.”

I raise my eyebrows. He has to train her now?

“Oh, you didn’t know?” she asks. I guess she’s correctly interpreted my surprised expression. “As a miraya, I need comprehensive training, which started when I was a child. And obviously that has to continue. Ayden’s helping me. I’m so happy to have an experienced hunter to take me under his wing. I’m sure I’ll learn a lot from him.”

The innuendo in her voice is unmistakable. And that knowing smile …

“Oh, okay,” is all I can think to say.

“Sorry, I was going to tell you as soon as I got a chance,” Ayden chimes in.

I wave it off. I know he has no choice and that he’s not happy with the situation – although you can’t tell by looking at him right now. But he has to feign enthusiasm. What else can he do?

Claire pulls a sulky face as if she’s just bitten into a lemon. When she sees that I’m looking at her, the friendly smile quickly returns to her face. It’s obvious that she doesn’t like me, and it’s mutual.

I take a deep breath and try to stay calm. There’s nothing I can do. Sure, I expected this morning to go differently, but I’ll see Ayden at lunch. He’s still looking at me, and I gaze into his deep green eyes, admire his gorgeous lips, which I’m longing to taste. That will all be mine again during the lunch break. He smiles as if he can read my thoughts, but Claire interrupts our silent conversation again.

“We should go. It’s going to be a long day. At lunch, I get to sit in on my first hunter meeting. You’re coming, right?” she asks him. “It’s supposed to be an important meeting. Surely you don’t intend to miss it?” She scrutinizes Ayden.

He meets her gaze with that intense look that can take a person’s breath away. “Sure, I’ll be there.”

She responds with a satisfied smile and entwines her fingers in his. Ayden looks at me for a moment, but I can’t tell what he’s thinking. And I don’t understand what’s going on. But one thing is clear: something must have happened. That’s the only explanation for why he’s suddenly making so much effort with Claire. She turns around and walks away with Ayden.

“What a limpet,” Kate murmurs. “She has no restraint, let alone shame. I mean, she knows you guys are together.”

“I figure that’s why she’s behaving like this. She’s used to getting what she wants. As a miraya, she’s accustomed to everyone bending to her will, and now there’s something she can’t have. So it’s no wonder she’s showing her claws.”

“I think it’s sick.”

I have to agree with Kate.

We walk to class in silence. I’m preoccupied with Ayden and Claire. Although I know it’s not real, it hurts seeing them like that. Especially since I hardly ever get to spend time with him.

The closer we get to the classroom, the more those thoughts take a backseat. Kate’s face grows even paler, and I guess we’re both wondering what will happen during class. We’re both sure about one thing: Mr. Brian won’t be there.

We take our places and try to talk about mundane things and act normal as we wait for the door to open. Our classmates are all in high spirits, some of them sitting on desks, talking excitedly. I glance at the clock and realize the class was supposed to start five minutes ago.

At that moment, the door opens, and a slim man with blond hair and trendy glasses comes in. He has a briefcase jammed under his arm and looks pretty serious. The rest of the class gradually registers his presence. Our classmates take their places and whisper among themselves, not taking their eyes off the man.

“Mr. Faible.” I keep hearing that name. “Isn’t he the guidance counselor?”

It’s obvious to me why he’s been sent to us.

Mr. Faible clears his throat, lets his gaze wander around the room, and then says, “You’re all surprised, and that’s understandable. You’re supposed to have Mr. Brian for history, and instead I show up. The truth is, Mr. Brian is missing. He was expected at a teacher’s meeting last night and didn’t show up or answer his phone. This morning, some of the hunters went to his house, but Mr. Brian wasn’t there. At this point, we’re still hoping to hear from him. It’s possible he had to leave town for a family emergency. But of course, the Council is exploring all possibilities.”

Silence descends on the class. Every conversation stops and everyone listens intently to Mr. Faible. I suspect the Council assumes something’s happened to Mr. Brian but doesn’t want to scare the students.

“I’m available if you need someone to talk to. One of your teachers is missing, so it’s understandable if that brings up fear. But I want to assure you that the Council is doing everything in its power to find out the reason for Mr. Brian’s disappearance.”

“Could the Noctu be behind it?” Stephen pipes up. “I mean, it makes sense, right? The Noctu are always trying to kill us Tempes. We all know how dangerous they are. Maybe they just ran into Mr. Brian by chance and exploited the opportunity.”

“We’re taking that possibility under consideration. Rest assured that we won’t leave any stone unturned.”

I surreptitiously try to catch Kate’s eye and give her an encouraging smile, but she’s not looking at me. She’s staring at her notepad, scribbling nervously on the paper.

Mr. Faible talks for a while and tries to reassure the students. But that’s not easy because this incident leaves a lot of room for speculation and notions of vengeance. For most of them, it’s black and white: Mr. Brian was killed by the Noctu. And this makes many of them want to head straight out and seek justice – although as students, they’re not allowed to. If this kind of clamor is breaking out among the students, I hate to think what it’s like with the hunters. I’m relieved when the bell signals the end of the period.

I pack up my things and go to Kate, who hasn’t dared to move from her seat. She’s still doodling on her notepad, and she flinches when I put my hand on her shoulder.

“Kate, it’s the end of class.”

She looks up at me irritably, then nods. She packs up her things and follows me out into the corridor.

“All good?” I ask, studying the side of her face.

She shrugs. “Not really. Mr. Brian’s disappearance is going to make big waves, and if the Council believes the Noctu had something to do with it, there’ll be consequences for them.”

I know she’s right. “Maybe we should talk to Noah. He could warn the Noctu.”

“You really think they’d shy away from a fight? They’ll be just as eager to use this as an excuse to ramp up the conflict.”

She’s probably not wrong about that either. But I want to keep Noah in the loop – I don’t want to keep secrets from him. Especially not something of this magnitude.

I quickly take out my phone and type a message: “Something’s happened. Do you have time to talk?” I hesitate for a moment before sending it because I know there are still unresolved issues between us. But for us to have any chance of clearing those up, I need to be honest with him. So I send the message and hope for a speedy reply.

I don’t see Ayden at lunch. He must be in the meeting. On one hand, it’s good that Claire’s getting what she wants and has no reason to complain to the Council. But it sucks that we’re both so much at the mercy of her whims.

To my great disappointment, Ayden doesn’t show up for training either. I was hoping to see him at least briefly today.

After I’ve showered and said goodbye to Kate, I shoulder my bag and check my phone. No message from Ayden.

I turn to Yoru with a sigh. “Time to go back to the Fabricis. We don’t want to make them mad again.”

“Make them mad again? What happened?” asks a voice behind me. I spin around and see Ayden approaching. “Sorry I’m late. But at least I made it in time to see you.” He wraps his arms around me, hugs me tight, and touches his lips to my face. They brush over my skin, hot and ardent, and finally find my mouth. He presses them against mine hungrily, igniting a fierce desire deep inside me. I sling my arms around his neck and intensify our kiss. He’s breathless, and so am I. My pulse accelerates, and I just want to forget everything around me.

Ayden slowly pulls back, but continues to stroke my neck, cheeks, and hair with his fingertips. His deep green eyes study my face. They look like a dense forest just before a storm: dark, misty, and energized.

“What did you mean? What happened at the Fabricis’?”

I sigh and push back a strand of hair. “Just an extra training session because I was late home and skipped some classes. They think I was checking up on Kate, and they weren’t happy about it. I’m not allowed to prioritize a friend over my education because I already have so much catching up to do.” I roll my eyes and paste on a smile, but Ayden instantly sees through my evasion.

“Did Alfredo’s spirit hurt you?”

I hesitate. I don’t want him to worry, but I don’t want to lie to him either. “Yeah, he poisoned me, and I passed out. But they gave me the antidote straight away. I just had a rough night, and I’m still not one hundred percent.”

“On top of everything else,” he says, caressing me with such affection and tenderness that I get goosebumps. How is that I always feel so complete in his presence? All my problems somehow fade into the background, and I only want one thing: him.

“Hey, tell me, what was up with Claire this morning?”

He runs his hand through his hair, looking slightly embarrassed. “Claire’s mother spoke to me.”

I raise my eyebrows. “Uh, what?”

“Claire has to sit her tests soon to prove that she’s a goddess. She needs to be fully focused on that, and her mother doesn’t want anything to unbalance or distract her.”

“And it’s your job to keep her balanced?” I can’t believe her mother would actually ask that of him.

“Apparently, she needs a friend, a support person. You can imagine the kinds of things she said.”

I nod slowly. “You’re not allowed to disappoint her, and you have to give her what she wants.” I shake my head in disbelief. “She can’t demand that of you.” I sigh and add, “I guess we only have ourselves to blame. We shouldn’t have agreed to this. So what if they throw us out of school? At least then you wouldn’t have to compromise yourself like this.”

“It’s not that simple,” Ayden objects.

I can tell by looking at him that there’s more. “What is it?”

He sighs and explains, “If they expel you from school, they’ll ostracize you, take Yoru away from you, and banish you from our world. Don’t get me wrong, I’d follow you in a heartbeat, but no matter where we go, they’ll find us. The Cunninghams have people everywhere, and they’d make our lives hell. And I believe Claire’s mother when she says she’ll deliver on that promise.”

I stare at him, speechless. “You can’t be serious …”

“She’s prepared to do whatever it takes to make sure Claire doesn’t fail the test because of external factors.”

“Did you … Did you agree?” But I already know the answer. He had no choice.

“She promised me that it’s only until after the tests. After that, I can distance myself from Claire and tell her I don’t want anything to do with her. But until then …”

“ …your hands are tied,” I conclude.

He nods and looks at me with a tormented expression.

“There’s more?” I ask, unable to disguise my dread.

“I’m supposed to stay away from you.”

I bite my lip. That’s what I was afraid of.

“Tess.” He moves a step closer and caresses my cheek. “We’ll get thought this. I’m still here for you if anything happens. But we can’t be seen together in public.”

I nod sadly and try to hold back the tears. “Yeah, I know we’ll get through this,” I say, but I’m not sure if I believe it.

He kisses my cheek, my lips. This will be the last time he touches me for a while. It’s killing me.

“Mr. Faible came to our history class this morning,” I say as he lets go of me. I just blurt it out – in the hope that it will keep him here a little longer.

He cups my cheek again and looks at me with concern. “He told the class that Mr. Brian’s missing?”

I nod. “He tried to reassure us and kept offering his support. He didn’t want to confirm any suspicions about Mr. Brian’s disappearance. But he didn’t rule out the possibility that the Noctu had something to do with it.”

Ayden’s eyes darken, which sets off alarm bells in me.

“The hunters figure it was the Noctu, right?”

“What else are they supposed to think?” he says bitterly. “Mr. Brian had no relatives, so it obviously wasn’t a family emergency. And he was always totally dependable. He’s never been absent without notice in all his years as a teacher. The hunters went to his house. They searched it and found nothing to suggest that he’s just packed up and left. They found suitcases, his passport. It’s obvious that something’s happened to him. And who else could be behind it but our arch enemies? It’s only logical.”

“And a perfect excuse to fan the flames,” I point out. “This gives the Tempes one more justification for their next attack.”

I can tell from Ayden’s expression that I’m right. But I see something else there too.

“Do they already have a plan?”

“There’s going to be a raid in the next few days,” he admits. “Most of the hunters will be involved. The Council keeps lists of suspected Noctu. Mostly people working in nursing homes and hospitals but also some government employees. The plan is to launch a large-scale attack on those people.”

I raise my eyebrows. “They’re willing to risk hurting ordinary people?”

“Some key carriers are trained to detect odeon. But they have to be really close to the person. So nobody will be hurt.”

“Only the ones who turn out to be Noctu,” I correct him. “And the Noctu will inevitably bring in reinforcements if the hunters openly attack their people.”

I’m stunned. I feel nothing but horror. As if it weren’t bad enough already, now we’ve thrown oil on the fire in this war.

“We shouldn’t have covered up the truth,” I say. “Maybe we could have invented some explanation for why Mr. Brian attacked Kate.”

Ayden shakes his head. “You don’t believe that. They’d put Kate under the microscope and start to question her strange blackouts and pain attacks. She’s been to the infirmary a couple of times. The Council’s not stupid. Once they suspect that Kate may have a gift, they’ll never leave her alone. Look what happened with you. They wouldn’t tread any lighter with Kate.”

“She’s already suffering enough because of her gift. She couldn’t handle that,” I mutter, thinking back to my grueling destiny test.

“Tess, none of this is your fault,” Ayden says in an attempt to comfort me. He puts his arm around my shoulders. “The Noctu would have attacked again soon anyway. This just means it happens sooner and involves more people.”

“Are you worried about who could die? Noctu who had nothing to do with Mr. Brian’s death will be killed.”

“You know they’re our enemies. They don’t show us any mercy either. They’re ruthless killers. They’ve taken out so many of our people. And don’t forget the fact that they murder people on a daily basis for their dying breaths. They have to be stopped. I wish there was another way. But unfortunately there’s not.”

“What if something happens to you or Noah?”

He avoids my eye. It’s only for a split second, but I know what it means. “You’ll be in danger. What’s the plan?”

I can tell he doesn’t want to answer me, and I know he’s not supposed to say. He won’t tell me. He’s been drilled for years to keep these things to himself. The hunters’ secrets have to be safeguarded, and he knows I’m still friends with Noah. He can’t risk me leaking their plan.

This realization hurts, but it shouldn’t surprise me – I know Ayden. And that’s why the next thing he says takes me by surprise.

“I’ll be on the front line of the first wave of attacks. Basically, I’ll be the one launching the attack and signaling the rest of my group to follow. Nobody in the retirement home knows who I am, which makes me the best choice. To minimize the risk, I’ll be doing another session tomorrow to enhance my powers.”

I gulp. What am I supposed to say? He knows I don’t like these trials and that I’m afraid for him every time he subjects himself to them. When I think of how bad he looks afterward, how wrecked he is … But I promised not to meddle. It’s none of my business – and yet in a way it is. Because I love Ayden, and I’m really worried about him. But I know I can’t interfere, just like he doesn’t interfere in my friendship with Noah. I can’t talk him out of this decision. As much as I’d like to.

“I know you hate these trials. But I have to do it. Trust me, everything will be okay.”

His fingers gently trace my jawline. They feel so good, so tender. When I look into Ayden’s eyes, I see his resolve, plus a bittersweet undercurrent. It hurts him to go against me in this. But he won’t relent. He’ll live up to his responsibilities and protect me too.
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Igingerly towel-dry my back and hips and suck in a hissing breath. Damn that Cesar. He was my training partner this evening, and, as usual, he was anything but gentle. I wrap the towel around myself and go to my room to pick out some clothes. It hurts just to walk, and I grimace again.

“That guy is going to kill me one day. But then he’d miss out on the fun of torturing us,” I mutter with a glance at Yoru, who’s licking the bandage on his paw.

I kneel down beside him and inspect it. It wasn’t a deep wound, but I didn’t want to take any chances, so I bandaged it.

“Don’t lick it,” I warn him, “or it won’t heal.”

Yoru looks at me. He seems annoyed. But he obeys me and rests his head on the carpet. I ruffle his soft fur and swear to myself that one day we’ll teach Cesar a lesson. I check the time. About three hours, and then the house should be quiet enough for me to sneak out. I need to finally put my plan into action. I can’t waste any more time. I plan to go to the Odyss tonight and look for Frida. I hope she’s okay.

At that moment, I receive a message on my phone. I take it out and check the display. It’s from Noah.

“Sorry, I didn’t get a chance to reply until now. You wanted to talk to me?”

“Yeah,” I write back. “Something happened. Can we meet?”

I can go to the Odyss after I talk to Noah.

He takes ages to reply.

“Sure, in one hour outside the Starbucks near the hospital?”

“Okay, see you there,” I type, then I get ready to leave with Yoru.

Luckily, the Fabricis haven’t noticed that it’s possible to climb through the window beside the downspout. Or is this part of the carrot-and-stick strategy that I overheard Alfredo and his father discussing? Letting me get away with minor misdemeanors in order to lull me into a false sense of security?

I breathe in the cool night air and leave the alley behind the house as fast as possible. Yoru follows me, darting from one hiding place to the next to avoid being seen by potential passersby.

The fresh air does me good and helps me switch off a little. When I get to the Starbucks, I can’t see Noah. A glance at my phone tells me I’m right on time. I have to wait over ten minutes before he finally shows up. His appearance shocks me a little. He looks incredibly tired, and I immediately feel guilty about dragging him out of bed in the middle of the night.

“Sorry,” I say. “I know it’s late. You look like you could use the sleep.”

He shakes his head. “I’m having trouble sleeping anyway.”

“I can tell,” I tease, then I switch to a serious tone again. “Is the Assembly still making your life difficult? Have things at least improved between you and your parents?”

He avoids my eye, gazing out into the night, and then says, “Let’s not talk about that. Why don’t you tell me what happened? Are you okay?” He slowly turns to face me again, looking me up and down to determine whether something bad has happened to me.

I swallow hard and then tell him everything. About Mr. Brian’s attack, Frida showing up, the other fallen, and finally the Council’s planned raid on the Noctu. I expected Noah to be pretty shocked by this news, but he remains surprisingly calm.

“The Tempes are constantly attacking us. And vice versa. These kinds of raids are nothing new. We know how to defend ourselves.”

I raise my eyebrows in astonishment. “That’s all you have to say? Your people are going to be ambushed. There’ll be injuries and deaths – on both sides. And you don’t care?”

“Tess,” he begins slowly, “you don’t understand. We’ve grown up with this conflict. It’s nothing special for us. Obviously, it’s bad when people die. But we all know the risks. We live with the threat of violence every day. What’s far worse is when things happen behind closed doors that destroy entire lives.”

“You mean Frances?” I ask. “Noah, it’s not your fault that she got mixed up with Alessandro. She was trying to help her brother and …”

“Exactly. And if we dealt with the fallen and the ovlems differently, maybe things wouldn’t have turned out the way they did,” he interrupts.

“That’s probably true,” I admit. “So what do you intend to do about it?”

“Something has to happen,” he continues cryptically without answering my question.

“Maybe we can help you. If you agreed to talk to Ayden, maybe you guys could start building bridges that may eventually end the conflict between the Tempes and the Noctu. That would make a massive difference.”

Noah raises his eyebrows. “Does he want to talk to me? He hasn’t shown his face so far. And honestly, I’m not too keen on talking to him either. What good would it do? It’ll rile the Tempes even more if they find out that the Noctu kidnapped me as a baby and murdered my biological parents. How is that supposed to improve relations between our two sides?”

“Is that what’s troubling you? Knowing what your supposed parents did?”

“They refuse to talk about it, and now they’re avoiding me. But it doesn’t matter. I know what I need to do.”

“Noah, what’s up with you?” I exclaim. “I know you have a lot on your plate. Let me help you. We’re still friends, and I want to support you.”

His eyes darken, and his piercing gaze cuts me to the quick. I can see the torment in his eyes, the disappointment, the hurt.

“I’m doing just fine. Don’t worry about me. Let’s talk about Frida. So, she’s alive?”

I don’t want him to change the subject, and I open my mouth to gently broach it again. But his eyes become so forbidding, so dark, that I decide to drop it. He doesn’t want to discuss it, at least not right now. Maybe it’s best if I accept that for the moment. But we’ll have to talk about it at some point.

“I’m going to go look for her in the Odyss after this,” I say. “Maybe she can find a way to communicate to me who my key once belonged to. I found it in her house after all.”

“That is a good question.” Noah extends his hand, and a door appears out of nowhere.

“What are you doing?”

“What do you think? We’re going to the Odyss to look for her. I won’t let you go there alone. We can’t risk another teacher with a grudge hunting you down,” he adds with a twinkle in his eyes. Now he looks more like the Noah I know.

I’m reluctant to drag him into this, but in the end, I give in. He won’t take no for an answer anyway. So it’s not long before we land in the Odyss amidst all the countless doors. The doors have such varied shapes and sizes, fittings and handles, and some of them look really old. Everything looks untouched. I see no blood – although it would be hard to make it out in the gloom anyway. I even can’t work out exactly where the fight with Mr. Brian took place.

I wander around a little, in the hope of maybe spotting Frida somewhere or for her to sense my presence. But apparently, it’s not as simple as that.

“Maybe we should just wait here for a bit,” I suggest.

“Or we could speed up the process,” says Noah, holding his arm over his head.

“What are you doing?” I look at him in dismay. I can already see Rain transforming. He’s getting bigger, with dark smoke wafting around him.

And suddenly, Noah’s holding a flaming black orb in his hand, which he throws into the darkness. “She should notice us now if she hasn’t already,” he murmurs. My shocked expression doesn’t escape him, and he shrugs. “Tess, we can’t wait around here forever. There are loads of fallen in the Odyss. They could show up at any moment. If we don’t attract your aunt’s attention fast, too many of the fallen will come, and we’ll have to get out of here.”

I nod, although I feel uneasy about just standing around. What will happen? Will it be Frida who shows up or some other fallen come to attack us?

The seconds stretch out interminably. Meanwhile, I’m reminded of how many times I’ve been in this place. The Odyss no longer seems quite as sinister to me now. I’ve come here many times with Noah to learn how to summon the doors. I glance over at him and can’t deny the emotions rising in me. We were so close back then; we trusted each other blindly. But everything’s different now.

“We should take another look at Kate’s mother’s letter sometime,” he says out of the blue. His thoughts are obviously somewhere else entirely.

“I doubt we’ll ever solve that mystery,” I point out. “Kate’s mom doesn’t remember it, and Mr. Brian’s dead.”

“But we need to try everything. The goddess prophesied that it’s your destiny. You can’t just give up on your search for the library.”

I guess he’s right. But our options are pretty limited.

“I could go back to Two Trees retirement home and talk to Patricia again.” The idea makes my skin crawl. I hoped never to have to face another goddess of destiny again. Not to mention the fact that the Noctu are still guarding her. It won’t be easy for me to get to her a second time.

“That should be our last resort,” says Noah. He takes a few aimless steps. “Maybe we should …”

He stops mid-sentence and looks at something directly behind me. The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. I can feel it: there’s someone there. I slowly turn around and catch my breath.
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Ididn’t think he could look even more decrepit. But the figure before me looks so broken and sick that I wonder how he can stay on his feet. Greasy, matted black hair hangs in his face. Skin as dry and thin as parchment stretched over his protruding cheek bones and pointed chin. His eyes look huge in that gaunt face. And his posture is hunched as if he’s carrying the weight of the world on his boney shoulders.

Frances’ brother eyes us fearfully, then he moves two quick steps toward us and says, “I’m sorry. You have to believe me. I didn’t want this. She wasn’t supposed to die. Not her. Frances was a good person. And now she’s gone somewhere, without me. All alone. It should never have happened.”

I stare at Jacob in disbelief, unsure what to say. I can see how hard he’s taking his sister’s death and all the guilt he’s carrying because of it. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Noah clench his fists. He looks furious, but he’s holding it together.

“Why did you come?” I ask, hoping that a conversation might stop Noah from doing something rash.

“You were so loud. I couldn’t help overhearing you. And you knew Frances. You were there when she died. Because of me. It’s all my fault.” Tears glisten in his eyes.

“We’re not about to give you absolution,” Noah thunders. “Nobody will. If you’d exercised some willpower and resisted the temptation to make yourself stronger with dying breaths, it would never have come to this.”

“I keep hearing her voice,” Jacob continues as if he hasn’t heard Noah. “She calls to me, and I want to follow her. But I can’t find her. Where did she go? Is losing her my punishment? All I can do is search – just like you.”

It was clear to me last time I encountered Jacob that he’s lost his mind and lives in his own world. But now he seems even more confused if that’s possible. More desperate, anyway.

“You weren’t waiting for me, were you? You were waiting for her. But she won’t show up. She’s nursing her injuries. It’s too far to come, and too dark. Then again, with her light, she could drive out the darkness and answer so many questions. She knows everything. Do you know what I mean?”

I shake my head. No, I don’t understand anything he’s saying. Except that he no longer seems to be talking about Frances but rather … Frida?

“You’re talking about my great aunt?” I ask. “You know her because you hang around here in the Odyss by the doors. You said she was injured? Is she okay? Does she need help? Can you take me to her?”

“Help,” he croaks. “We all need help. But do we get it? No, we have to help ourselves. That’s the only thing that counts. But sometimes … sometimes you can’t do it alone.” His whole body starts to shake as he shuffles toward us with dragging steps and outstretched arms. “Free me from this suffering, please. I can’t bring myself to do it. But I can’t go on without her. The guilt, the burden, it’s crushing me. Release me from this torment, make it end. You can do it.”

Tears stream down his cheeks; snot oozes from his nose; his mouth is contorted in pain. I can tell by looking at his face and his body language how much he’s suffering, but …

I turn to Noah, and his face is as hard as stone. He looks cold, unapproachable, and … determined.

“You’re not actually considering it, are you?” I ask him.

“For him, it would be a mercy,” he says eventually, jerking his head in Jacob’s direction.

Meanwhile, Jacob has slumped to the ground and is rocking himself back and forth, murmuring two sentences over and over, “I want to come to you, sister. Maybe then we can be happy together.”

Noah raises his hand, and a black flame appears in it. His gaze is ice-cold and as dark as the gloom surrounding us.

“Noah,” I murmur, “you can’t do this.

My heart hammers in my throat. My head feels empty, and I don’t know what to do. But I can’t let Noah kill Jacob. I don’t want him to bear the guilt of that.

I’m about to go to him, but Noah’s faster. He reaches Jacob in a few strides and holds the flaming black sphere in front of his face.

“You’ve asked me to release you before. What do you want me to say? You still don’t deserve it. Think long and hard about what you’ve done. Pine for your sister and never forget what kind of a person she was. She wouldn’t want me to take your life. So for her sake, I couldn’t bring myself to do it even if I wanted to.”

The tears stream from Jacob’s eyes. He sobs quietly and slumps forward. He looks so exhausted, so fragile, and so lost.

“If Frances really meant something to you, then try to get back on your feet. Pull yourself together and try to lead some kind of a life. You owe her that much.” With that, he shoves Jacob away from him and flings the burning orb at his feet. “Now get lost. And don’t ever ask me to kill you again because it’s never going to happen!” With that, he turns around, glances at me, and mutters, “Let’s get out of here.”

I take one last look at Jacob, still kneeling on the ground. He seems torn. Finally, he drags himself to his feet, glances at me, and disappears into the darkness of the Odyss.
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Attention please,” says Mr. Laydon, clapping his hands. I suppress a yawn and stretch a little to wake myself up. Last night was pretty short thanks to my excursion with Noah. I’ve been drinking gallons of coffee all morning to keep myself awake. But I’m at the point where the caffeine’s not really doing much anymore. I glance wistfully at the door, even though I know Ayden won’t come today. He has another meeting with the hunters to plan the upcoming raid on the Noctu. Today they’re discussing the exact timing. Thinking about it makes me feel sick. Another fight, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.

“As you all know, we have a new student with us today,” says Mr. Laydon, launching into a speech that doesn’t bode well.

At that moment, the door to the gym opens and Claire enters. She looks picture-perfect: black leggings, trendy top, even her braided hair looks like a work of art that some stylist must have spent hours on. In any case, she makes a dramatic impression. All eyes are on her as she goes to stand beside the teacher with a polite smile.

“Miss Cunningham has no key spirit, and many of you are probably asking yourselves why she’s here. Well, it’s quite simple.”

As I suspect everyone else is doing right now, I mentally answer his absurd question: she’s a Cunningham. Of course the rules don’t apply to her, which is why nobody’s asking themselves why she’s here.

“She knows our world like no other. Her family has several members on the Council and is highly respected and influential.”

Good of him to emphasize that again, in case it escaped anyone’s attention.

“She’s been educated from a young age for a future role on the Council, and she has been well prepared for that position. She still has no key spirit, but that could change at any time. In any case, she’ll continue to receive the best education possible, and that’s exactly why she’s here. Even without a spirit, Miss Cunningham will play an important role in our world someday.”

I mentally roll my eyes. More lies. I don’t get why they have to keep hiding this stuff from the students. Why can’t the Council be honest and tell them about the goddesses of destiny? I guess because the truth is hard to stomach. What would happen to this world if the younger generation knew that everything in their lives was predetermined? That there are a lot of things they have no influence over? I expect many of them would be discouraged from trying to overcome adversity or striving for their dreams.

“Miss Cunningham will train with us. First, she’s going to watch each one of you closely and observe how good your connection to your spirit is and which techniques you use. Then, she’ll spar with one or two of you. So as you can see, it’s going to be a very enlightening class for all of us.”

Kate and I exchange a glance. We’re both unsure exactly how this is supposed to work when she has no spirit. Although I’m pretty sure Claire’s not defenseless. The confidence she radiates is proof of that. She stands there, self-assured and without a hint of shyness, studying each one of us attentively. She already seems to be drawing conclusions.

I stretch again and try to ignore Claire’s gaze. I should just focus on training and block out our observer. To warm up, I run a few laps with Yoru and then send my spirit a little odeon and command him to throw his first fire hexes.

I’m trying to keep my flow of odeon consistent, and since I’m not very energetic today, I pitch it at a lower level. I hope that doesn’t encourage Claire to select me as a training partner. But it seems I’m in luck. She chooses Monica, whose little monkey is rampaging around the gym, spraying his water hexes everywhere. As cute as her key spirit looks at first glance, Monica and her monkey are pretty sly. So I’m surprised when Claire picks her as an opponent.

I pause and watch Monica send odeon to her spirit. Her monkey becomes huge and fierce-looking. His sharp teeth alone are intimidating enough. Monica smiles. She’s seems to have been waiting for this. It’s not every day that you have a chance to put a Cunningham – a future Council member of high standing – in their place. I can imagine what she’s hoping to garner with her victory: the attention of the Council and proof that she has hunter potential.

Monica commands her monkey to pull out all the stops. Her spirits summons a gigantic wave, which surges across the floor and then towers above Claire. She watches the attack with a stoic expression, then she turns and runs at lightning speed. The mass of water follows her, thundering behind her delicate figure. She moves faster and faster and then stops in front of Monica.

But Monica sees through her ruse. “You really think you can turn my own hex on me?”

She nods to her spirit, who increases his magic. The wave moves faster, spiraling up into the air, and then it breaks over Claire and sweeps her away. I gasp as she disappears from view under the mass of water. Monica’s eyes dart around in search of her too, but she can’t locate her.

The water slowly recedes, and suddenly I register a rapid movement to the right. I turn toward it and can’t believe my eyes. Claire is standing beside her opponent. She rams her elbow hard into Monica’s abdomen, causing her to bend double. Then she quickly grips Monica’s arm and throws her to the ground in a perfectly rehearsed sequence of moves. The moment her opponent hits the ground, Claire is already stooping over her with an arm around her neck, ready to cut off her air supply at any moment.

“Your water may be powerful, but you have a tendency to neglect your right side. The flow is pretty weak there. It didn’t take much to escape it. And once your magic is circumvented, you’re no longer a threat.”

Monica stares at Claire with wide eyes. There’s a look of fear in them, which merely elicits a smile from her opponent. Eventually, Claire lets go of Monica, flicks her hair over her shoulder, and folds her arms across her chest. The rest of us wear expressions of surprise. Nobody figured a person without a spirit could be so dangerous. But a Cunningham, especially one who’s also a miraya, should never be underestimated.

I dry my hair and put on a sweater and jeans. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Claire getting changed too, and she’s not alone. A few other girls have gathered around her, trying to engage her in conversation.

“You were incredible. And you did all that without a spirit,” says Marisol, regarding Claire with doe eyes.

“You must have trained really hard to get to this point,” Heather says with a big smile. “Maybe you can teach us a thing or two. I think it’s really awesome that you get to attend our school now.”

“And I’m thankful for the privilege,” Claire replies with a radiant smile. “I know it’s unusual for a student without a spirit to be offered a place. But I see myself as a pioneer – because someday, if I take a seat on the Council, I’d like to help shape our world and change it for the better. Obviously, the only reason I have this option is because of my family name; I’m fully aware of that. But that’s why I want to show my gratitude and give something back.”

“Well, you were amazing,” says Heather. “That fight was unbelievable.”

“Thanks,” Claire replies. “It was fun. I’m glad I get to train with you guys.”

“What a bunch of ass-lickers,” Kate mutters, having overheard their conversation. “And it’s only because she’s a Cunningham.”

“True. But you have to admit that she put up a good fight in training. It was really impressive the way she defeated Monica and her spirit.”

I can’t help thinking of all the training behind that. How much of a childhood did Claire even have? It can’t be easy coming from such an eminent family and growing up with all those expectations. And on top of that, knowing that she’s a miraya – a potential goddess of destiny. I’m starting to feel really sorry for Claire, even if she gives the impression that she’s coping well with the situation.

“Yeah, she did well,” Kate agrees as she shoulders her backpack. “But she has a whole arsenal of training under her belt. You had to figure it out alone. And so did I. Plus, she keeps hitting on your boyfriend when she knows that you two are a couple. I find it hard to sympathize with her.” She glances at Claire, who’s packing her things into her school bag and continuing the conversation with the other girls.

“I haven’t forgotten that,” I admit as Kate and I leave the locker room. “And I sure as hell won’t underestimate Claire.”

In the corridor, I stop and take out my phone.

“I need to hurry, or I’ll miss the bus,” I muse aloud as I check for messages. Nothing. “I was hoping for a reply from Ayden by now. I really want to know if the hunters have decided when they’re going to strike. I have a bad feeling about the whole thing.” I wish I could see him right now, and the pain of not being able to feels like a stab in the heart.

“Uh, I’ll see you later,” I hear a voice say behind me, and I turn around in surprise. Claire’s standing in front of the locker room door, smiling kindly but firmly at the girl she was just talking to.

“Okay … see you later,” says Marisol, whose surprise at this unexpected dismissal is written all over her face. But she says nothing and turns right into the corridor with Heather and two other girls.

“So, Ayden shares confidential information from the hunters’ meetings with you. Interesting. Although not really surprising,” Claire observes.

I stare at her. Where’s this going?

“We’re together, and we have no secrets from each other. If he has to go out on deployment, he tells me about it.”

She slowly looks me up and down. There’s a disdainful look on her face, and I can’t understand why. What’s that about?

“You seem to think you can stick your nose into everybody’s business and question the way we do things. You figure you know everything about us and our world, and Ayden especially. But you don’t even notice what’s going on right under your nose.” She folds her arms across her chest, and her mouth stretches into a cool smile.

“Am I supposed to understand what you’re talking about?” I ask impatiently. I’m not interested in playing along with her little game. “If you have something to say to me, then say it. Otherwise, leave me alone. I’m running late.” I turn to go when I hear her voice again.

“I just think it’s amazing what they let you get away with. You know almost nothing about our world, and you don’t understand what we’re trying to do here. Your gift is the only reason you haven’t been kicked out of this school and this world.”

I raise my eyebrows. “Oh, really?” Part of me is interested to hear what else she has to throw at me.

“You have to admit that you clash with the Council over a lot of things. You’re constantly rubbing people the wrong way and putting yourself in danger. I honestly don’t understand what Ayden sees in you. Or my grandfather, for that matter, who keeps jumping to your defense. He’s stuck his neck out for you several times and even offered to personally train you to use your gift. What is up with that?! One of the most senior Council members, who’s constantly traveling for work and has no free time, wants to add you to his burdens.” She shakes her head. “It’s beyond me, especially since you can’t even get your gift under control. What value do you actually bring to the Council?”

“I don’t owe the Council anything,” I retort. “The only person I have to answer to is myself. And I’ll do whatever I need to do to make sure I can look in a mirror with a clear conscience.”

“You live in a dream world, and you don’t even know it.” Claire shakes her head scornfully. “Every one of us is an integral part of this world. And only when you fulfill the role assigned to you do you have a right to exist in it. But maybe that’s something you’ll never learn. Which is why you keep getting into trouble. You’re too different, and you’re blissfully unaware of so many things. If you really cared about Ayden, you’d take a closer look at what’s going on, ask questions, and maybe even get some answers.”

I’m really losing my patience now. What does Claire want? She obviously knows something I don’t, which is not surprising. I bet she gets to hear about some of what the Council discusses from her family. But what does she want from me? As much as I hate to admit it, she’s making me uneasy – I suspect that if she’s being this melodramatic, it must something important.

“Hunter wing, room 13. That’s all I’m saying.” She shoots me a challenging look before turning on her heel and leaving me stranded.

For a moment I just watch her go, speechless, then I start walking.

Kate runs after me. “Tess, wait! You’re not actually going to listen to Claire, are you? She’s obviously playing you, and you’ll just wind up in trouble.”

“I know,” I reply. “But there’s something in that room. Something to do with Ayden. Something serious.”

“She’s just trying to mess with you,” says Kate. “You’re a thorn in her side. She doesn’t like the fact that her grandfather keeps sticking up for you and wants to make time for you. She probably doesn’t get much attention from him. She’s jealous.”

We reach the stairs, and I immediately run up them to the walkway that connects the school to the hunter building.

“You can’t let Claire win, and she will if you do exactly what she wants. You’re walking straight into her trap.”

“I realize that,” I call back to Kate, trying to walk at a moderate pace. If I sprint through the hunter wing, I’ll attract attention. “But I need to know what she was talking about,” I say, turning to face her again. “Please understand me. I have to do this.”

She sees my tense and probably fearful expression and eventually nods. “Fine, I’m coming with you.”

I shake my head. “No, this is something I have to do alone. It’s probably a trap, and I don’t want to drag you down with me. Please stay here.”

She hesitates, then nods. “Okay, I’ll wait here for you.”

I quickly turn around and continue into the heart of the building. I’m soon following corridors I’ve never been in before. I check the number on the door of each room, but I don’t see the one I’m looking for. My heart is in my mouth, and the fear I feel for Ayden pulses in every fiber of my body.

I realize that I’m almost at the end of the corridor, and the room numbers are still too high. What if it’s a hidden room? But when I get to the end of what looks like a corridor leading nowhere, I discover a spiral staircase on the right leading down. I peer down it, but the diffuse light that makes it into the stairwell is too weak to dispel the darkness at the bottom.

“This is going to end badly,” I mutter as I begin my descent.

The stairs seem to go on endlessly. The bottom disappears into darkness, so I can’t even see where I’m going. Although I try to tread quietly, my footfalls echo on the metal steps like thunderclaps. If there’s anyone hanging around near the bottom, they’ve long since heard me. But I haven’t heard anyone calling out to me, which I figure is a good sign.

I finally reach the bottom and find myself in a wide corridor. It’s gloomy down here, and dusty, and the flickering overhead lights are anything but inviting. It reminds me of something out of a horror movie. Everything screams at me: run! But of course, I ignore the warning signs.

I start walking and pass some rooms. 17, 16, 15, I count. I’m definitely going the right way. And then I finally find what I’m looking for.

I reach for the door handle and take a deep breath. I now have a strong suspicion about what I’ll find behind this door. And the thought gives me goosebumps. I have to admit that I’m afraid of what I might see. But it’s Ayden I’m afraid for because I know I’ll find him here. It’s the only explanation.

I slowly turn the handle and quietly push the door open a crack. Maybe I’m about to make the biggest mistake of my life, or maybe I’m doing exactly the right thing.
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Chapter 7
[image: ]

Ican’t breathe, and everything inside me freezes to ice, as if all the life has drained out of me. I’ve never experienced such horror or felt so afraid.

I stand rooted to the spot, staring at the scene before me. This can’t be happening. It’s too unreal, too horrifying, too nightmarish. I slowly draw a breath, and my lungs fill with oxygen, but it does nothing to alleviate the chill, the helplessness I feel. It’s as if my mind is empty, unable to transmit commands to my body. My limbs function automatically and seem to have only one objective: hurrying to Ayden and freeing him!

My eyes are fixed on the harrowing scene as my hand pushes the door all the way open. Oh my God, I think, as the fear impales me like a dagger.

I take the first step into the room without hesitation. There’s no going back. I’m focused solely on the man I love more than anything in the world, and I could never just leave him here. And as surely as I know that, I also know that I’ll never forget this image: Ayden sitting in a chair at the center of this bare, dimly-lit room. Leather straps around his arms and ankles hold him in position – he’s lost consciousness and can no longer hold himself up. And although he’s not awake, he’s in so much pain that even now his entire body is shaking. Every muscle is tensed, and his contorted face breaks my heart. There are two tubes in each arm. Strange metal contraptions attached to the chair are cutting into his skin. But the worst part is what’s happening to his eyes. They’re held open with clamps so that two needles attached to a surreal-looking device can be directed at the center of each pupil. The device appears to be projecting something directly into Ayden’s eyes. Flickering images like holograms are suspended in the air in front of him: a street, houses, an outstretched arm about to open a door.

I realize that Ayden must be subjecting himself again to the horrible procedure that’s supposed to help him increase his odeon and give him and Snow a fighting edge. But I don’t understand it.

“You’re doing great, Ayden,” says Mr. Collins, who’s standing a few yards away from his adoptive son, watching the projections. “I know it’s painful, but you’re doing us an enormous service. More than you can imagine. And there’s no one else who can do it.” He glances at his son, whose body starts convulsing. “Just a little longer, you can do this.”

At that moment, a voice accompanies the hologram. It’s so familiar, but I can’t place it at first, because it’s so incongruous with this place. A man appears in the projection. He seems familiar too. I can see his face: a dark beard, black hair, cold eyes.

“You wanted to see me?” asks the familiar voice.

“Where have you been? You know what’s expected of you today. In the future, you don’t leave my side. It’s time you prepared yourself for your future role, and you need to get those ridiculous notions out of your head. Surely it’s clear to you by now where that nonsense leads.”

The dark-haired man in the hologram turns around and then glances back over his shoulder.

“Come in, Noah. Don’t make me repeat myself!”

Hearing the name gives me a jolt. I already knew, but I didn’t want to admit it. And honestly, I don’t understand what’s going on here. But now I realize that these images are coming from Ayden and showing what Noah is seeing in real time. How is that possible?

“Good, this could get interesting,” Mr. Collins mutters, watching the images intently. “It’s about time that boy attended some Assembly meetings. This could be a real breakthrough for us.”

Ayden twitches again. He arches his back, convulses, and looks like he’s experiencing excruciating pain.

“Hang in there,” says his father. He turns a small dial attached to the tubes.

“No,” I whisper when I see Ayden’s face contort with pain. I run to him. I can’t help myself. I have to somehow free him. This has to stop right now!

Mr. Collins turns and sees me, and at first, he looks utterly horrified. But that quickly changes, and a look of intense rage spreads across his face. His eyes flash with loathing, and his hands clench into fists as he moves to block my path.

“What are you doing here?” he hisses. “You have no business being here. Do you understand me?! Get out of here this instant and don’t you dare speak a word of this to anyone. If you do, I swear you’ll regret it!”

His words echo through the room like whip lashes, cutting through the silence and leaving no doubt about how serious he is.

I slowly shake my head. “Release Ayden first. Then I’ll say nothing to anyone.” Right now, it’s the only thing I care about. His torture has to end now.

“You have a nerve trying to dictate conditions to me! You’ll be lucky if I don’t have you expelled for trespassing. It’s a mystery to me how you even found us. Did Ayden tell you about this room?” He cocks his head and scrutinizes me. “I find that hard to imagine, especially since he has no idea what happens to him down here.”

So it’s true. This is where Ayden submits himself to those trials that leave him so wrecked. Now I understand why. Every time he comes down here, he’s subjected to unbearable pain.

I clench my fists and walk past Mr. Collins with resolve. “If you don’t do it, I will!”

At first, he’s so stunned that he freezes for a few seconds. But his paralysis doesn’t last long. He lunges at me, and as I touch Ayden’s cheek and whisper his name, his father grabs my arm.

“I’m not going,” I hiss, tearing free of his grip. “There’s no way I’m leaving him here.”

“Oh yes you are, you’re leaving right now!” Mr. Collins yells, reaching for me again.

There’s a brief scuffle, during which I manage to slip out of his grasp again. As I dodge the principal’s hands, I trip and knock out one of the tubes. My heart skips a beat. I look at Ayden and see him begin to stir. The life is returning to him; he’s regaining consciousness. And as that happens, the full force of the pain hits him.

“Get him out of that thing right now!” I scream at Mr. Collins as I watch Ayden try to free himself from the nightmarish machine, still racked with agony. He’s moaning softly, but his voice is growing louder.

His father actually moves to help Ayden free himself from the device. He’s now screaming, and I can’t bear it.

I put my arms around him and say soothing things to him. “It’ll stop soon. It’s almost over.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I watch the principal remove the last of the tubes. His brow is furrowed with anger. I know I won’t get away with this. But that’s irrelevant at this moment. All that’s important is Ayden and getting him out of this room somehow. His body is still twitching, and his breathing is ragged. The pain fades only slowly, but at least he’s coming around. His hand goes to his brow, then he lifts his head and looks around. When he sees me, his eyes widen.

“Tess, what are you doing here?”

“Getting mixed up in things that are none of her business, again,” Mr. Collins hisses. He folds his arms across his chest. “But you went too far this time, Miss Franklin. The Council won’t let this go unpunished.”

“Are you saying the Council approved this perverse ritual?” I ask, trying to keep the fear out of my voice. Fortunately, my fear is far outweighed by my rage right now. But I try to rein that in too and make sense of this weird experiment. What exactly was happening to Ayden? “What were those images? I’m guessing Ayden doesn’t know about them. You fed him a bunch of lies about what goes on in here.”

I can feel Ayden’s horrified gaze on me, then he looks at his father. “What’s she talking about? What’s going on here?”

Mr. Collins purses his lips and shakes his head. “You know what we’re doing here, and you know that your little friend here has a problem with it. She doesn’t understand how important this is for us. She wants you to stop the trials.”

“Ayden,” I say, kneeling down in front of him so that I can look him straight in the eye. “You told me they were trying to increase your odeon down here. But what I just saw didn’t look anything like that. There was this … projected image in front of you … voices. I recognized Noah’s voice, and I saw … another guy.” Luckily, I stop myself in time before admitting in front of Mr. Collins that I know Noah’s father. “I assume he was another Noctu.” I point at the apparatus set up around us. “This was attached to your eyes and seemed to be extracting the image from you somehow. I can’t explain how that’s possible, but that’s what I saw.”

I pause for a moment to consider something. Could it be true?

“Your father said you’re the only one who can do it. You can somehow see through his eyes, Noah, your twin brother. You’re connected to him in some way, and this device taps into that.” I slowly turn to Mr. Collins. “You knew all this time that Ayden’s brother was with the Noctu, and you exploited that.”

I stare at him in disbelief. His expression darkens. I’ve never seen so much hate in his eyes.

“You don’t seriously believe that?” Mr. Collins asks.

Ayden turns to me, searches my face for the answer, and finds it. “That’s why it’s so important for me to do this before the raids. So you could get information out of me.”

Mr. Collins just stands there and lets Ayden’s words echo through the room. He still seems to be resisting the situation and searching for a way to salvage things between him and his son. How could a father – even an adoptive one – do something like this to his child? I can’t comprehend it.

“How did you figure out that my brother was still alive? How did you track him down? And what I really want to know is: how did you know to try this procedure?” Ayden’s voice is increasing in volume. He struggles to his feet and takes a few steps toward his father. “I trusted you, and you used me. You’ve been lying to me all these years. I was basically just a snitch.”

“You’ve got it all wrong, Ayden,” Mr. Collins says in an attempt to soothe his son. “We originally used this procedure, as you call it, to find out whether your brother was still alive.”

I raise my eyebrows in amazement, and Ayden seems lost for words too.

“Your twin brother disappeared when your parents were attacked. We couldn’t find his body in the rubble of the house, and then we stumbled across this old ritual – the soul link. People who are very closely connected – for example by blood – can make use of this link. They can gain access to the other person without them knowing about it. It’s an ancient ritual that the goddesses used to employ. The goddesses fabricated these connections. Their initial aim was probably to control the other person’s mind. But despite their best efforts, that never succeeded. Nevertheless, it enabled them to see into the minds of their acolytes and spy on them. Which was very useful to them. In the end, it wasn’t enough to prevent the coup, but I’m sure the technique brought them many advantages over the years. It took us a long time to reproduce the ritual. But eventually, we were successful and able to locate Noah. He was still alive, and he wasn’t just raised as a Noctu; he was the son of Assembly members.” Mr. Collins takes a tentative step toward his son and extends his hand. “Surely you can understand what that meant for us? Noah doesn’t know when you’re in his head. He’s completely unaware of it. We can basically tap into him and see and hear what he’s experiencing in real time. That’s how we were able to acquire so much essential information. It helped us prevent numerous assassinations and crimes against us and to determine favorable timeframes and targets.”

The raid in which Noah was injured suddenly makes sense now. The Tempes raided the hospital and attacked several Noctu whose true identity Noah was sure the hunters didn’t know. He assumed that Frances had sold that information to Alessandro. But clearly that wasn’t the case. Ayden must have acquired it when he was inside Noah’s head. That just shows how valuable this soul link is for the Tempes. It gives them so many opportunities to stay one step ahead of the Noctu.

Ayden just stands there staring at his father, who moves to close the gap between them and tries to reason with him in an imploring tone. “I want you to understand the enormous advantage this soul link gave us. It did come up for debate now and then, but in the end, we couldn’t afford to forego the benefits. And I know you would have arrived at the same conclusion.”

“You’ve been lying to me my whole life,” he yells at his father. “You could have told me the truth.”

“How would that have helped? What difference would it have made? It would have just added to your pain. When we started using the soul link, you were a small child. What? You figure we should have told you when you were older that you had a brother who was kidnapped by the Noctu and raised by them?! You would have done everything in your power to rescue him, and you would have run straight to your doom. If we told you about the soul link, it would have turned your life upside down. No. You may not believe it, but I care about you. You’re still my son despite everything, and I want you to be okay.”

He puts a tentative hand on Ayden’s shoulder, and I can’t bear to watch.

“You’re actually trying to spin this to make it about your concern for Ayden?! You know what this soul link does to him, how much pain he endures. You don’t even know for sure that it won’t cause long-term damage, maybe even kill him! But you don’t hesitate to use it.”

“Ayden didn’t know what was happening to him here, but he was fully aware of the pain involved. We gave him the choice a long time ago: are you prepared to endure this pain and risk your life for your people?” He looks at his son fondly. “And he was.”

I stare at them both for a moment. And then Ayden shrugs off his father’s hand and leaves the room without a word. I shoot one last glance at Mr. Collins, who looks bitter as he watches his son go, then I follow Ayden. I call his name, but he doesn’t stop.

“Wait,” I call as I hurry after him. He’s surprisingly fast considering his condition, but I guess he’s drawing strength from his anger.

When I finally catch up to him, I grab his arm. He stops and turns to face me. I don’t know if I’ve ever seen such an angry storm in his eyes. It’s like a hurricane threatening to knock the world off its axis.

“What they did to you is unforgivable. I get how angry and hurt you must be.”

He just looks at me without saying a word.

“How do feel? Are you in a lot of pain?” I gently touch his arm.

“It’s not that bad,” he says, running a hand through his hair and looking tired.

“Ayden, you know I’m with you. No matter what you decide to do now.”

I could understand if he wanted to turn his back on this world. What would that mean for us? I glance at Yoru. My heart contracts painfully. I can’t describe how it feels to even think of losing him. We have a bond; we belong together. I would always feel like a part of me was missing. But I’d still go with Ayden.

“If you want to cut ties with the Council and this world, I would understand, and I’d go with you.”

I look at him with a feeling of tightness in my chest, and I’m genuinely afraid of what he’ll say. What will he do? What happens from here?

He raises his eyebrows and shakes his head. “I won’t let them drive me away. Not my father and not the Council. I grew up in this world, and I have a job to do here. And I have Snow. Could you really imagine separating from your spirit? You have as strong a bond as anyone with your key spirit.” He shakes his head again. “No, I refuse to give up, I won’t leave. And if you’re considering the Noctu, forget it. They’re worse than our people. I’d never switch sides and betray the Tempes.”

I was under no illusions that Ayden would ever defect to the Noctu.

“I still can’t believe it. Your dad was lying to our faces all this time, and he was so convincing. When you first asked him about Noah, he seemed surprised. I actually believed him when he said he didn’t know that Noah was still alive.”

Ayden nods but says nothing.

“It could be difficult to hold the Council to account for what they’ve done to you. And what about your father? How are you going deal with him?”

Ayden says nothing for a few seconds, then, “What he did to me was wrong. He should have told me the truth. Lying to me all this time …” He sighs and paces back and forth, incensed. “But I get it. This soul link gives us an enormous advantage. I get why they didn’t want to give up that weapon. I probably saved a lot of lives with it.”

Now it’s my turn to stare incredulously. “You can’t be serious? You think what they did was justifiable? All the lies, the pain … You could have been permanently injured or even died. You told me yourself there were risks. They were prepared to sacrifice you, and you say you can understand it?!”

“That’s not what I said. I’m not saying it was justifiable. Just that I can kind of understand why they figured they had no choice.”

“There’s always a choice,” I object. “And no matter how much they twist and bend the truth, what they did to you was wrong.”

“You should talk to Noah,” he says suddenly.

I stare at him in surprise.

“We know now without a doubt that we’re brothers. Tell him what happened. He needs to know that the Tempes were using both of us to spy on the Noctu.”

I nod. “Don’t you want to tell him yourself?”

He shakes his head. “I have enough to think about right now without having to deal with long-lost family too.”

But it could change everything, I want to say to him. But I know this is not the right moment. First he needs to figure out how to live with all this new information.

“If you need someone to talk to,” I say, “you know I’m always here.”

He nods. “I know. But first I need time to process this and figure out a way to deal with it on my own.”

The storm is still raging in his eyes – dark and dangerous, and I feel as if I could be swept up by it and lost forever. I wish I could help him, but I know I can’t. He needs time. It’s hard for me to give him that. I want to be with him, feel his closeness, let him know I’m on his side. But I can’t. Right now, all I can do is give him space.

Ayden looks at me one last time and leaves. It’s obvious to me that he’s not okay, that he’s in pain. But he tries not to let it show as he strides briskly down the corridor.
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Ihad a restless night, with so many things running through my mind. So it’s no wonder I can’t concentrate now. I was hoping to see Ayden this morning before the first period, but I didn’t. And he’s been absent from classes so far too. I check my phone again – no message from him. Kate watches me out of the corner of her eye. Naturally, I told her everything that happened yesterday.

I shake my head in answer to her unspoken question. She’s worried about Ayden too. I keep wondering where he is and how he’s doing. Has he talked to his father again? Maybe the Council? What does he plan to do next?

And then there’s the principal’s threat of severe consequences for my intrusion. I’m pretty sure he’ll follow up on that. What if they actually take my key from me? I’d lose Yoru. And what about Ayden? Long-term relationships between Tempes and non-key-carriers aren’t permitted. I rub my head wearily and try to concentrate on Ms. Pilgram’s lecture.

Then there’s a knock at the door, and I turn to see it open. Mr. Faible, the guidance counselor, enters. His tense expression doesn’t bode well.

“Excuse the interruption. A few teachers are going from class to class. We have some news to share with the students.”

Ms. Pilgram nods and steps aside so that he can address us from the front of the room. He briefly scans the class. He looks serious, and I can guess what’s coming.

“We’re now certain that Mr. Brian has been killed. He was always very reliable in all the years that he’s been with us. It’s totally out of character for him to just leave without a word. Something must have happened to him. As it’s been several days now, and we still haven’t received word from him, we’re assuming the worst.”

A murmur ripples through the room. Some of the students put their heads together and whisper. This confirms what they all suspected. Mr. Brian is dead.

I push a strand of hair out of my face and try to suppress the memories. Again, I picture Mr. Brian attacking Kate, our escape to the Odyss, the fight with Mr. Brian that almost cost us our lives. And finally, his disfigured body after Frida was finished with him. I’m still struggling to come to terms with it all.

“I want to assure you on behalf of the teaching staff, the school administration, and the Council that we won’t let this crime go unpunished. An operation is being planned, which will target several locations where we suspect Noctu are stationed.”

This is not news to me, but it does nothing to improve my mood. Ayden will be involved. I need to talk to him and find out how he’s doing. Except that I know he’s dealing with some heavy stuff right now, and he made it clear to me that he needs time.

“I wonder if they’ll ever find Mr. Brian’s body,” a girl says to her friend as she dries her hair after showering.

Training was really tiring again today.

“It’s pretty crazy that the Noctu got to one of our teachers. I mean, he used to be a hunter, so he knew how to defend himself. But they still managed to kill him.”

“Yeah, I know. I hate to think what they could do to a student if an ex-hunter has no chance against them!” says her friend.

“All we can do is train hard and hope that it’s enough to defend ourselves in an emergency until help arrives or we can run away.”

Actually, I noticed a distinct change in the students during training today. Everyone really threw themselves into it and fought with a kind of tenacity that I’ve rarely seen in these sessions. The question is – how long will this effect last? So many hunters have been killed by the Noctu – or so I keep hearing. But no one’s talking about that today.

“I hope they don’t find Mr. Brian’s remains,” Kate whispers. “If they examine the body closely, what will they learn?”

I can’t answer that. But I’ve been asking myself the same thing. I guess it’s pretty unlikely. Mr. Brian is buried behind one of the countless doors in the Odyss. It would be a huge coincidence if anyone found him.

I check the time and sigh. “I’m running late. My bus arrives soon.” I glance back down the corridor, but Ayden’s nowhere in sight.

“Oh, okay. Then you should go. You don’t want to invite trouble. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Kate raises her hand in farewell.

I actually have to hurry if I don’t want to be late getting back to the Fabrici house. As I near the main entrance and dash for the door, I hear voices that make me pause. I turn around in surprise and see Ayden with Claire and Vicky. What’s he doing here with them?

Claire’s talking Ayden’s ear off. As they get closer, I can make out what she’s saying.

“I should have told you, and I’m really sorry. I just didn’t know how else to deal with the situation.”

“It’s okay,” he says, obviously struggling to remain calm.

“No one in my family knows that I knew about it. And believe me, I really didn’t want to hurt you. I’m so sorry about how it all went down.”

“You should have told me, not Tess,” he says in a ruder tone, which makes her flinch. But then he makes an effort to speak more softly and puts his hand on her shoulder. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to yell at you.” The charming smile on his lips is bewitching. But I know that he feels very different on the inside and that he probably had a few more sharp words for her.

“I get why you’re angry at me,” she says with a magnanimous smile. “It must have looked like I was trying to screw with you guys.”

Which was definitely not the case, I think but don’t say.

“I was just in a bad mood yesterday,” Claire continues. “I know it wasn’t fair to take it out on Tess. I had a call with my parents. It was about the first test, which is happening in a few days. They kept lecturing me and telling me everything I’m not allowed to do, and how I need to behave, and what to say to the Council. My grandfather hasn’t called. It’s like he doesn’t even care about me. But he’ll drop everything for Teresa.” She suddenly seems to notice that she’s worked herself into a frenzy. “Anyway, like I said, I shouldn’t have done that.”

I can tell by Ayden’s body language how angry he is and how much effort it takes for him to keep his composure.

“Well, regardless of what’s going on between you and your grandfather, and however unfairly you feel your parents are treating you, you need to leave Tess out of it. She almost got expelled.”

“But in the end, she didn’t. Your threat to leave with her seemed to have the desired effect. And don’t forget that my grandfather put in a good word for her too.”

Vicky, who’s been following the conversation without comment, now she chimes in. She puts her hand on Ayden’s shoulder and says, “At least now you know the truth, and they can’t keep lying to you anymore.”

“Some consolation,” he growls softly.

When he turns to face forward and starts walking again, he sees me. It takes a moment, but then his face relaxes, and his eyes radiate this warmth that instantly steals my heart. I know that we’re supposed to stay away from each other when Claire’s around, but right now I can’t help myself. I walk purposefully toward him. A smile flashes across his face as his eyes wander over my face with affection and longing. That hungry look has its effect on me, and I instinctively gaze at his lips and wish I could kiss them.

“How are you doing?” I ask, to distract myself.

He shrugs. “I had a long conversation with my father. He kept apologizing. In the end, he sounded pretty remorseful. He said if there was any other way, he wouldn’t have done it.”

Sounds like a pretty feeble apology to me, after lying to his adopted son for years, manipulating him, and risking his health with the soul link.

“And what was the outcome?”

“They’re not going to expel you. Mr. Cunningham and I made sure of that. And I won’t be taking part in the trials anymore. I made that crystal clear to my father. He reluctantly accepted it. The most important thing for him is for us to re-establish a foundation of trust again – his words not mine. He knows he’s screwed things up between us.”

The way Ayden’s talking makes it sound like he’s starting to get over the betrayal, but his expression says something else entirely.

“And your dad spoke up for Tess with the Council,” says Vicky. “Without his input, she could have faced serious consequences. Sure, what happened wasn’t okay, but maybe you guys can find a way back to each other.”

Ayden shrugs. “First I need to figure out how I’m going to deal with the whole situation. There’s no way I’ll ever trust the Council or my father again.”

“It’s always best to be on guard with everyone,” says Claire. “The only person you can really trust is yourself.”

“What a wonderfully health attitude,” Vicky remarks sarcastically.

Claire continues undeterred. “I’ll have no one to help me through my test. I learned from a young age that I’m solely responsible for myself. And soon I get to prove that all that energy and trust my family invested in me wasn’t wasted. I honestly can’t wait.”

“You’re looking forward to the test?” I ask incredulously.

I vividly recall how I felt before my destiny test. That was a different kind of test, but there was still a lot riding on the result for me.

“I’ve been preparing for this day for years. And now I finally get to prove what I’m made of. And I’m ready, so I’m glad that it’s finally about to happen.”

Claire actually doesn’t look intimidated in the slightest, or even nervous. I wonder how much her family was able to find out about the test in order to prepare her for it.

“We should get moving,” Vicky interjects. “We don’t want to be late.”

Ayden’s face changes abruptly. His somber expression disappears and is replaced by a mask of irresistible magnetism, with a radiant smile directed at Claire. It pains me to watch this scene: her running her hand suggestively along his arm and him allowing it.

Where are they going? I guess I already know the answer to that. The raid is tonight. That’s why Vicky’s with him. I haven’t seen them together in a long time.

The three of them move off, but Ayden turns to me again and says, “The raid starts at eleven tonight. I’ll be in touch when it’s over.”

I nod and watch them go until they disappear from view. There’s a reason Ayden told me the exact time. And I don’t hesitate.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 9
[image: ]

Ipace restlessly back and forth. Yoru is hiding in a shrub, but I can sense him watching me. Naturally, he’s picked up on my tension, which is why he’s keeping such a close eye on me.

I keep reformulating and rehearsing what I want to say. I have no idea how I’m going to face Noah and tell him the truth. But even Ayden seems to think that Noah should be warned about the raid. It’s a small step toward reconciling with his brother.

I check the time again. It’s eight thirty. Normally, I’d still be training, but I faked a serious injury after one of Cesar’s attacks. Generally, he doesn’t care if I’m injured and just keeps chasing me around the room. But this time, I stopped moving and pretended to pass out. I was afraid he might not notice in time, but he did. I was examined and taken to my room. From there, I got changed in record time and climbed through the window to arrive here at the agreed time.

“Come on!” I mutter, glancing up the street again in the hope that Noah will appear.

I see a familiar figure approaching and breathe a sigh of relief.

“There you are, finally,” I say when he reaches me.

He looks tired again, and I’m reminded of the projected image I saw during the soul link. Noah’s father is obviously pretty strict and expects a lot from him. And now I’m about to turn his world upside down.

“Sorry. It was hard to find a moment to step out. I don’t have much time.” He runs his hand through his hair and stares at the ground. I can tell he doesn’t want to be here right now and that his thoughts are elsewhere.

“Sorry. Like I said, it’s urgent.”

He nods and looks at me. This time, I even see a hint of that smile on his face that’s so familiar.

“That’s why I came. So, what is it? Is it about the library, or are you planning to go back and search for Frida in the Odyss?”

I bite my lip. All the words I rehearsed are in a jumble in my head. Where do I start? And how will Noah take it? Is there no other way? Should I really do this to him? He’s been lied to his whole life, just like Ayden. He has a right to know the truth and finally put an end to all that.

“The hunters are on their way to attack your people. They’re planning a raid on several institutions where they suspect Noctu are stationed. It’s revenge for Mr. Brian’s death.”

Noah nods slowly. “That’s no surprise,” he admits. “I figured something like this would happen. We’re prepared for these raids; the Noctu won’t just surrender.”

“I know.” Again, I feel a burning sense of guilt. If Mr. Brian were still alive, it would never have come to this.

He lifts my chin with his finger and forces me to look at him. “Stop beating yourself up,” he says. “It’s pointless, and you’ll just drive yourself crazy. Another clash was inevitable sooner or later.” He lowers his hand and takes a step back. “Do you happen to know any of the actual targets? Then I could try to warn my people.”

I shake my head. “No, sorry.”

“It’s okay,” he says. “Anyway, thanks for letting me know. I should go …”

“There’s more,” I interrupt as he takes his key out of his pocket.

He slowly turns to face me again and raises his eyebrows in surprise. I don’t know how to tell him. I realize what this news will do to him. He’s going to take it hard. How could it not?! It’s unconscionable what was done to them both. I know Noah. He’ll feel guilty about being an unwitting spy for the enemy.

“Tess,” he says, interrupting my train of thought. “You’re starting to scare me. What’s up with you? Did something happen?”

“That time you were injured when the hunters raided the hospital, you figured it was Frances who betrayed you to the Tempes.”

His brow is still creased, but he nods.

“It wasn’t. It was … more or less … Ayden and you.”

Silence descends on us for a several seconds, then Noah looks at me as if I’ve lost my mind. “Is that supposed to make sense to me?”

“The Tempes have been using you both since you were small children. There’s this ritual called a soul link. The Council used it to find out if you were still alive. And … it worked. You and Ayden are twins. And because of that, you have a special bond. Through Ayden, the Council can basically see whatever you’re seeing.”

A look of horror spreads across his face, but then he shakes his and looks confused. So I tell him everything, recounting what I saw in that creepy room, what they were doing to Ayden, and the result.

“That’s how the hunters were able to predict your movements all those times. And they took advantage of the fact that you were raised by Assembly members.”

“Who aren’t my biological parents and who killed my real mother and father.” Noah’s face pales even more. For a while, he just stands there, and then I feel some kind of energy surrounding us. I feel it in my bones, and it’s so powerful that it makes the air pulsate. Dark wisps of smoke swirl around Noah. Rain emerges from the darkness and growls menacingly.

“Noah,” I murmur, reaching out to touch him. But he turns away and punches a wall with ferocious strength.

“No way! This can’t be true!”

His fist is still resting against the wall, which is crumbling where he punched it. His body is heaving. I know I can’t do anything to ease his pain. But I have to say something.

“It’s horrific what they did to you and Ayden.”

“So they really aren’t my parents. They killed my mother and father, abducted me …” I can hear his heavy breathing.

The tongues of dark fire grow larger. Rain slowly transforms into this gigantic, imposing wolf, like something out of a nightmare. His fur burns with black flames, and I can feel the heat coming off him from where I’m standing. A cold shiver runs up my spine.

“How many deaths has my side suffered because they used me to spy on my own people?” he asks quietly. “How could I not be aware of it? All these years …”

I approach him and cautiously place my hand on his back. When I touch him, he flinches like he’s been burned.

“You know it’s not your fault,” I say quietly.

He spins around to face me – so fast and so violently that I stagger back.

“Tell that to the people who lost their lives. I’m nothing but a pawn. Can you imagine what that’s like? Right from the start. Everyone’s just been using me and lying to me.”

“You can’t think like that. I don’t know why the Noctu abducted you. But surely you parents still mean something to you. They never made you feel like you weren’t their child. They even raised you to be their successor in the Assembly. Noah, I know how awful this must be for you, but …”

“Oh really? You figure you know?” he snaps at me. “I don’t even know what to think or feel.”

“I’m sorry if I brought your world crashing down around your ears,” I concede. “But you and Ayden – you deserve to know the truth after all this time.”

“I’m glad you told me,” he replies immediately. “At least now I know where I stand.” He scrutinizes me and then asks, “Is Ayden going to keep playing along with this shit? Will he leave the Tempes?”

I was expecting this question. But I don’t need to answer it. My face says it all.

Noah nods. “That’s what I figured. Despite everything, he would never turn his back on his people. They’re his family. You don’t just abandon your family. And anyway, he’s been nothing but a boon to the Tempes.”

“Ayden’s not okay with this. And he was worried about you. He wanted me to come and talk to you.”

“Well, now he can ease his guilty conscience.”

I get why Noah’s lashing out in anger. But … I hate hearing him talk like this.

“You can tell him from me that if he dares to get inside my head again, I’ll come for him, and I swear to you, I’ll find him.” His eyes are as dark as the night.

The realization that I’ve only increased the rift between them makes my heart ache. They’ve both suffered such terrible injustices. It should have brought them closer together.

“He won’t let them use the soul link again. He made that really clear. It was one of his conditions for staying with the Tempes, and apparently they accepted it. So you definitely don’t need to worry about that anymore.”

“Hmm, I guess I just have to hope that’s true, right? If they change their minds at some point, I’ll have no way of knowing. That puts me in a fantastic position.”

“You can trust Ayden.”

Noah shakes his head. “I’m not that stupid. I’ve made far too many mistakes already.”

“What do you mean?” I probe. “Noah, what is it?”

He walks past Rain and takes his key out of his jacket. “I’m going to get to the bottom of this and take my life into my own hands again. It’s something I should have done a long time ago.” A door appears out of nowhere. Noah opens it and glances back at me. “Everything’s going to be different from now on.” And with those words, he enters the Odyss and leaves me standing here.

I’m paralyzed, staring at the spot where he disappeared. My heart pounds in my chest. That went worse than I expected. An icy chill seeps into me, and I shiver. Whatever Noah’s planning, it can’t be good. I can only hope that nothing bad happens to him.
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Istill haven’t heard from Noah,” I say to Kate as I push the pasta around on my plate. I have no appetite. I glance sideways at my phone on the table beside me to see if there are any messages. “And nothing from Ayden either. I’m really starting to worry about him.”

Exhausted, I rest my head on the table and watch Kate studiously piling her mashed potato into a towering mound.

“All this constant worry and fear,” she says quietly. “When will it ever end?”

“I know, right?” I agree.

Noah pops into my head. I messaged him right after he left, and later I tried a couple more times. Is it just that he’s in the Odyss and has no cell reception? It seems more likely that he’s avoiding me. I hope he doesn’t do anything reckless. But given how fired up he was when I last saw him …

“He was so angry,” I say. “And I get it. It’s unforgivable what was done to them.”

“Betrayal is a bitter pill to swallow,” Kate remarks as she decorates her potato mountain with peas. “But there are still so many paths open to them. Which ones will they choose?”

I slowly raise my head and study her face. “Kate, are you okay?”

She doesn’t look at me, nor does she interrupt what she’s doing. “I like the moonlight. Don’t you?” She finally looks at me and smiles.

I frown, trying to figure out what’s up with her. She points with her fork at the window, through which the sunlight is streaming.

“You mean the sun?” I ask doubtfully.

Now it’s her turn to frown. She nods. “Uh, yeah, what else would I mean? It’s pretty hot today, don’t you think?” Now she demolishes her potato sculpture and begins to eat it.

I watch her with concern, but whatever strange state she was in just now seems to have passed.

“I’m sure you’ll hear from Ayden soon. They probably had to debrief straight after the operation. He knows you’re worried. He wouldn’t deliberately keep you in the dark. And as for Noah, it must have been a real shock for him. He probably just needs time to digest everything.”

So Kate was listening to me. She seemed pretty confused just now – or was that a misunderstanding? Am I being hypersensitive because I’m afraid of her condition worsening?

“I know,” I reply. “I’m hoping he doesn’t do anything reckless.”

“Noah’s not stupid. He knows what he’s doing.”

That’s true. But he was so upset that I’m not sure he was in any state to make good decisions.

The bell signals the end of lunch. We gather up our things and make our way to the training hall. Hopefully a little exercise will distract me and take my mind off things.

But training fails to really distract me. I can’t stop my thoughts from returning to Noah and Ayden. At least I get to exert myself physically and vent some of my anger.

After saying goodbye to Kate, I hurry to catch the bus, which I reach just in the nick of time, as usual. There are no free seats, so I stand in a corner and fish my phone out of my pocket. Still no messages from Noah or Ayden. I send another one to Ayden.

“Everything okay? I’m starting to really worry about you.”

When I arrive at the Fabrici house, there’s still no answer. Frustrated, I ring the doorbell, and a staff member lets me in. I make a beeline for the dining room where the family will be waiting for me, but the man stops me.

“Ms. Fabrici requests that you wait in your room. The family is in an important meeting, so the evening meal will be slightly delayed. You’ll be summoned when it’s ready.” With that, he turns and walks off.

If I’d known that, I could have stayed longer with Kate instead of rushing back. But I’m not going to complain about a little free time. I walk the empty corridor to my room. My footfalls are muffled by the snow-white carpet. What could be so important that the family would disrupt their daily schedule? I stop walking and bite my lip. I know this is a bad idea. But I have a strong hunch that overrides the warning voice in my head. I have an idea where Mr. Fabrici might be right now, so I follow the corridor that leads to his study. My heart is in my mouth. If one of the staff catches me now, they’ll inform the family, and I have a pretty good idea what will happen to me then.

I advance slowly, careful not to make a sound. But it feels like my footsteps must be thundering through the building. Luckily, the corridor is empty, and I arrive unseen outside his door.

Sure enough, I hear voices.

“I was hoping for a few more days. This changes things,” I hear Mr. Fabrici say.

“Maybe she’ll fail the first test. That would make things easier for us,” says Alfredo.

“We can’t count on that,” says Ms. Fabrici. “This puts us at a clear disadvantage. We needed more time. We can’t do anything to prevent her from passing now. And you know what that means.” She sounds exasperated.

“At least we still have the thread-seer,” says Alfredo. “She’s a good trump card.”

His mother scoffs disdainfully. “She hasn’t brought us any real benefits so far.”

“What’s important is that the other families think that she’s loyal to us. They don’t know how stubborn the girl is. If the others believe she’s on our side, that puts us in a very strong position,” says Mr. Fabrici.

So all I am to them is a kind of trophy that increases their power and influence.

“Then that’s exactly what we need to demonstrate. We have no budding goddess, but we have a thread-seer. For the moment, that makes us the second most influential family. We’ll make a show of that. And who knows? Maybe the cards will be reshuffled in our favor tonight,” Alfredo suggests.

“You want to take her with us?” his mother asks doubtfully. “What reason would we give?”

“I don’t think it’s a bad idea at all,” his father agrees. “And it’s easy enough to come up with reason.”

“I’m not so sure. But if you insist,” says Ms. Fabrici.

I suspect the conversation is about to end, so I hurry to my room. I arrive with a pounding heart. The conversation I overheard is still echoing in my head. They must have been talking about Claire’s test. And apparently it’s tonight. If I understood the Fabricis correctly, they want me to go with them, to flaunt their power in front of the other Council members. They have me on their side, and if Claire fails, I become the most valuable pawn in their power games. My heart sinks when I realize the position I find myself in. One thing is clear: I won’t escape their clutches any time soon.
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You’re here to personally escort me to dinner?” I ask Alfredo when he shows up at my door.

He’s standing in the doorway with his arms folded across his chest, regarding me with his usual arrogance. “We’re skipping dinner tonight. An excursion has been scheduled instead. We’re going to watch a little performance at ten o’clock at hunter headquarters, and you’re coming with us.”

I raise my eyebrows and act surprised. “I didn’t know they put on shows there.”

He rolls his eyes irritably. “It’s not a theatrical performance. My mother will send up something for you to wear. We’ll leave together. Make sure you’re ready.”

“I’m not really in the mood to go out again tonight and parade myself in front of a bunch of Council members. That’s what this is about, right?”

“I couldn’t care less what you’re in the mood for.”

“Hmm, and I couldn’t care less what the other families think of your family, or me for that matter. I doubt it will improve your image when they see how little control you have over me.” I know that was a risky thing to say. But judging by what I just heard, they desperately need me. They want to illustrate their standing, and I’m in a position to quickly destroy that. It’s a rare opportunity for me to gain the upper hand.

Alfredo’s eyes widen. I can see that he’s struggling to stay calm and not yell at me. He hisses through clenched teeth, “You wouldn’t dare.”

“You want to find out?”

Silence reins for a few seconds, in which we just stare at each other. Finally, Alfredo snorts like an angry bull. “What do you want?”

“I want some free time, unsupervised. I’ll make my way to school now and meet you there later so that we can show up together for the … whatever it is. And I promise I’ll toe the line and not make a scene.”

“You want to go see your boyfriend,” Alfredo concludes. He shrugs. “If you want to squander your time, it’s fine with me. As long as you pull your head in tonight and be on your best behavior, I don’t care what you get up to in the meantime.”

“So it’s a deal?”

He nods. “The test starts at ten. So you need to be at the hall before then. We’ll meet you there.”

“Test?” I ask with feigned surprise.

A sardonic smile steals across Alfredo’s lips. “Don’t worry, you’re not the one who has to prove herself this time.”

I try to call Ayden on my way back to school. But I still can’t get through to him. It’s not until I step into the foyer that I get a message from him.

“Sorry I couldn’t reply earlier. It was a long operation, and two hunters were injured. I just left the infirmary. They seem to be out of the woods now. Don’t worry about me, I’m okay.”

“Do you have time now? Can we meet?”

“Sure,” he replies, and we agree to meet in his room.

When I get there, I see Ayden walking down the corridor toward me. He looks tired and clearly hasn’t slept. I go to him with a pounding heart. How long has it been since we last spent time alone together? The thought inflames an aching desire deep inside me.

I hug him and nestle up to him, so relieved that he’s okay. We go into his room, and I sit beside him on his bed. He runs his hands through my hair and touches my neck, eliciting a pleasant shiver. Oh how I’ve missed his touch.

“Was it bad?” I ask.

He sighs and says evasively, “These kinds of operations are never nice.”

Do I want to know how many victims there were? How many Noctu they managed to kill? Whether he saw Noah?

I guess Ayden can read the questions in my face because quickly shakes his head. “Noah wasn’t there.”

I nod.

“Did you get a chance to talk to him?”

“Yes, and he was pretty upset, understandably. I messaged him a bunch of times since and tried to call, but he’s not answering.”

“It’s pretty hardcore. Even I find it hard to believe what my father and the Council did to me.” He rubs his tired face. “I don’t know how to deal with my dad. I need to distance myself from him for a while – and the Council. But turning my back on all of them …” He shakes his head. “I won’t run away and abandon this world just because of what they did to me.”

I admire his fortitude, and I can understand his decision. The Tempes have mistreated me too, and I can’t bring myself to turn my back on this world. The idea of losing Yoru … How would it be for Ayden, who’s had Snow at his side for so much longer?

“Let’s not talk about it. I don’t want to waste our time on that.” He bends down and kisses my temple. His fingers play with my hair, and his lips wander along my neck as he asks, “How come you’re allowed to be here? I assume it’s not because the Fabricis have suddenly developed a sense of generosity.”

“They want me to be at Claire’s test tonight,” I reply.

Ayden leans back and looks at me in surprise. “Are you serious?”

I nod. “They want to parade me in front of the other Council families and demonstrate that they too have a valuable pawn.”

“Charming,” says Ayden. “And in return for your good behavior, they agreed to let you come here first.”

“I can be pretty convincing,” I reply with a wink, but then I’m serious again. “Do you know what Claire has to do in this test?”

“No. All I know is that she can’t prepare for it. There are a number of different tests written down in some book. It’s protected by an enchantment and can only be read when a test is about to begin. There’ll be lottery to decide which test she has to perform.”

I can’t help thinking back to my test. I picture the harbingers, hear their chants, and relive the indescribable pain.

Ayden quickly puts his arms around me. “It’s a different kind of test. Don’t worry, you won’t have to witness anything like that.”

“But she could get hurt,” I say. “She could even die. I mean, she keeps hinting at it, saying that she’s aware of the danger that comes with being a miraya.”

“Her family prepared her well. And one thing I learned is that the first test isn’t dangerous. If she fails, it just proves that she can’t be a goddess, and nothing else happens to her.”

“Except that she’ll destroy her family’s hopes and dreams.”

“But she’ll still be alive. And believe it or not, Albert Cunningham cares a lot for his granddaughter. He’ll still receive her with open arms.”

I lean against Ayden and try to push all these gloomy thoughts out of my head. We finally have time for each other. It’s a chance to be with him and a chance I should make the most of.

I turn to face him, put my hands on the back of his neck, and soak up the sight of his deep green eyes. Just looking at his perfect face, his even features, is enough to send a sweet shudder through my body. I lean forward and seal his lips with a kiss. My hands wander across his broad shoulders, soaking up the warmth of his skin. His scent calls to me, and I breathe it in and feel this insatiable throbbing inside me.

I open my lips to let in his tongue and it makes me gasp. I push my hands under his sweater, greedily caressing his smooth firm skin. His muscles tense under my fingertips, and Ayden kisses my neck, fanning the fire inside me even more. I breathe his name, which elicits a chuckle from him. As his hands find their way under my sweater, my mind is focused on one thing: getting rid of all these clothes.

But it never comes to that. There’s a knock at the door, and I look up in surprise.

“Open the door. I know you’re in there.” It’s Alfredo’s voice.

My eyes widen, and I feel the anger bubbling up inside me. It’s just after eight. What’s he doing here? So much for our agreement.

I get up and open the door. “What are you doing here?” I snap at him.

Alfredo leans casually in the doorway. “Slight change of plan. The Council members are meeting a little earlier. More time to mingle and chat.”

“You mean more time to parade me around.”

“Call it whatever you like, but we have to go now.” He looks me up and down. “You’re not even dressed. I should have known. Lucky I came when I did. Go and change. And don’t keep me waiting.”

I refrain from asking what he’ll do if I’m not fast enough.

“Your timing’s not great,” says Ayden. He grips my arm and pulls me toward him, ignoring Alfredo’s gaze. He gives me a short but intense kiss, and my heart flutters.

Alfredo groans irritably. “Hurry up and put the dress on. I’ll give you ten minutes.” With that, he closes the door behind him.

“At least we scared him off for a few minutes,” Ayden says with a smirk.

“Ten minutes are nowhere near enough.” I really wish we had more time. Preferably hours, days, weeks …

But I have no choice, so I let go of Ayden and go to the garment bag that I brought with me. The dress is dark blue and reaches past my knees. It’s hemmed with gauzy lace, and the back is very low cut. Too low for my taste.

“Like I’m on my way to a movie premiere,” I say to Ayden, holding up the expensive garment.

“They want to make an impression. It’s an important evening for them. If Claire fails, then the Fabricis win the upper hand again with you in their corner.”

“Lucky me,” I remark.

I lay the dress aside – it’s too provocative for me, and I don’t see why I should be their show pony after they’ve broken their promise and cut short my time with Ayden. So I stick with my jeans and black blouse, but I apply a little makeup and tie my hair back.

Ayden grins and kisses my naked neck. “You look stunning.”

“Thanks,” I say, my hands already roaming across his body again.

“But Alfredo will probably blow a fuse,” he adds with a smirk.

I shrug. “That’s his problem. If he threatens me, the evening won’t go well for his family.”

Alfredo was apparently lurking outside the door using the stopwatch function on his phone because now he knocks again loudly. “Time’s up! Let’s go. I hope you’re ready.”

“It could hardly be worse in the military,” I grumble. I give Ayden one last kiss goodbye and step out into the corridor, where Alfredo’s waiting impatiently.

He takes one look at me, and his eyes widen in dismay. “You can’t be serious! Why aren’t you wearing the dress?”

“Why do you think? If you can’t keep your promises, why should I?”

I see his jaw grinding. He runs his hand angrily through his hair, sighs, and then shakes his head. “Whatever. This is fine. Most of them have already formed an opinion of you, and a dress won’t change that.”

“Thanks for the compliment. You look dashing tonight too.”

“Yeah, as in you make me want to dash my brains out,” he snarls as we walk down the corridor.

“Wonderful, that’s all I ever wanted,” I reply in a sugary voice. He shoots me a withering look, to which I respond with an innocent smile.

We walk the rest of the way in silence. Alfredo takes me on a detour, and we leave the school premises, walk a bit, then stop at the side of the street. A jacket wouldn’t have been a bad idea, but I don’t let my discomfort show.

“Why are we waiting out here in the cold?” I ask, although I already know the answer.

“We’re waiting for my parents. We want to arrive together.”

I nod.

At some point, the Fabricis show up. They’re dressed to the nines in eveningwear, expensive jewelry tastefully displayed without being too ostentatious. Alfredo’s mother clicks her tongue when she sees me but refrains from commenting. There’s nothing she can do about it now. So we reenter the school together.

The entrance hall is filling up, and I see a few other people dressed to impress and engaged in animated conversations. Nothing here suggests that a test is about to take place. It looks more like everyone’s looking forward to a pleasant evening at the theater.

The Fabricis position themselves around me and smile warmly at the people standing around. They don’t linger but continue with me to the hunter wing. We enter a section I’ve never set foot in before and arrive in a spacious foyer. It’s already packed, and it appears that every single Council member is here tonight. Wait staff weave through the crowd dispensing champagne as if we’re waiting for the opera to begin or a gala dinner. The atmosphere is cheerful and relaxed. I wonder how Claire’s feeling and where she is right now. Is she nervous?

My eye is drawn to a few members of her family standing off to the right, talking among themselves. Albert Cunningham is standing beside his daughter, and I recognize Lennard Cunningham too. I don’t know the others. They show no outward signs of apprehension. Is that because they’re hiding it well or because they’re in no doubt that Claire can pass the test?

Mr. Cunningham laughs and turns his head. He spots me and the Fabricis. He says something to his daughter and then comes to greet us.

“Miss Franklin, how wonderful to see you. You look lovely. How are you? I’m so pleased that the Fabricis invited you along to this special evening.”

“Thanks, I’m doing just fine. The family is taking good care of me and constantly presenting me with new challenges.” My tone is so charming and friendly that my words can only be interpreted as praise.

But Mr. Cunningham’s not stupid, and he can read between the lines. He nods with a knowing smile. “And I’m pleased to see that, while you appreciate that, you haven’t changed a bit.” Then to Ms. Fabrici, “You’re doing a wonderful job.”

She clenches her jaw and fights to maintain her composure. “Albert, my dear, you know us. We take our duties very seriously. And even tonight, as observers, we’ll continue to do so conscientiously. We can’t wait to see how Claire performs. I hope she’s not nervous.”

“Claire’s been waiting a long time for this day. She’s looking forward to it, and she’s more than ready. The same goes for us and everyone else here, I’m sure. What could be better for the Tempes world than having our shared dream come true with a goddess among us? It makes any quarrels between families pale into insignificance. Don’t you agree?”

Mr. Fabrici nods coolly. “Of course, Albert. And we’re all so full of hope.”

“What schemes are you hatching over here?” a blustering voice cuts in. Mr. Montrell appears and puts his arms jovially around Mr. Cunningham’s and Mr. Fabrici’s shoulders. “You’re conspiring together without me?” He laughs raucously, making his belly bounce up and down.

“We were just saying to Albert how hopeful we are and that we wish Claire all the best,” Ms. Fabrici explains with a radiant smile, as if she’s posing for a toothpaste commercial.

“Oh, I’m sure you do. It must be a nerve-racking evening for you, Albert. We’re all excited to see whether Claire passes. Hopefully it won’t be another disappointment.” He looks at me and adds, “No offense, but we really expected more from you.”

I raise my eyebrows, and I’m about to respond when Alfredo steps in. “Teresa’s made good progress recently. We’re now using some different training methods that she was too weak for at the beginning. If she had to do the test again, you wouldn’t recognize her.”

I shoot Alfredo an incredulous sideways glance. Sure, I’ve improved, but I’m still miles away from being able to control my powers. It must be really important to him to keep me in the game if he’s laying it on that thick.

“Well, that’s wonderful news. Then maybe we still have a chance of finding a goddess, if – God forbid – Claire should fail.” He sounds sincere and friendly, but his expression conveys something else entirely.

At that moment, a melodic bell chimes, and the crowd starts moving toward two doors at either end of the reception area.

“Let’s go in,” says Mr. Montrell, placing his champagne flute on a side table and turning toward one of the doors.

I exchange a glance with Alfredo, and we make our way through with his parents. My thoughts are already on the test, and I’m wondering what form it will take.
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The space reminds me of a college lecture theater. Half of the room is filled with rows of tiered seating, which gradually fill up with Council members.

The Fabricis don’t pass up the opportunity to do a lap of the room with me as it fills up before taking their seats. Once I’m seated beside them, I turn my attention to the front of the room, where all I see is a plain wooden table that’s in no way impressive nor eye-catching. What’s about to happen here? I doubt Claire will be asked to demonstrate her fighting prowess. The room is too full. And surely the table would have been removed for that.

Suddenly, a door opens in the wall behind it. A slender man with gray hair steps out. I’ve never seen him before, but I assume he’s a member of the Council.

“My esteemed ladies and gentlemen, we’re gathered here today for a very special occasion, one that happens so rarely that we’re unlikely to experience it more than once in our lifetimes. Most of you know me. For those of you who don’t, my name is Jameson, and tonight I’m assuming the role of examiner.

“You all know why we’re here. To establish whether Claire Cunningham truly is a budding goddess of destiny. There will be a series of three tests to determine this. Since the greatest doubt exists at the start, we’ll begin with a level one test – the least dangerous category. The test subject is exposed to minimal risk, but the result is also not especially meaningful and shouldn’t be regarded as more than just a further piece of evidence. The tasks in the subsequent levels are increasingly demanding. For each level, there is a selection of tasks to choose from, and a lot is drawn to determine which of them Miss Cunningham must perform. This means that no Council member can assert any influence.” He turns to the door and calls out, “Miss Cunningham?”

The door opens again, and this time Claire enters. She’s wearing a dress that flows over her like a blue waterfall and sparkles under the lights. The color accentuates her pale skin, and the elegant cut makes her look somehow innocent, vulnerable even. Standing tall, she strides into the room and positions herself behind the table. Her long hair is pinned up so that not a single loose hair touches her naked shoulders. Her bare skin makes her look even more vulnerable. But I know Claire, and I know that’s she anything but a pushover. She will have prepared extensively for this day. But was there any training or practice she could do in preparation for this particular test?

“As you all know, the goddesses have their own language. They are the only ones capable of understanding it. The goddesses were always very careful to keep it secret even from their disciples. In the year 1293, the Council in Italy managed to compel a goddess to translate a single page of a book. We have that transcription here today. If Miss Cunningham is a goddess in the making, she’ll be able to read the text and translate it for us. At the end of this test, a selection of Council members will sit down together and go through Miss Cunningham’s translation in order to confirm beyond a doubt whether she has passed or failed.”

So Claire won’t have to fight or be at any risk of injury. That’s reassuring. Even though I don’t particularly like her, I don’t want anything bad to happen to her. I know from personal experience how merciless the Council can be.

“The book and the translation have been made available to us by the Council family in whose possession they have been for many years. So it’s impossible that Miss Cunningham has ever laid eyes on them.” The old man gestures in our direction. “Ms. Fabrici, Mr. Fabrici, would you mind confirming in your own words that these documents have consistently been kept under lock and key and that Miss Cunningham has never had access to them and that nobody has been in a position to pass their content on to her?”

I lean back in my seat and glance sideways at the family seated beside me. The question is basically unnecessary, and everyone knows it. The Fabricis hate the Cunninghams. They’d never let those texts leave the house, let alone get into the hands of the Cunninghams.

On one of my few visits, Alessandro showed me the room where they keep these treasures. Obviously, he only did it with the aim of impressing me and getting me on side with the Fabricis. But the room was very secure. Only family members could enter it, and the objects themselves were also protected. I’m absolutely certain that Claire has never had access to the text. If there were even the slightest doubt, the Fabricis would never have agreed to this particular test. So I guess we’re about to find out whether or not there’s a goddess inside Claire.

Mr. Fabrici gets to his feet, gazes around the room with a solemn expression, and says, “I hereby confirm that no one outside of my family has ever set eyes on these documents. Miss Cunningham can’t possibly know what’s written on them. I give you my word.”

The examiner nods contentedly and turns to Claire. “Are you ready?”

Her gaze sweeps across the room. She’s still standing as straight as an arrow, showing no signs of nervousness or fear. She nods slowly.

Another door opens, this time at the side of the room. Four men enter. The first is holding something wrapped in a piece of leather. The others flank him as if they’re afraid he could be attacked at any moment.

The first man slowly leads the way, places the object on the table, and whips off the piece of leather. Then he steps back, and he and the other men position themselves around the table.

“You may begin,” says the examiner.

At that moment, the lighting in the auditorium is dimmed. Claire steps up to the book, which is already open at the page that she’s supposed to translate. She places her hands on either side of the book and bends over it. A screen is unfurled on the wall behind her, and a projector is switched on. The translated text is projected on the wall in front of us so that we can follow along to see if Claire’s words match the translation.

Claire just stands there quietly, staring at the book. She looks completely absorbed and focused. Everyone waits with anticipation for her to begin, but she continues to stare silently at the book. I guess it’s a difficult language, and she needs time to formulate the right words. Or is she unable to read it?

The tension in the room is palpable, and I squirm uncomfortably in my seat. Still nothing happens, so I allow my eyes to wander over the text and discover that the content is pretty bland.

“We have existed since the dawn of humanity. Born in order to forge destiny. Alive in order to guide the course of history. Imbued with power, in order to fulfill our tasks until the end of time.”

I look at Claire again. When will she start reading? The audience is growing restless. I can already see the hint of a smile on Mr. Fabrici’s lips. And Alfredo looks smug too as he murmurs to his father, “I wasn’t expecting her to fail the first test. But this is good for us.”

“Destiny certainly seems to be playing into our hands.” Mr. Fabrici laughs softly at his own clever pun. But then his smirk disappears.

Claire suddenly raises her head and looks directly at him and then at me. Her eyes drill into me, and her expression is cool and haughty. A cold shiver runs down my spine when I see the way she’s standing there: unfazed, fearless, staunch, undaunted. For the first time since meeting her, it occurs to me that maybe she is different – that there’s more to her than meets the eye. I swallow hard when I hear her voice begin to correctly translate the text.

“We have existed since the dawn of humanity. Born in order to forge destiny. Alive in order to guide the course of history. Imbued with power, in order to fulfill our tasks until the end of time.”

I quickly fix my eyes on the projection again and read on to see if Claire gets the next part right.

“We live our lives in the service of humanity. Without us, they would be directionless, without purpose. They need us as they need air because we give their lives meaning, a path, an objective. We are everything and nothing at once. We are the wind, sun, rain, earth, fire.”

Claire reads from the book, line by line, and every word matches the translation. After she reads out the last sentence, a heavy silence descends on the room. Everyone is simultaneously impressed and unsettled. Until now, it was merely speculation that Claire could be a goddess. Now they have the first proof, and it changes everything.

Mr. Jameson steps up beside Claire. “Thank you.”

The four men take the book away again.

“The expert panel will now withdraw and confer.”

I roll my eyes because this step is basically unnecessary. Everyone heard that her translation was correct. But this test is obviously very important, so there has to be an official confirmation.

Mr. Fabrici gets up and says, “I’ll go and confer with the others then.” He sounds disgruntled, which is understandable. He knows he has no choice but to confirm that Claire has passed the test.

“Well, that’s it I guess,” grumbles Alfredo. “Unbelievable! She didn’t even stumble over it.” He clenches his fists, struggling to contain himself. “Damn it! This makes everything so much more complicated.”

“Pull yourself together!” his mother reprimands him. “Do you want everyone here to know what you’re thinking? Have some decorum.”

He forces his features to relax, with visible effort. He slowly leans back in his seat and tries to look unperturbed.

A peculiar murmur sweeps across the room. Everyone seems to be in a discussion with their neighbor about the test and Claire’s performance. The experience left an impression on me too because although I know you can’t tell a goddess by the way she looks, it’s hard for me see Claire as anything but a young woman. But now we have proof that there’s a lot more to her and that her family’s hopes and dreams likely won’t be thwarted.

A few more minutes pass, and then the door opens again, and the Council members return. Their faces look satisfied and relaxed. Even Mr. Fabrici has a smile on his face, but it’s only a façade. They briefly confer with Mr. Jameson, then return to their seats.

Claire is called back into the room and goes to stand beside the table.

“After a thorough examination, the Council has confirmed that Miss Cunningham has successfully completed the first test. We congratulate her from the bottom of our hearts and hope that she’ll master the subsequent tasks with as much ease as this one.”

He extends his hand, and Claire shakes it and smiles. She gazes out at the people in the audience, who give her a standing ovation. I stand up too and applaud.
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It must be weird. Only yesterday, Claire reached a decisive milestone in her life, and the next day there’s hardly anyone she can share it with. The students know nothing about the goddesses of destiny, so Claire can’t discuss it with anyone or share her success. Not with the majority of students anyway. Of course, there is one who seems to have received a detailed account.

I saw Ayden and Claire briefly on my way to my first class. All he could do was shoot me a quick glance and an encouraging smile, which I received with a pang of longing. And now, on my way to the next class, I see her at his side again, regaling him in minute detail.

“I was genuinely worried that I might not be able to read the text. I’ve never clapped eyes on a text written in the goddesses’ language. And believe me, my family did everything in their power to get their hands on one – in vain. So I was nervous about whether I could actually do it. But when I finally had the book in front of me, it was like I was reading the text in English. For a moment, I even thought they had given me the wrong document.” She laughs and glances sideways at me. “The Fabricis didn’t look too pleased that I passed.”

I shrug. “When are the Fabricis ever in a good mood?”

“They need to get over their petty jealousies. It’s basically in everyone’s interests for me to pass these tests. Then the Council has a goddess on its side. But I can kind of understand their disappointment. It means they put all that effort into you for nothing.”

“They shouldn’t pin their hopes on me. I have no intention of getting mixed up in their little game.”

She raises her eyebrows in surprise. “You’re already mixed up in it, surely you realize that? I mean, you live with the Fabricis; they’re training you. It won’t be easy to extract yourself. Unless you keep failing to get your powers under control.”

“Let’s talk about something else,” Ayden chimes in, tenderly caressing her cheek. “You should just focus on yourself and forget about what other people are doing.”

“Don’t worry,” she replies with a satisfied smile. “I won’t disappoint my family. They were so proud of me and full of praise. They’re even throwing a party to celebrate my success. Unfortunately, there aren’t many young people I can invite who know about the goddesses. But you’re coming tonight, right? There’ll be loads of Council members there and my family.”

He basically has a gun to his head. There’s no way he can refuse if there are going to be Council members there.

“Tess, obviously you’re invited too, and you can bring your friend. I heard that she’s in the loop too. Then at least there’ll be a few people my age.”

I’m genuinely surprised at this suggestion. “I’ll have to ask Kate and get permission from the Fabricis. They don’t like it when I miss training.”

“Oh, I’m sure they’ll agree to let you come. I mean, you’ll be coming to my grandfather’s house – their arch nemesis. And who knows, maybe you’ll pick up some valuable information that you can pass on to them?” she adds with a wink.

“I won’t be coming as a spy,” I retort, which makes Claire laugh.

“I doubt you’d make a very good one anyway. But all jokes aside, I hope you can come. It’ll be a fun night.” She hooks her arm through Ayden’s. “Should we be making our way to class?”

He shoots me an apologetic look. “Yeah. I’ll see you later, Tess.”

I nod and watch him go with a heavy heart. I take out my phone to distract myself. Still no message. I’m really starting worry about Noah. I haven’t heard from him since I told him about the soul link, and when I think about how badly that conversation went … I decide to try calling him, but again I just get his voicemail. I leave a message and think about what to do if the radio silence continues. I’m aware of how limited my options are. But I can’t just sit around and wait.

Lost in thought, I enter the classroom, where Kate is already seated at her desk.

“Hey, you’ll never guess what. We’re going to a party tonight,” I say, putting down my bag and flopping into the seat beside her.

Kate stops doodling on her note pad, puts down her pen, and rolls her eyes. “Claire passed the test, am I right?”

I nod. “Her grandfather’s throwing a party for her at his house.”

“Perfect. If the party’s at the house of a prominent Council member, they can’t exactly refuse to let you go. I assume Ayden’s invited too?”

I sigh irritably. “Those two are inseparable. Every day that I see them together it gets harder and harder. I guess she realizes that, and that’s why she invited me.”

“Keep your friends close and your enemies closer,” Kate muses. “Julius Caesar was wise to say that, and Claire’s no fool. She knows exactly what she’s doing.”

“Great, so now I’m her enemy too,” I groan. “Just what I need.”

“You happen to have a few things that Claire wishes she had.” For a few seconds, Kate gives me such a piercing look that it feels like she’s gazing into my soul. “As perfect as her life seems on the surface, it’s ultimately bleak and empty. So her attitude toward you doesn’t surprise me.”

“Then it’s probably a bad idea for me to go to her party. If you’re right, then maybe I should steer clear of her.”

“That won’t change anything because Claire won’t let you escape her clutches now. And you won’t have to beat a retreat. Not if I’m there to have your back. We’re going to have fun tonight, I promise.” She grins at me.

Amused, I shake my head. I’m so incredibly glad to have Kate. Maybe tonight won’t be so bad after all.

Later, I discover that the Cunninghams have invited the Fabrici family. But Alfredo’s parents are away – I assume they’ve called an emergency meeting with the extended family to discuss what to do now that Claire’s passed her first test. Alfredo walks me to the door but can’t come to the party either. As I put on my jacket, he impresses on me again, “Whenever you’re in the public eye, you represent us. So behave accordingly and don’t disgrace us.”

“I guess that means I have to forego my usual binge drinking and pole dancing routine? What a shame. I picked my sauciest lingerie especially.”

Alfredo rolls his eyes and mutters, “You’re a real piece of work.” I could say the same about him – I despise this guy.

The Fabrici house is not far from Mr. Cunningham’s estate, and I take the bus. Ayden promised to give Kate a ride on his motorcycle. I’ll be interested to see how she holds up.

I wait for them at the entrance. Luckily, it’s not long before they show up. Ayden parks the bike and climbs off. Kate looks great. She’s opted for black pants and a wine-red cashmere sweater. She comes and gives me a cheerful hug.

“Ready to have some fun?” she asks.

“Sure,” I say, approaching Ayden uncertainly. It’s now so ingrained in me not to instantly fall into his arms that I hesitate a moment. But Ayden doesn’t hold back. He comes to me, bends down, and kisses me so intimately that I momentarily forget to breathe.

“I told you it was going to be a nice evening,” Kate teases.

I’m reluctant to let go of Ayden now that I finally have my hands on his waist and feel his incredible lips on mine.

“You seem to be in a good mood,” he says to Kate.

“How could I not be?” she asks. “Look around you. We’re standing outside the mansion of one of the most highly respected Council members; the night is beautifully clear; the stars are shining above us, and the moon is radiant.”

“Which stars?” I ask with a laugh. “We’re still in the city, and you can’t see anything in the night sky here.”

“Nothing you say that can ruin my mood,” she says. She hooks her arm through mine, and we walk up to the door.

We’re received by a porter who escorts us to a reception hall. In my knee-length skirt and dark blouse, I feel totally underdressed again. I give the porter my jacket but keep my bag with me. It contains the objects that I found as part of my search for the goddesses’ library. I’d never just leave them lying around. I clutch the bag tighter and turn to go into the hall.

Naturally, the other guests didn’t pass up the opportunity to wear their most gorgeous clothes. And everywhere I look, expensive watches and jewelry sparkle in the light of the chandeliers.

“It’s really not a young crowd,” I observe.

I spot Claire’s mother, who’s wearing a breathtaking dress with her hair piled high and standing beside a tall man with dark blond hair. He’s wearing a suit that fits him like a glove. His features are attractive and well proportioned. I see Claire with them too, deep in conversation.

“Is that her father?” I ask.

Ayden follows my gaze and nods. “That’s Paxton Cunningham. He’s originally a Morgan, a family that made their money in finance and bullion trading. But he’s only distantly related to them, so he took his wife’s name. He’s often away on business, so Claire rarely gets to see him. But I guess he came especially for her test.”

“So did her mother,” I note.

At that moment, Claire turns around and beams with pleasure when she sees us. She excuses herself and comes to greet us

“I’m so glad you’re here. Unfortunately, you won’t do much to bring down the average age. It was important to my family to invite every member on the Council, and most of them are over forty.” She smiles radiantly at Ayden. “My parents have been looking forward to seeing you all evening, and they want to have a word with you. I hope you don’t mind if I steal him for a while?” she asks me and Kate.

Without waiting for a reply, she drags him away and leaves us standing here.

“Hmm, you won’t see him again for a while,” says a voice behind us.

Surprised, we turn around to see Vicky.
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Vicky looks like a supermodel attending a charity ball. Her silver dress sparkles and accentuates her incredible figure.

“Claire’s parents will never deny her anything – especially now that she’s the family’s verified beacon of hope. So brace yourself because they’ll do whatever they can to make every wish come true for their shining star, including this one.”

I look over at Ayden, who’s talking to Claire’s family. He looks open and cheerful. But Claire spoils the picture. She’s holding his hand and leaning against his shoulder. And then there’s that dreamy way she keeps looking at Ayden. My stomach clenches, and my hearts yearns to be in Claire’s place. There’s nothing I want more right now that to be at his side.

“You can forget about it. At least for tonight. Let Claire have her way, especially in front of her parents. Anything else will just cause trouble,” Vicky advises me.

“At some point, she has to learn that she can’t have everything she wants,” Kate says, calmly watching the group. “There are going to be plenty of disappointments in her life. She can’t act like a toddler every time.”

Vicky shrugs. “Maybe. But right now that petulant little child is like a queen. Her will is law. Trust me, you don’t want to mess with her. Not as long as she’s sitting on the throne.”

I know what she’s insinuating. “Even if I get my gift under control, I’ll never be as valuable as a prospective goddess.”

“But that’s only true as long as she retains that status. A single mistake in one of the tests and it’s all over. That should motivate you to keep working on yourself, don’t you agree?”

I groan and shake my head irritably. “If only it were that simple.”

“Until then, there’s nothing you can do anyway except bide your time. As hard as that is.” With that, Vicky turns and walks away from us.

A loud laugh rings out. I turn to look at Claire, who must have been laughing at some joke and is now resting her head on Ayden’s shoulder as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. Maybe Vicky’s right, and I should see this as an opportunity to work on myself. There’s not much I can do about Claire right now. Just the sight of her and Ayden together makes me so angry. I should channel that feeling into honing my skills. It’s not even about my gift opening doors for me in the future. I want to do it for me. For my sense of self-worth.

The Cunninghams say something to Ayden. They look so familiar with each other, the way they’re standing there chatting. I can’t help feeling shut out and wanting to be with my boyfriend, who right now has this other girl hanging off him. They all move together toward the buffet. Ayden hands Claire a drink and glances over his shoulder at me as he does so. I can tell how hard it is for him to play this role. He’s worried about me. I smile and nod at him to signal that everything’s okay – which of course is a lie. But what else can I do?

Claire picks up a canapé and tries to feed it to Ayden, and that’s about all I can take. It doesn’t help that he refuses it and says something playful to her, which makes her giggle.

“I think I need some fresh air,” I say to Kate.

“Want me to come? Or do you need a moment alone?”

“If you don’t mind, I’ll just take a moment alone. I’ll be right back.”

“I’ll go check out the buffet then,” Kate says, rubbing her hands. “I deliberately didn’t eat before I came because I wanted to make the most of the delicious snacks.”

“Enjoy,” I say with a grin, watching her make her way to the dessert table. I leave the room and feel relieved as soon as I’m away from the hubbub and all those people.

I follow a corridor and wind up in another spacious room filled with wooden pillars. There are loads of paintings on the walls, making it feel like a gallery. The names of the artists mean nothing to me, but the paintings themselves are impressive. There are landscapes, portraits, and city scenes. I can tell just by the clothing styles of the people in the paintings that some of these must be really old. It’s a welcome distraction, and I wander around and gaze at the paintings at my leisure.

After a while, I hear footsteps behind me. I turn around to see Ayden approaching.

“What are you doing here?” He reaches out and pulls me toward him. “Sorry I had to ditch you like that. This can’t be easy for you.”

“There’s nothing we can do about it. That’s what makes it so hard.”

I put my arms around his neck and look into his eyes. It feels so good to be here with him and touch him. I can’t think of a better cure for all the gloomy thoughts in my head.

“I know it’s not easy for you either. That was pretty clear when she tried to force feed you.” At least I can laugh about that.

Ayden rolls his eyes and snorts. “I really felt like walking away at that point.” He bends forward and brushes his lips across my bare shoulder. “I was hoping we could make better use of this time and the fact that we’re here together.”

“Uh, I guess Claire will do her best to prevent that.”

“She’s caught up in a conversation with Mr. Montrell. She won’t get out of that anytime soon. He loves to chat, and he talks nonstop. So we have a little time,” he says with a wink as he runs his fingers down my back.

My body reacts instantly to his touch, and it sends a sweet shiver across my skin. I look up at him, catch the sparkle in his eyes, and kiss him. He nibbles my lower lip, teasing me, and our kiss quickly intensifies. The blood surges through my body, and a fierce desire blazes inside me.

I pull Ayden harder against me and feel his breath on my skin as I wrap my arms around his waist. My hands develop a life of their own and wander under his shirt. It feels so incredibly good to touch his bare skin, soak up his warmth, and feel his muscles. Oh, how I’ve missed being able to feel him like this.

I gasp as Ayden steers me backward and presses me against one of the pillars. He holds my arms over my head and runs his tongue lightly along my neck, his free hand exploring my body. First, it goes to my waist, then wanders higher, touches my throat, my side, my breast. He’s so tender and fierce at the same time that I can barely contain myself. I tilt my head back, feel the cool wood against it, and close my eyes blissfully.

Ayden’s lips are on my neck, kissing it slowly and deliberately, as if we have all the time in the world. He knows how tortuously sweet it feels and the effect it has on me. I want more, and apparently, it’s no different for him. He pushes his hand up under my top and traces my waist with his fingertips, then my ribs. I yearn for his warmth. It fills me up, and I sigh blissfully.

When I open my eyes, I seek out his, which are glazed with lust and longing. I press my lips against his and gasp as his fingertips touch my breast and caress its soft skin.

“Ayden?” calls a voice that’s unfortunately all too familiar. “Are you in here?”

“Great timing,” he groans, pulling me behind the pillar so Claire can’t see us.

But it doesn’t take long for her to find us. The little crease between her eyebrows tells me that she’s distinctly unhappy to find us together. But her voice is sweet as sugar.

“I was looking for you. Dad wants to discuss the latest deployment with you, plus my grandfather will be here soon. He promised to give a little speech tonight.”

Ayden glances longingly at me, and I murmur, “It’s okay.”

He kisses me on the cheek and whispers, “No, it’s not.” With a heavy heart, he leaves me and goes to Claire. When he gets to her, he turns around again and extends his arm toward me. “Are you coming?”

I nod. Although I know it’s unwise for him to risk angering Claire with this gesture, I’m so grateful for it.

I follow them, and we return to the party room. Claire leads us to her father, who’s standing with a few other Council members.

“Here’s my wonderful girl, who’s done us all so proud. I’m telling you; she’s going to change our world.” He smiles proudly at her and then turns to Ayden. “Once we have a goddess of destiny on our side, the future will look rosy for the hunters. What happened to Mr. Brian will never happen again. Did you find his body?”

Ayden shakes his head. “Unfortunately not. It was difficult to search for him since we have no idea where he may have been ambushed.”

“Well, I suppose it’s time you found out. Whose job is it if not the hunters’?” grumbles a short fat man with gray hair.

“You have to admit that the circumstances of Mr. Brian’s disappearance are unusual,” Paxton Cunningham points out. “And I think the hunters do a fantastic job.” He gives Ayden an encouraging smile. “How is the training going? I hear Claire has started training with the other students? I hope she’s performing well.”

Ayden nods. “Yes, she is. Claire’s a formidable opponent.”

Her father instantly starts singing his wonderful daughter’s praises again. Eventually, I can’t bear it any longer and wander to the buffet to join Kate. But she’s not there. I go looking for her, weaving my way through the packed room. Suddenly, someone grabs my arm and turns me around.

“I’m glad I’ve got you alone. I wanted to have a quick word with you.” Matilda Cunningham looks at me with her pale eyes, in which I see nothing but coldness. I doubt she has anything nice to say to me. I want to refuse and keep looking for Kate, but the woman leaves me with no choice.

She leads me out of the room and into a small adjacent room. It contains a blue velvet sofa, and the walls are lined with bookshelves.

Claire’s mother doesn’t even invite me to sit down. So I just stand and wait for what’s coming.

“What did you want to talk to me about?” I ask when she shows no signs of initiating a conversation.

“I think you can guess. It’s about my daughter Claire and Ayden. I hear you’re in some kind of relationship with him?”

I fold my arms across my chest and try not to let my anger show. “We’re in a committed relationship,” I explain.

“And you actually think it has a future?” Matilda Cunningham stands in front of a bookshelf, apparently lost in thought, running her fingers along the spines of the books. You’d never think to look at her that she had just asked me such an insulting question.

“I do. I don’t just think it; I’m convinced it has.”

“Interesting. I assumed you were aware of all the trouble this dalliance is causing him. I mean, you keep clashing with the Council; you can’t seem to control your powers, and what’s more, you don’t know our world the way a girl of your age should. Ayden has excellent prospects. Surely you realize that you’re just a hindrance. I expect he’ll realize sooner or later what this relationship has cost him. And it’s hard to imagine that he won’t hold it against you.”

“You obviously don’t know Ayden at all,” I retort, wondering how much longer I should put up with this crap. “He knows who he wants to be with, and he would never blame me for any of it.”

“That’s what you say now. You’re young and your hormones are running riot. But if you really think about it, you have to admit that there’s a much better choice.”

“Then it’s lucky relationships aren’t calculated decisions – or at least they shouldn’t be. And that’s why Ayden’s with me and not with Claire. I assume that’s where you’re going with this?”

“Claire’s a goddess. Do you understand what that means? If she wants Ayden, she’ll have him. She can simply take him once her powers are fully awakened. You have no chance against Claire. She’s already an excellent fighter – something that she and Ayden have in common. You, on the other, aren’t a match for him at all, and sooner or later, he’ll break your heart. Why don’t you just give up now and find someone you can actually hold on to?”

I can’t believe what this woman is saying to me. Is she actually serious?!

“Just give it some thought. I hope you’ll make the right decision.”

With that, she turns on her heel and leaves me brimming with rage, hate, and fear. Could she be right? No, Ayden would never give me up; I have no doubts about that. But the Council could make our lives really difficult. And that’s what I’m afraid of. For a few seconds, I just stand rooted to the spot and try to collect myself. So now Claire’s mother is trying to come between me and Ayden too? Will she give up eventually? Probably not until Claire chooses someone else. And right now, that looks unlikely.

“I’m really sorry. My daughter can be quite ruthless when she thinks she’s in the right.”

Surprised, I turn around to see Albert Cunningham standing in the doorway.

“I was on my way to the hall and overheard Matilda. It wasn’t hard – she wasn’t exactly speaking quietly.” He slowly enters the room. “I’ll talk to her as soon as the party’s over, don’t worry.”

He too stands at the bookshelf and fingers the books – a mannerism that his daughter must have picked up from him. But the expression on his face is very different: sensitivity, calm, and a kind of dreaminess.

“This is one of my favorite rooms in the house. It’s one of the smallest, but maybe that’s why I treasure it. Simple and sparse at first glance, but when you take a closer look, you can find everything you need here. Thousands of worlds to escape into and learn from.”

“Is there a book with tips on how to deal with the Council? A kind of code of conduct for prisoners?” Because that’s how I feel.

“People who ask a lot of questions and pursue the answers are often not too popular. You, Miss Franklin, keep shaking up old patterns and therefore our world. So it’s not surprising that some people react with a lack of understanding or even in anger.”

“It’s laughable that anyone feels challenged or attacked by me. I’m the one who has to prove herself in tests, who gets shunted off to a strange family and mistreated by them. Hardly surprising that I don’t accept it in silence.”

Mr. Cunningham’s expression changes. The roguish look in his eyes becomes more serious, maybe even concerned. “I assumed the Fabricis wouldn’t make things easy for you. But if they’re mistreating you, well, I’m very sorry to hear that. If there’s anything I can do …”

I dismiss this with a wave. “The Fabricis don’t have anything nice to say about you and your family. And it seems to go both ways.”

The amused expression returns to his face, and he replies knowingly, “You have good insight into human nature. There’s not much that escapes you. No wonder you rub people up the wrong way sometimes.”

“It doesn’t take much insight to recognize that.”

“You may be right. Our families haven’t seen eye to eye for a long time. But that’s not your problem. Right now, I’m sure you have more important things to worry about. The way my daughter spoke to you just now wasn’t right, and it was unfair what she asked of you. Don’t let her shake your confidence. Matilda’s just trying to make Claire happy. The girl doesn’t have it easy. She was a small child when we first suspected she may be a miraya. That put a lot of pressure on her. She was forced to lead a very different life from the other children. And Matilda just hopes that her daughter can be happy despite all that.” He takes a few steps and looks at me apologetically. “Claire has clearly taken a shine to Ayden, but people aren’t toys that can be taken off a shelf at whim. Hopefully, she’ll learn that one day. Anyway, don’t be discouraged.”

“I won’t.” I’m grateful for his words of encouragement. At least there’s one Council member who’s kind to me.

“I love my granddaughter dearly,” he adds. “But it’s no use trying to protect her from life. Pain and disappointment are part of it. I know that she missed out on a lot in her childhood, but that doesn’t mean that we should coddle her now. She can’t have everything, and she’s sure to experience defeat now and then. You should think about that too: work on yourself, try to get your powers under control, because if Claire fails, then you’re the biggest trump card that the Council will have against the Noctu. And in order to keep you onside, the Council will have to be on good terms with you. Never forget that.” He gives me a mischievous wink. “I should go and join the others. I’m already late.” He smiles at me as he walks out.

I watch him go, amazed. Does he really think Claire could fail? I’m surprised at how off-hand he was about it. But I guess he has to approach the whole idea matter-of-factly, which makes me feel sorry for Claire. As her grandfather said, she hasn’t had a normal life, and she’s had to forego so much. It would be awful not to have anything to show for it in the end.

I head back to the party. Ayden’s still standing with Claire, her father, and the others. They’re still absorbed in conversation, and I don’t really feel like joining them. Instead, I go back to the buffet to look for Kate again. But I can’t see her anywhere. I wander around the room, weaving my way through the crowd. Where can she be?

Eventually, I take out my phone – no message from her. I select her number and wait for her to pick up. But that doesn’t happen either. Maybe she went outside. I hope so. Trying to find her in this huge house could be difficult.

So I leave the party and head down the corridor back out onto the street. I glance in every direction, but she’s nowhere in sight. I’m about to go back in when I see a small garden gate to my right. It’s open. Following some instinct, I go to it.

It’s cold outside, and I wish I’d thought of bringing my jacket. I push open the squeaky gate and see trees in a large open space. A narrow path leads me through a beautiful garden. The lilac bushes are not in bloom, but there are a few flowerbeds. Particular attention has been paid to an impressive selection of trees and immaculately pruned shrubs. Here and there I see statues, and there’s a little fountain and a couple of benches.

Beside one of the statues, I spot a figure illuminated in the moonlight. I slowly approach the person. They have their back to me and don’t seem to have noticed me. My heart beats faster the closer I get. The wind whips up her hair. Is that really Kate? She looks so vacant, almost statuesque herself. She doesn’t turn around, although she must have heard me.

“Kate?” I whisper. “Kate, is that you?”

A cool breeze makes me shiver. I wrap my arms around myself and keep walking. She still doesn’t pay any attention to me. Her head is slightly raised, and she seems to be staring at something.

When I’m only two steps away from her, she turns to face me. I get such a fright that I stagger back. I can’t tell if it’s the moonlight or if something’s wrong with Kate. She looks pale, and her eyes are huge and dark. She looks totally unfamiliar to me.

Suddenly, she opens her mouth and says with a faint smile, “The moon is beautiful tonight, don’t you think? It’s been calling to you for so long. And now you’re here, you finally heard it. It’s been waiting for this moment for such a long time.”

A shiver runs along my spine. I stare at her in horror as she comes to me and reaches out a hand.

“I think it’s time, don’t you?” she asks with her head tilted to one side. And then I feel her fingers on my arm – ice-cold like those of a corpse.
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I’m petrified, unable to move. I stare at Kate as her cold fingers wander across my dress and stop at my handbag.

“You always carry it with you. That’s good. You can never be too careful. That’s something you’ve had to learn the hard way.” Her spaced-out voice scares the hell out of me.

“Kate, what’s going on? You’re being really weird. Are you okay?”

She looks up at me, and her eyes are still huge. “Everything is as it should be,” she replies with a smile. “It’s time now. I was hoping you’d find your own way. But given everything that’s been happening around you, I understand why you couldn’t see it.”

“You’re really starting to scare me,” I murmur.

Kate opens my bag and slips her hand inside. I can guess what she’s going to take out of it, and I let her. She slowly pulls out the letter from her mother to Mr. Brian. As soon as she takes it out of the bag, I see a faint glow emanating from it. Kate hands it to me, and I take it, awestruck. I slowly unfold the paper. The light grows brighter.

“It’s moonlight,” Kate explains, looking up at the huge bright circle above us. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

That’s when it dawns on me that she’s been talking about moonlight a lot lately. Was this the reason? The letter glows even brighter, and the light seems to concentrate in one spot. The sphere of light contracts, becomes smaller and brighter. I stare at it, transfixed, hardly daring to breathe. Then the light changes shape.

“A crescent moon,” I realize.

The glow fades very slowly, leaving behind a black crescent on the top right corner of the letter. It looks like it’s burned into the paper. What does it mean? I turn the paper this way and that, examining it closely in the hope of finding another clue. But there’s nothing, just this moon.

Stunned, I look up at Kate, who suddenly looks different. She hugs herself and looks around in confusion.

“Do I want to know why I’m standing out here in the cold?”

Her voice resonates with fear, and I realize that she’s woken up from her trance-like state. It must be horrible for her having these blackouts and not remembering anything.

“We were at the party, and suddenly we’re standing in this garden,” she mutters, looking at me. “Where are we? What happened?”

I hold out the letter and show it to her. “You took this out of my bag. You don’t know what it means?”

She looks fearfully at the paper but doesn’t dare touch it. She quickly shakes her head. “No, I can’t remember. A moment ago I was standing at the buffet looking through the window, admiring the view. That’s the last thing I remember.”

“This symbol doesn’t mean anything to you?”

She shakes her head again. “I’m really sorry.” She runs her hands over her face and fights back the tears. “I just don’t know what’s wrong with me. What’s happening to me? I feel like a stranger to myself. I can’t keep doing this – wandering around in a trance and forgetting everything.”

I quickly go to her and put my arms around her. “We’ll figure it out, I promise. You won’t lose your memory. We’ll do everything we can to stop that from happening.”

Kate clings to me and lets the tears flow. I totally understand her fear. It’s awful what she’s going through. But what hurts most is that I don’t know how to help her. I’m determined to think that she won’t ever get as bad as her mother. I’ll do everything I can to figure out how to stop her from losing her memory. But right now, all I can do is hold her, stroke her hair, and keep telling her that I’m here for her.

For the next few days, Kate seems to be doing better. She hasn’t had any more blackouts or memory lapses. She’s coping well with everyday life and seems the like the old Kate.

And yet, when she thinks no one’s looking, I see these dark shadows pass across her face, anxiety furrowing her features and betraying what’s really going on inside her. She’s scared – scared of an uncertain future and a destiny she can’t escape.

I do my best to take her mind off things. And meanwhile, I throw everything at figuring out how I can help her. If the visions really are causing her memory loss, then there has to be a way to stop them from occurring. Or at least a way to mitigate the damage, surely?

Although I don’t hold out much hope of finding information on this phenomenon, I spend my free periods in the hunter library and even comb through the books at Fabrici house. But I don’t find a single lead. Then there’s the mysterious moon symbol. I feel like the solution is right in front of me, but I can’t grasp it.

I’ve barely spoken to Ayden since the party. Claire and the hunters seem to be doing everything in their power to keep him busy. I hope Mr. Cunningham will soon make good on his promise so that Ayden and I can be together again. We still find time to call and message each other, but it’s not the same as spending time with him.

I close my math book and snort in frustration. Right now, I just can’t seem to focus on my homework. I glance at Yoru, who’s lying under my desk and now rests his head on my feet. He looks at me sympathetically, and once again, I feel as if I know what he’s thinking.

“I’ll finish this later. I need a break.”

I take out my phone. Still no message from Noah.

“Something’s not right,” I say to Yoru. “Noah’s still not replying. Since I told him about the soul link, I haven’t heard a peep from him.”

Suddenly Yoru stands up, walks a few steps, and looks at the door.

“You think we should go look for him?”

The timing’s not bad. The Fabricis are at a Council meeting tonight, so it’s one of those rare times that my training session is canceled. I have a couple of hours in which nobody will notice my absence. And I’ve been meaning to go back to the Odyss anyway to look for Frida.

“This is a rare opportunity, and we shouldn’t waste it,” I concur. I pull out my key, which hangs on a chain around my neck under my sweater.

I’ve succeeded once before in sneaking into the city where Noah’s family lives. None of the Noctu suspected that I could be a Tempes. Why would they? Normally, their enemies would never dare go there. But I have a bad feeling.

“I’ll be alright,” I reassure myself. I walk down the corridor and climb through a window.

Yoru wants to follow me, but I shake my head regretfully.

“Sorry, but you can’t come with me. If I go into the city to look for Noah, it’s too risky.”

It’s clear that my little fox is not happy about this. But in the end, he sits and obeys my instructions.

Outside, I summon a door, glance back one last time at Yoru, and step through it. I land in darkness, which is broken only by the glow from all the doors.

“I should make the most of this opportunity and try to find Frida too,” I think aloud. I look around. I’m alone, so far so good. I really don’t want to run into any of the fallen right now.

I take a few steps and then summon my courage. I know the risk I’m taking – it won’t just be Frida’s attention that I’m attracting. But if one of the other fallen does show up, I’ll just leave and go search for Noah instead.

So I take another look around and call out, “Frida, are you there? Please, I need to talk to you.”

I also let some of my odeon flow out into the darkness, but without Yoru, it’s only a small amount.

The seconds pass, and my eyes scan the gloom, which is punctuated here and there by the faint glow of a door. I can’t hear a sound, and that’s almost more unsettling than the infinite space stretching out all around me.

“Frida!” I try again, a little louder. I call out her name over and over, turning in all directions and keeping my eyes peeled for some sign that she could be nearby. But there’s nothing here.

Feeling drained, I pause and take a deep breath. I let my eyes wander. Was she so badly injured after the fight that she still hasn’t recovered? Or is she too deep in the Odyss to hear me? Does she not want to come? But why would she avoid me? It doesn’t make sense.

I run my hands over my face and frantically think about what to do next. At that moment, a door catches my eye. It looks old and weathered. The wood is dark and rotten. But what really grabs my attention is the small symbol at the top of the door. It must have been carved into it many, many years ago. An open eye. I have no idea what it means, and I definitely don’t want to risk opening that door. But it gives me an idea. A symbol. What if there are others? I’ve found clues here in the Odyss before that helped me in my search for the library. What if that’s what I’m supposed to do now? Should I be looking for a door with a symbol of the crescent moon?

If it weren’t for my practice with Noah, I wouldn’t stand a chance of finding it. But now it’s worth a try. I take a deep breath and try to empty my mind. I need to somehow let go of my fear too because it might interfere, and I can’t take that chance. So I close my eyes and banish all thoughts of what could happen to me here, as defenseless as I am.

I calm my breathing, slow it down. I let myself fall deeper and deeper into this state of calm, and suddenly I can sense all the doors. I drift past them, one after another, moving deeper and deeper into the Odyss. So many doors – an endless sea of them. And finally I hear something. Or rather, I sense it … something calling to me, very quietly, almost imperceptibly. I move toward it. And then I see it: a dark blue door with most of its paint chipped off. It looks battered, and the frame is warped. But none of that matters. All I care about is the symbol just above the handle: a crescent moon. I try to maintain my focus, breathing calmly as I reach out for the handle. Now comes the hardest part: I need to pull it toward me. Not only does that take a lot of energy, but it will also take time because it’s far away. I think of Noah, who can summon the most distant doors in seconds. But I’m less practiced. It moves toward me very slowly – far too slowly for my liking. My arm begins to tremble with the effort, but I can’t let up. It comes nearer and nearer, and just when I think I don’t have the strength to hold it anymore, it’s done.

I open my eyes and see the door directly in front of me. I did it! I give myself a moment to relax my arm and gather my strength again. Then I take a step forward, reach for the handle, and turn it.

The door opens, and a dense forest appears before me. I still feel uneasy without Yoru at my side, especially not knowing what awaits me in here. But I need to keep going. If I want to find an answer to this puzzle, it’s a risk I have to take. So that’s what I do. I step through the door onto the soft forest floor strewn with leaves and twigs.

It’s cool and shady. The canopy is so dense that I can barely make out the sky, which appears to be heavily overcast anyway.

It doesn’t take long for me to decide which way to go, because there’s a trail stretching out in front of me, although it’s hard to make it out. It snakes around ferns, shrubs, and large rocks. My heart is pounding, and my senses are heightened in anticipation of danger. I have no idea what could be lying in wait for me here, but I have an uncanny feeling that something’s not right. The fact that I can’t hear a single sound is enough to set off alarm bells. All I can hear are my own footsteps as I tread on grass and fallen leaves. Chirping birds, the wind in the trees, animals scampering through bushes – I hear none of that.

And there’s this prickling sensation on the back of my neck. It’s as if someone’s reaching out with a cold hand to grab me. I keep turning around, unable to shake off the feeling that I’m being followed.

I come to a point where the trail stops. A large rock formation blocks the way. It’s imposing, but not so high that I can’t climb over it. At least I hope I can.

I reach up, place my foot in a crevice, and slowly pull myself up. I carefully feel my way, and bit by bit I scale the obstacle. I’m seized by that uneasy feeling again. If I were in a horror movie, everyone would know at this point that I’m walking into a trap. Is that what’s happening?

When I reach the top, I straighten up and find myself looking down at a wooden pedestal a few yards ahead of me. Eventually, I reach a decision, desperately hoping it’s the right one.

I slowly climb down the other side of the rock and when my feet touch the forest floor again, I pause for a moment. Again, I listen out and hear nothing but silence. My eyes are drawn to the incongruous pedestal. There are burning torches positioned around it, illuminating the object sitting on top of it.

I swallow hard and slowly approach it. The sense of danger increases until it’s almost too much. I’m tempted to turn and run. But then I’ll never solve the puzzle. The moon symbol on the door must mean something. It has to.

My breathing is slow and shallow as I step up to inspect the object: a small wooden box. I reach out with a pounding heart and touch the cool wood. Nothing happens, so I cautiously lift the lid. As soon as it opens, I hear a melody that sounds a little scratchy and off-key. There’s a small figurine in the center of the box – a ballerina in an elegant pose rotating to the rhythm of the eerie tune. The music box looks old, and the ballerina’s movements are jerky rather than smooth. The ballerina has a few black patches where the paint has peeled off. The face is marred by a chip broken out of it. The melody continues to fill the air as I watch the little figure. I’m slowly reaching out to touch it when I hear a quiet, angry hiss.

I spin around but can’t see anything. What was that? I glance around nervously, but there’s nothing there, and yet the feeling grows stronger: I’m not alone. Someone or something is here. And all at once, I feel it as clearly as if a voice is screaming at me: I need to get out of here. Now!

I snatch up the box, hold it tight, and dash back to the rocks. I wish I had a backpack to stow it in. I have to climb with one hand and slide the box over the edge of the rock as soon as I can reach high enough. I pull myself up in a panic and hurtle down the other side, letting myself drop the last few feet onto the soft ground. I scramble to my feet as I hear the hissing sound again through the trees. With a racing heart, I sprint back, dashing past the branches and ferns. As I’m running, I pull out my key on the chain and try to summon a door. But it doesn’t work. I guess the keys don’t work in the worlds of the Odyss or at least not in this one. I curse under my breath and strain to keep up the pace. I keep glancing over my shoulder, but I see nothing.

Cold sweat trickles down my back, and my lungs burn. I’m not sure how long I can keep this up. Branches and thorns scratch my face and tear at my pants, but I barely register them. When I finally see the door ahead of me, I breathe a sigh of relief, reach out, and grab the handle. I frantically open the door, jump through it, and slam it shut behind me.

I lie on the ground, panting, and stare at the wooden door. There’s not a sound to be heard, and I see nothing moving. My fear that my pursuer might throw itself against the door and try to open it proves unfounded.

Exhausted, I drape my arm over my face and wait for my pulse to calm down. What was that? What was behind me? I recall the strange sound – that hiss. But I saw nothing. What could it mean? Are my nerves shot? I just had a pretty unpleasant experience, and then there was that creepy melody coming from the beat-up old music box. I’m still holding it tightly in my right hand. I hold it up and inspect it. I’m pretty sure it’s the next clue to the library. The question is, how long will it take to unlock its secret?

I gradually calm down and stand up. Out of the corner of my eye, I see the door slowly receding into the distance. In a matter of seconds, it disappears into the darkness. I stand here for a moment, holding the music box and wondering if it’s a good idea to take it with me on my search for Noah. I should probably find a safe place for it first, and anyway, I need time to recover from my scare. I turn a full circle, but there’s no one around. No Frida, nothing. I should get out of here.
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There’s no door that will take me directly back to the Fabricis, so it takes a few tries before I finally land in a street near the house. Yoru is waiting there for me and rubs up against my legs affectionately.

“It went okay,” I say, ruffling his fur. I’m not surprised to find him waiting here instead of in my room. “Now we just need to get back into the house,” I mutter. That’s always the hardest part because I have to climb up the wall via the downspout and along ledges to get to the window. A risky business that I don’t take lightly.

When we reach the alley below the open window, I look up. Yoru goes first. For him, it’s a breeze. A few leaps and he’s up on the window sill where he pushes the window open with his snout. Before I start to make my way up, I pull an empty plastic bag out of a trashcan and put the music box in it, then tie it to a belt loop on my jeans. That way, I have my hands free for climbing.

I take a deep breath and follow my key spirit. Compared to Yoru, I’m slow, and my heart is pounding, but I eventually make it and pull myself up the last couple of feet. I tumble awkwardly through the window and land on the floor.

I stay there for a moment, listening out for noises, but all is quiet. Hopefully, the Fabricis are still out.

A little calmer now, I walk to the end of the corridor, down a flight of stairs, and turn into my corridor. I feel sleepy and drained. The strain of the last few hours is beginning to take its toll. But I want to take a closer look at the music box when I get to my room. Maybe I’ll find some clue, although I’m not too hopeful. And I’m too tired to think clearly.

As I open the door and enter my room, I hear a soft growl. I glance at Yoru with a frown.

“Hey, little guy. What’s up?”

I switch on the light, and I’m about to bend down to him when I hear a voice behind me.

“He sensed my presence. At least your key spirit’s not utterly incompetent.”

Startled, I straighten up and see Alfredo sitting in my chair. He’s leaning back casually with an angry look on his face.

“I figured you wouldn’t waste the opportunity. So I came back early to see if I was right. Fooling around with your boyfriend, I suppose?”

I raise my eyebrows. I’m so appalled and shocked that it takes me a moment to find my voice.

I’m about to yell at him when he holds up his hand and says, “I don’t care what you’ve been up to. What matters to me is that you broke the rules again. I actually thought you were making progress and that you’d at least learned that lesson. I’m hugely disappointed to find that you haven’t.”

“First of all – what the hell?!” I snap at him. “What are you doing in my room? You can’t just come in here and make yourself comfortable. I don’t care what twisted justification you come up with, it’s unacceptable!”

“Oh, really? Unacceptable? You seem to be forgetting where you are. You’re under our roof, whether you like it or not. This is our house, and everything you see here is our property. And we have you right where we want you. What are you going to do about it? You can’t escape us. So I suggest you abide by our rules, or you’ll get to know a whole new side of me.” He stands up and strides past me. “Since you obviously have enough energy to go visit your boyfriend in the middle of the night, you shouldn’t have any objection to an extra training session. Get changed and meet me downstairs!”

With that, he sweeps through the door leaving me speechless. I can’t believe what just happened, and my hands shake with rage.

“Bastard,” I hiss. I feel like kicking something. I’ve never felt so helpless in my life. I’m a prisoner; it’s as simple as that. He’s just made that clearer than ever.

I reach behind me and untie the plastic bag from my jeans. Luckily, Alfredo was too fired up to notice it. I take out the music box and hide it in a drawer under my underwear, hoping he won’t stoop so low as to riffle through that.

With a heavy heart, I change into my training gear, as tired as I am. I’ll have to draw on my last reserves of strength because one thing is for sure: Alfredo is pissed, and he’s going to take it out on me.

I stroke Yoru’s furry head, and he closes his eyes appreciatively.

“We’ll get through this somehow, and then hopefully we can get some rest.” I’m trying to be positive, but it’s not easy.

Alfredo is pacing restlessly around the training room. When I enter, he raises his head and looks at me. I take no more than three steps toward him before the first hex hurtles at me. It takes me by surprise, and I barely have time to throw up my arm to protect my face and instinctively close my eyes. The force of the magic tears at my clothing and sweeps me off my feet. But I’m uninjured, and I soon see why: Yoru threw himself in front of me to intercept the hex. But I sense that something’s not right, and when he takes a step, I see it. There’s a gaping wound on his right flank, and he’s limping.

“Are you okay?” I ask, quickly kneeling down beside him. I shield him with my arms, and I’m about to take a closer look at his wound when a fist of dust punches up through the floor and comes crashing down right beside us.

I throw myself and Yoru aside. “Are you insane? Can’t you see that he’s injured?”

“Do you think anyone would care about that in a real fight?”

Several columns of dust twist up out of the floor and chase me around the room. I pick up Yoru and try to dodge them.

“That’s so stupid, what you’re doing,” he says calmly.

More columns shoot up beside and behind me. Soil and stones fly in every direction, but I’m undeterred.

“You need to let your fox fight. You can’t afford to protect him like that,” Alfredo taunts.

A wall of dust explodes above me. Stones and chunks of dirt rain down, and I try desperately to dodge the debris. But a large chunk of rock hits me in the shoulder, and I go down. All I can do is lie on the floor and shield Yoru with my body. A ton of dust rains down on my back. It piles up in a mound on top of me until I’m struggling to breathe. I try to create space for me and Yoru by pushing the dark soil aside. We need to breathe if nothing else. Eventually I manage to dig a hole for us to breathe and see through. I try to peer out, and then I hear footfalls, heavy and loud. I can’t see, but I know what’s approaching. And I know why. Alfredo’s spirit is charging at us. I try to push myself up, to somehow get away, but the soil’s too heavy. I can still move one leg. I look down at it, and Casio comes into view. I swing my leg and kick out at the spirit.

Yoru squirms in my arms. He’s struggling to free himself so he can help me. Finally, he succeeds. He turns and summons a hex, but it’s too late. I scream as Alfredo’s spirit’s teeth pierce my pants and sink into my flesh. The poison follows a second later. Heat shoots through my veins. It spreads out, and then it’s replaced by an icy chill and all-consuming pain. I scream and thrash. I’m vaguely aware of a fireball flying past me. But it’s too late. I’m struggling to breathe, and the pain feels like it could rip me apart. After what feels like an eternity, redeeming darkness overcomes me.

I gradually regain consciousness, but I get the fright of my life. Because I’m back in that place. That horrific place that I never wanted to see again.

It’s cool in the cellar, and the damp earthy odor fills my nostrils. Or are these just memories? It feels so real …

I turn around in the room and discover that I’m alone – for now. I know I’m in danger. I can feel it like an icy hand reaching out for me.

I turn toward the stairs that lead up to freedom, away from this horror. But my feet won’t move. No matter how hard I try, they won’t obey me.

At that moment, the little door on the opposite wall opens. A black hole yawns behind it. I know what I’ll see in there. The stench of decomposing bodies drifts out and assaults my nose. I bend forward with my hands on my thighs and retch. The key spirits are in there. I don’t want to think about the way they suffered before they died. But I can’t get the images out of my head.

My feet suddenly start moving, carrying me toward that room. I cry out, try to resist, but I’m powerless. I’m approaching the door, and then I’m there, I go through it. I see the spirits – their mutilated bodies in cages. I close my eyes and sob.

“What the … what the hell …” I hear a horrified voice say beside me. I turn and see Noah. A wave of relief floods through me, but it’s fleeting. Then come the next sounds.

“You’re lucky I made time for you. And then you keep me waiting. I’ll be right there – yeah right,” I hear Alessandro say irritably.

“I got here as fast as I could,” says Frances.

My heart starts racing. Not again, I pray silently. Please, not again. But that’s exactly what happens. Alessandro finds us, and a fight breaks out. He combines fire and wind, creating a gigantic sea of flame that rushes at Noah. He manages to deflect much of the attack and divert Alessandro’s attention. But then he flings his arms in the air, and the fiery vortex explodes above us and rains down. Everything that comes into contact with the spitting fire starts to burn.

Alessandro’s skin takes on a bluish hue at first, then red, and I know that he’s in the process of combining two elements again. Suddenly, there’s a layer of ice around my legs trying to crush them. The pain is almost unbearable. I never wanted to experience anything like this again.

“Tess,” Noah calls out as Alessandro’s leopard rears up at him. Noah raises his hands, and smoky flames shoot out of them and envelop the key spirit. At the same time, Rain lunges at the leopard and bites into its flank.

“Noah!” echoes Frances’ piercing cry, and then I see it too. Alessandro is holding a knife, which he draws back and thrusts down at Noah. He plunges it into his shoulder, then pulls out the blade and tries to stab him again. It’s clear to all of us that this time it’ll be a lethal strike.

Frances’ bear hurls a hex at him. Alessandro is flung several yards and lands near the wall. Noah quickly goes to Frances, who stares at him and then tells him about Jacob.

“I had no choice,” she continues. “I had to bring him the key spirits. He was calling all the shots.”

“You could have come to me. I would have helped you.”

“Nobody can help me,” she mutters with quiet sorrow.

“Frances,” Noah whispers, reaching his hand out to her. At that moment, something hisses through the air. Frances’ eyes widen, and she stares at Noah, speechless.

“Enough sentimentality. I don’t need you anymore, so I can eliminate you,” Alessandro murmurs. Standing directly behind the young woman, he draws the blade out of her back.

She opens her mouth as if to say something, but all that comes out of her throat is a gargle and a gush of blood. I squeeze my eyes shut. I don’t want to see this. I know what happens next, and I can’t go through it again. Frances’ and Alessandro’s deaths, Ayden almost dying too. But there’s nothing I can do to stop it, and I can already hear his voice.

“You bastard!”

Ayden is standing on the stairs, and he joins me and Noah without hesitation to fight alongside us. Alessandro is hit by Ayden’s fireball and hurled against a wall, but he’s not ready to give up. He gets back on his feet and immediately resumes his attacks. They come hard and fast. Fire, rain, snow, ice, earth – his hexes all seem to come down on us at once until I no longer know which way to dodge or how to deflect which one with what. The room shudders, and the air burns, stinging my lungs. Noah and Ayden merge more with their spirits too. Ayden is enveloped in flames and looks like some divine being from another world. By contrast, Noah is dark, with smoke swirling around him as if it’s seeping out of every pore, completely enveloping him. They both hurl attack after attack at our opponent. Their spirits charge and try to pin down Nero and Alessandro somehow. But they seem to be untouchable.

I know I have to do something. I can’t just stand around and watch. I need to help them. So I raise my arms, gather all of my power, and hurl it forward. I won’t give up! The jet of fire shoots out of my hands straight at Alessandro and hits him.

Alessandro raises his hand, opens his mouth in a furious scream, and I can guess that his next attack will be incomparable to anything that went before it. Ayden appears behind him and grabs his arms, holding them tightly. I can see him fighting the pain that it causes him to hold on to that body, which seems to consist of every single element. Wherever he comes into contact with Alessandro, his skin blisters.

“Do it, Noah!” he cries, as I continue to attack Alessandro front-on. Together, we manage to force the glowing colors on our opponent’s chest to disappear, and the ordinary skin beneath them is exposed. Now we can hurt him. And Noah doesn’t hesitate. He raises his hand, conjures a spear of smoke, and he’s about to throw it when he sees Nero behind Ayden.

“Shit, watch out!”

Ayden turns slightly. But he can’t defend himself without letting go of Alessandro. So Nero leaps through the air unhindered and bites into Ayden’s side.

Snow rushes to his aid and tears the leopard off him. Both spirits tumble across the floor.

“Just do it!” Ayden cries out again.

Noah throws the spear. It hits Alessandro in the center of his chest. There’s a loud crack as it pierces him between the ribs. The lights surrounding our opponent flash faster, and then they all turn jet-black before swirling across the floor and vanishing. Alessandro doesn’t make another sound. He just slumps to the floor, collapses like a lifeless doll. Blood streams from his chest and seeps across the stone. Nero looks over at him and then approaches him to say goodbye. He lowers his head and nuzzles his master, as if to check that he’s really gone.

My heart shudders, and I can hardly breathe. I quickly look to Ayden, who’s still on his feet. But it won’t be long before he stops breathing.

“No,” I whisper, shaking my head. “No.” I want to go to Ayden, but I step into empty space, fall into nothingness, and then there’s a loud crash.

I groan softly and rub my back, which is drenched in sweat. My heart is hammering against my ribs. It takes me a moment to find my way back to the here and now. Yoru is standing beside me, nuzzling me with his snout. His gaze is soft and empathetic. I guess he can see how rattled I am.

I stroke his head. “It’s okay, just another one of those nightmares. Hopeful they’ll stop one day.”

“They will,” says a voice, and I get such a fright that I jump back and smack my head against the headboard.

Alfredo pushes the door open and comes in.

“Are you retarded?! Is this becoming a regular thing now? I told you, you can’t just come in here, and I don’t care what you …”

“You helped them kill my brother,” he says in a cool voice. “I always knew you were somehow involved. It took a while for the poison to break down the barrier enough for me to see everything. But now I know.”

I stare at him, speechless, as an icy chill spreads inside me. Fear surges through my veins because I can tell by the look on his face: he’s serious; he knows everything. For a moment, I wonder how that’s possible. Then his words fully sink in.

“These nightmares,” I mutter. “They weren’t nightmares at all.”

Alfredo shrugs. “Not really. They were memories, which my key spirit’s poison forced you to relive. It’s an incredibly useful talent of his. It allows me to go into another person’s head and force them to show me the events that I want to see. With you, it took a while, which surprised me. But in the end, I got what I wanted. I know the truth.”

He comes a step closer. Yoru stands protectively in front of me and growls. Alfredo pays him no attention. He only has eyes for me.

“You helped them kill my brother. Not only that, but you did it with a Noctu – and Ayden. I keep hearing that he’s changed recently. But I never figured he was capable of that.” He shakes his head slowly.

Hate, nothing but pure hate in his eyes, so merciless, so destructive. I nervously sit up in my bed. I’m acutely aware that he’s capable of anything right now.

He cocks his head and scrutinizes me. “You’re scared of me,” he observes. A smile steals across his face, which makes him look even more terrifying. “Good, you should be. Because I can promise you one thing – I’ll make you pay for this. You’ll experience hell on earth, and so will Ayden. Death is too good for you. In the end, you’ll beg me to let you die.”

With that, he turns around and strides out of my room, pulling the door shut behind him and leaving me alone.

I can’t move. My whole body is paralyzed with fear. There’s no doubt in my mind that Alfredo means what he says and will stop at nothing to make it a reality. I can’t escape him.
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Ididn’t sleep a wink all night. Every time I tried, I pictured Alfredo’s face. What’s his plan? How will he take his revenge? I check my phone again. Noah hasn’t replied, but Ayden sent me a message saying he wants to meet me after English.

I check the time and discover to my relief that the period is almost over. But the minutes drag, and I’ve barely taken in any of the lesson. At least Kate seems able to focus on the text we’re discussing. I don’t even know which page we’re up to.

I run my hand through my hair and force myself to listen to the teacher. Not long now and I can talk to Ayden. And it’s probably a good idea if Kate’s there too. I need to tell her about my travels in the Odyss. I haven’t had a chance yet.

“Let’s take a look at the rhyme scheme. What was the author trying to express with that? Can anyone tell me?”

I prudently lower my head and scrawl on my notepad. Luckily, I dodge that bullet, and Andrew answers the question. But I feel a sudden burning sensation on the back of my neck. A chill spreads through my body, and my pulse shoots through the roof. What is that? I slowly turn around. I sense danger, that’s the only way to describe it. Alfredo wouldn’t dare. No, it can’t be him. He’d never put his plan into action here in school in the middle of a class. Would he?

I slowly look around the room, earning a few surprised looks from my classmates. I guess they can see the fear in my face.

I need to calm down, damn it. There’s nothing here. My nerves are just playing tricks on me, which is understandable. No sleep, that creepy music box, the fight with Alfredo, his threat …

I rub my face again and flinch when the bell rings. I quickly jump up, pack my things away, and go to Kate, who’s still sitting in her seat absorbed in the text. I put a hand on her shoulder, and she jumps.

“Sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“It’s okay. It’s a really layered text, don’t you think?”

I nod vaguely. I still have no idea what it’s about. She packs away her things too, and we leave the classroom together.

“Are you okay?” she asks.

I shake my head. “I’m going to meet Ayden, you want to come? There are some things I need to tell you both.”

Her expression instantly darkens. She can guess it’s not good news. But she agrees to come. We go to Ayden’s room, and he meets us coming the other way down the corridor. He smiles when he sees me, but then he notices my apprehension as he gets closer.

“What’s up?” he asks when he reaches us.

“Can we go in your room?”

He nods and opens the door. I flop down on his bed, exhausted, and think about how to begin. Eventually, I take the music box out of my backpack. I hold it up for them to see.

Ayden frowns and looks at me questioningly. “Nice prop for a horror movie. Where did you get that?”

I tell him about my visit to the Odyss, and he rolls his eyes.

“And you couldn’t tell me? I would have come with you. What if something happened to you? You were totally alone – you didn’t even have Yoru with you. Do you realize how dangerous that was?”

He’s pissed, which is understandable. I’d be angry too if he put himself in a dangerous situation like that.

“I went to find Frida and Noah,” I say. “I figured it was best to go alone. If I took someone with me, Frida wouldn’t have shown up at all. And two of us would have drawn too much attention in the town.”

Ayden huffs. He knows I’m right. But he still doesn’t approve.

“I’m just glad you’re okay,” says Kate, looking at the music box. “So this is the next piece of the puzzle in your search for the library.”

She reaches out and picks up the box, turning it this way and that.

“Pretty ugly puzzle piece,” says Ayden.

Kate turns the key, and the scratchy, discordant melody starts up. “I think it’s nice,” she says. “There’s something enchanting about it. A relic of times gone by.”

Ayden frowns. “Each to their own.”

He comes and sits down beside me. Then he puts his arm around me and pulls me against him. His closeness does me a world of good, and his fingers caressing my arm have a soothing effect. But the fear is still with me, and I doubt I’ll be able shake it any time soon.

“We’ll figure out the secret to this box,” Kate murmurs, still turning it around in her hands.

I feel Ayden’s eyes on me. He’s studying my face. “I’m so glad nothing happened to you.” He pushes a strand of hair out of my face, and his fingers brush across my skin, warm and tender. I just want to immerse myself in that feeling, lock it away deep inside me, lose myself in it. No more thoughts of Alfredo and what he knows. No more fear about what he might do.

I feel Ayden’s breath on my skin, and a sweet shiver runs through me. I lean against him and close my eyes, simply enjoying his presence in this moment. My tension starts to fade, and I can finally breath freely. Every noise, thought, fear – it all fades into the background. I melt under his touch and almost heave a sigh. But then, Alfredo’s face flashes through my mind. I feel his rage, his hate. I sigh, lean forward, and bury my face in my hands. I need to pull myself together and figure out what to do. I can’t let him derail me like this.

“Tess, what is it?” Ayden asks.

“I don’t know how to tell you,” I begin, rubbing my tired face. “Alfredo knows how his brother died.”

Their eyes widen. I tell them about the poisoning and the special ability of Alfredo’s spirit.

“He saw everything. And he threatened me. Alfredo’s going to make us pay, me and you, Ayden. He said it’ll be worse than death.”

My words hang like lead in the air. Nobody says anything. What can you say to something like that? We all know Alfredo, and we know he won’t hold back.

“He wouldn’t dare do anything to us,” Ayden says eventually, putting his arms around me again. He holds me tight, as if to protect me and stop anyone from getting close to me.

“You know him,” I reply. “And you know he doesn’t make empty threats. The way he sees it, we attacked his family and took his brother from him. He won’t let us get away with it. And his parents will back him. They know of his plans – I overheard them once. But it only makes sense now. He’ll do it, I know he will.”

“It was always going to come to this,” Kate says in a horrified whisper. “He would never have given up, and eventually the truth always comes out.”

“The Council will ask questions if anything happens to you. And I’m here. I won’t let him to get to you.”

I can hear a slight tremor in his voice. The idea that something could happen to me scares him. And it’s no different for me. Alfredo threatened both of us.

“I live with them. You can’t stay with me,” I point out. It pains me to remind myself of this. “And we can’t tell anyone about Alfredo’s threat without telling them the truth about Alessandro.”

“I’ll find a way,” Ayden says decisively. “I won’t let him get too close to you.”

At that moment, the bell rings. The next period is about to start, but nobody moves. It’s too hard right now to put on a brave face and deal with everyday things. I look up at Ayden, who’s furiously racking his brains for a solution, and I nestle up to him. I don’t want to think about it anymore. All I want is a moment of peace. I just want to be with him and experience this incredible feeling that he always triggers in me.

Kate stands up and smiles softly. “You stay here. I’ll make some excuse for you in class, I’ll say you have a migraine. It’ll do you both good to spend some time together.” She opens the door, then turns around again and pastes on a confident smile. “You’re strong. No one can break you that easily. Don’t forget that.” With that, she closes the door behind her and leaves me alone with Ayden.

He stands up, no longer able to sit still, and paces around his room. “I could appeal to my father. He’s pretty dejected about the fact that I’m avoiding him. If I ask him to give you a room in the school again, so we can see each other …”

“He’d never go against the Fabricis,” I interrupt sadly. “And even if he was willing to try, it wouldn’t change anything. Why would they listen to your father? They’ll never let me leave. Especially not now.”

“It’s worth a try. They need to know they’re being watched and that there’ll be consequences if anything happens to you. And we could …”

I stand up and grasp his hand. “I don’t want to talk about it. Not now. I just want to forget about all this for a while. And be here with you.”

I can see him wrestling with this. It’s not easy for him. He’s so worried about me. And he’s not even thinking about the fact that he was threatened too. But I understand, and it’s the same for me – what I’m most afraid of is what Alfredo could do to him.

I’m still holding his hand, and I pull him toward me. He lets it happen, and something in his expression changes. A fire ignites in him, a burn that I can feel radiating off him. As soon as I pull him close, he bends down, puts his hand on my back, and kisses me more fiercely than ever before. I let myself sink onto his bed and feel his heat transferring to me. Insatiable desire flares up in me and smolders in every inch of my body.

His lips press against mine, and his tongue almost drives me crazy. His hands move slowly but purposefully. I feel this wonderful tingling deep inside me. He entirely succeeds in making me forget everything, until there’s nothing left except my thoughts of him. I just want to feel him, taste him, smell him until I’m completely enveloped by him. He’ll burn into my mind, creep under my skin, capture my thoughts, and claim my innermost feelings.

I put my hands on the back of his neck and pull him closer, kissing him like a drowning person whose only salvation is through his lips. His hands wander around my waist, sparking sweet shivers on my skin wherever they touch. I rub my hands across his strong back and feel his muscles, his perfect body. When I open my eyes, I look into that fathomless green and then give myself over to the fire that’s threatening to devour me.

He kisses my neck, and his breath tickles my skin. He runs his lips along my collarbone, pushes his hands up under my sweater, making me gasp.

My hands wander lower and then around to the front, over his chest, pushing up his shirt and kissing his skin. I love him so much. I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to him.

As if he can read my dark thoughts, he puts his hands on my cheeks and forces me to look up at him. He smiles and gives me a look of such warmth and devotion that it almost brings me to tears. No, I can’t lose him. Totally overwhelmed by the intensity of that feeling, I press my lips against his. I hear him gasp for air, but I can’t stop. I move so that I’m above him, take off his shirt, and remove my clothes too. I kiss his skin, his chest, his belly, and let my lips wander lower as he softly whispers my name.
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Iput on my sweater and suppress a yawn. Another night in which I barely slept. Alfredo’s threat has taken its toll. I don’t feel safe in this room anymore. I don’t even have a key to lock the door – not that that would protect me from Alfredo anyway.

I sit down on my bed and pick up my phone. There’s a message from Ayden, and I’m reminded of that morning in his room. It was a several days ago, but those few hours gave me new strength. And Alfredo hasn’t shown any signs of putting his threat in action, but I’m not stupid enough to believe that he’s given up on it. He’s personally run my last few training sessions – probably in the hope that I’ll quake with the fear that he’s about to exact his revenge. But I doubt he’d do anything in his parents’ house. I wonder if Alfredo’s even told them what he found out about Alessandro’s death. I can’t imagine him keeping the news from them, but they haven’t let on. At mealtimes, they punish me in the usual way, with icy glares and silence.

I read Ayden’s message. He wants to know how I am and whether Alfredo’s still biding his time.

“So far so good,” I reply. “I didn’t even see him yesterday. How are you? Do you have time to meet up today?” I have to ask. I really want to see him.

“Not sure,” he replies. “I have another meeting, sounds important and could go on for a while. I’ll be in touch as soon as I can.

“Okay, see you later.”

I’m putting my phone away when I hear a knock at my door. Surprised, I turn around to see the door opening and Alfredo entering.

“So, now you’re doing me the courtesy of knocking? Although, you know, most people wait to be invited in. Maybe you’ll learn that someday,” I say.

“Don’t count on it,” he retorts, leaning against the door frame with his arms folded in front of his chest. His dark hair is slicked back with gel. He looks like a sinister crow staring at me with those cold eyes.

“You showing up can’t mean anything good. What do you want?”

I study his face and try to stay calm. If he was intending to hurt me, he wouldn’t have knocked.

“I’m supposed to bring you this.” He glances behind him, and a staff member enters carrying a package, which he puts down on my bed before disappearing again.

“Claire’s second test is tonight, and my family would like you to accompany us again. A stylist will be here at six to make you presentable. You obviously need help with that.”

I shoot him a poisonous look. “Is that all?” Whatever he plans to do to me, he won’t do it today if I’m supposed to be paraded in front of the Council again this evening.

He sighs irritably, turns around, and says, “See you later.”

It’s the first time in ages that I’ve been relaxed enough to focus in class. I know that nothing can happen to me tonight, which is a huge relief.

I haven’t seen Claire in school today.

“Do you think she’s nervous?” Kate asks. “I’d die of fright. What if she doesn’t pull through or it turns out she’s not a goddess?” She shakes her head. “I can’t decide which would be worse.”

“I wouldn’t want to swap places with her,” I agree.

We’re making our way through the crowded corridors to the cafeteria. Countless students and their spirits are moving the same way, which is why Kate and I normally wait a few minutes before going to lunch. We push past a bear that’s standing on its hind legs and looking around for its master when I feel something smack into my shoulder. I lose my balance and stumble into Kate, dragging her to the floor with me.

I look up in surprise to see Max and Lucia walking past. Max’s hummingbird is in the process of transforming back to his usual form, which makes it clear that he was the one that knocked me down. Max flicks her hair over her shoulder with a smirk. Lucia shoots me an apologetic look but immediately turns back to her friend.

“I guess she wanted to remind me that we’re no longer friends,” I say quietly, reaching out to help Kate up. “You okay?”

She nods and rubs her hip. “I’ll have a bruise, but otherwise I’m fine.” She looks in the direction that Max disappeared. “She doesn’t seem to like the fact that you live with the Fabricis. She probably figures being taken in and trained by a Council family gives you an advantage. That’s the kind of gossip I’ve been hearing, anyway.”

“She’s welcome to swap places with me,” I grumble with a sigh. “This kind of childish crap is the last thing I need right now.”

“She really needs to leave you alone,” says Kate. “It’s going to blow back in her face one day.”

“Can’t wait to see that.”

“Ouch,” I hiss, wincing as the stylist rams another hairpin into my hair and unfortunately also into my scalp.

“Sorry, but it has to stay in place. I have strict instructions from Ms. Fabrici to make sure you look perfect tonight.”

“Then it would help if I don’t have blood running down my face,” I snarl.

“I’m sure we can manage that,” she replies with a wink.

The woman has been tinkering around on me for over an hour. My reflection in the mirror is changing appreciably, and I’m starting to not recognize myself. I normally wouldn’t leave the house wearing this much concealer and makeup, but what choice do I have?

Once every last hair has been shaped and fixed with hairspray, I’m squeezed into a tight knee-length dress. It’s black with sequins that glitter under the lights.

“Can I wear a jacket over this?” I ask. My shoulders are bare, and the back is pretty low cut. I’m already cold. Not to mention the fact that I’d rather not walk around in front of the Council members like this.

“There was no jacket supplied, so I assume it doesn’t have one.”

I roll my eyes and try to keep calm.

There’s a knock at the door, and Alfredo sticks his head in. “Ready?” He looks me up and down and nods. “Much better than last time. So it is possible to make you look presentable.”

“Thanks for the compliment,” I retort in a sarcastic tone, which he ignores.

“We need to leave.”

“Can I have a jacket? At least for the car ride?”

He hesitates and then nods. “I’ll have something brought down.”

The journey is quick – to my relief because the icy silence that reigns between me and the family is almost unbearable. We arrive at the school, enter the foyer, and walk through to the hunter wing. There are security guards along all the corridors.

“The security measures have been beefed up,” Mr. Fabrici observes.

“That’s to be expected. Claire passed the first test, so they want to be sure nothing happens to her before the second one,” says Alfredo.

“Don’t be fooled, my dear,” says his mother. “This is just an attempt at intimidation. They want to make sure everyone knows how important and precious Claire is. If they were actually afraid of something happening to her, they wouldn’t let her wander around the school without a chaperone.”

I look at all the hunters standing to attention. Ms. Fabrici is probably right. The hunters look like the personal bodyguards of a king or queen, and I suppose that’s what Claire is.

I feel a cool draft on my back and an unnerving prickle. I suddenly have a bad feeling and turn around. But all I see are the hunters watching us with blank expressions.

When we’re almost at the room where the test is to take place, I stop in my tracks. Then I recover from the surprise and run. Ayden’s standing against the wall. Apparently, he’s also been assigned to security. He smiles as I approach.

“Cool job, huh? I feel like one of the Queen’s guards in front of Buckingham Palace.”

“At least you’re allowed to move. And I bet if I try hard enough, I can tease a smile out of one of the hunters.”

“And make the Fabricis have a meltdown,” he jokes. He glances up as the family approaches. “Everything okay?” he asks quietly.

I nod.

He takes my hand and caresses it with his warm fingers. “I’ll talk to Mr. Cunningham. He likes you. Maybe he can help get you out of there.”

I want to say something, but the Fabricis have caught up to me.

“I’m sure you’ll find time soon to whisper sweet nothings to each other. But we need to keep moving,” Alfredo reprimands me in a sugary tone that sounds like he’s paying me a compliment.

I say nothing and follow the family. Before we enter the room, I glance back at Ayden, who mouths a silent, “I love you.” That gives me strength. Now I just have to somehow get through this evening.

Like last time, we take a very indirect route to our seats, ensuring that every Council member sees us. Then all that’s left to do is wait. The Fabricis aren’t the only ones on tenterhooks. Everyone in the room seems eager to see what will happen tonight.

That makes me think of Claire again. I hope this test isn’t dangerous for her. I couldn’t bear having to watch another person suffer – even one I don’t like.

The door at the rear of the room opens, and Mr. Jameson the examiner steps through.

“I’m delighted to welcome you again to this very special occasion. We are gathered here to determine whether Miss Cunningham, having passed the first test, can also master the next one.”

Now Claire appears. She’s wearing pants and a shimmering blue blouse. Her attire seems plain at first glance, but on her, it looks amazing, accentuating her slim figure, her straight back, and her determined demeanor. She looks undaunted, her face mask-like, and yet she seems a little less sure of herself than last time. Maybe it’s the way her eyes dart around the room and only come to rest on the examiner when he addresses her directly.

“You’re aware that each task is more difficult and dangerous than the last. They must be increasingly challenging in order to comprehensively test your powers and verify beyond a doubt that there is indeed a latent goddess of destiny within you.”

Claire nods and shuffles restlessly from one foot to the other. It’s the first obvious sign of nervousness I’ve seen in her. So she’s not as impervious to these tests as she seems.

“Once again, it wasn’t easy to come by the items required for the test. But one family provided us with an item from their collection.” The man looks up at the tiered seating, and his sweeping gaze stops on the Fabricis. “Many thanks to the Fabricis.”

Mr. Fabrici patronizingly nods a few times at the assembled guests, but other than that, he doesn’t let on that he’s flattered by these words in any way. Knowing him, I bet he’s enjoying being in the spotlight and celebrated as a benefactor. Especially if his contribution results in Claire’s failure. Because I have no doubt that he’s still hoping for that.

Several men enter the room and shift the central lectern off to one side. Then they carry a long table through from a back room and set it down in front of Claire.

Claire takes a step back and watches the men leave again. For a brief moment, she wrings her hands, then quickly collects herself and lets her hands fall down at her sides again.

There’s a clinking sound as the men bring in boxes. They put them down and take out bottles, vials, goblets, and small crucibles, arranging everything on the table. Once their work is done, they leave the room.

Claire squares her shoulders, clenches her fists, and smiles at the examiner. She no longer shows any fear or doubt or nervousness. She looks like a puppet completely devoid of emotion.

“These receptacles contain various liquids,” the examiner explains, indicating the table with a sweeping gesture.

At that moment, the projector screen is lowered behind Claire, like last time. It displays close-ups of each container and its contents. I look at the bottles, vials, carafes, and bowls, all made of clear glass. Each liquid looks different. Red, blue, yellow, some almost brown, and those that appear to have some kind of sediment.

“When the Tempes and Noctu were still united and subordinate to the goddesses, we shared the palace,” Mr. Jameson begins. “We lived together with the goddesses of destiny and took part in their lives. But there was one place that was reserved exclusively for the goddesses.”

I’m reminded of the forest with the goddesses’ lake. Does the test have something to do with that?

“I’m sure you’ve all heard of the lake of the goddesses and the holy water it contains, which has healing qualities. One of these vessels contains water from that lake. As an emergent goddess, Miss Cunningham, it should be easy for you to identify it. You’ll drink it. But choose carefully because the other vessels all contain poison. A mistake could cost you your life. Only a true goddess is capable of seeing her own destiny in order to select correctly.”

Did Claire just turn a shade paler, or did I imagine it? I stare at her aghast. The tension in the room is palpable. How could they do this to her? The Council must be pretty certain she’s a goddess, or they wouldn’t risk putting her through this test. Then again, if she fails and it becomes clear that she was never a goddess, at least they won’t have to waste any more time on her. It’s inhumane to force Claire to make this kind of decision. Her life hangs in the balance. How’s she supposed to know which liquid is the right one?

I look up at the screen, which displays close-ups of each vessel, one at a time. Red fluid bubbling furiously. A green substance that looks thick and slimy. There are so many containers. If Claire doesn’t know the answer, then it’s basically impossible for her to guess correctly.

I think back to when Noah took me to the lake to cure me and prevent me from becoming one of the fallen. I distinctly remember the water. It shimmered in radiant colors, like a rainbow, and emitted a strange light that was unlike anything in this world. A mist hovered above the surface. But I also recall the pain I felt when I was in the lake. It was an agonizing process, and it took a long time before I was in the clear. But in the end, Noah succeeded in saving me.

Claire stands at the table and lets her eyes wander over the various liquids. She looks stiff as a board, motionless, and I detect fear in her hesitancy. She’s afraid that she’ll fail and die here. Her face is expressionless and pale, but her big eyes are full of apprehension. She can no longer disguise her emotions. She raises her head and scans the audience, probably looking for a familiar face. Maybe she’s searching for her parents or her grandfather. He’s not here. But her mother’s sitting in the back row, and when I turn around, I see that her lips are pursed. She seems to be imploring her daughter not to fail. When I turn to face forward again, Claire’s gaze meets mine, and I’m unsure how to interpret it. Is that fear? Anger? Desperation? Helplessness? Entreaty? Any of those would be understandable. It’s barbaric to put her in this situation. This is life and death – her life, her death. Everything depends on her selection.

I look at the containers again. Where’s the water from the lake? Those radiant colors are unmistakable. Will Claire be able to recognize it?

In a tall bottle, I spot a blue liquid with glittering particles floating in it. But that’s not the water from the lake. A purple substance in a small bowl puffs out little clouds that float up to the ceiling. And in a beautifully crafted vial, a pale blue liquid shines like mother of pearl. But it’s not until I look up at the screen again that I identify it – a small unremarkable bottle with a bulbous bottom. So the Fabricis really did have water from the goddesses’ lake in their possession, which they made available for this test.

That’s definitely the real water. The way it shimmers is unmistakable and breathtakingly beautiful. My eyes dart to Claire, who’s still standing rooted to the spot. She hasn’t moved and continues to stand there like a stone statue. A quiet murmur builds in the room. The Council members seem to have come to the same conclusion as me: Claire doesn’t know the answer.

Suddenly, she stirs and reaches out an arm. She knows she has no choice. She can’t back out of this test. She has to make a selection. I can see on the screen that her hand is shaking slightly as she reaches out, about to pick up one of the bottles – it’s the wrong one, I realize with horror. It contains a pale blue shimmering liquid. I hold my breath and watch her hand move on, pause, and then quickly move on again. Then her fingers close decisively around the small bulbous bottle. Claire seems to have banished her fears and now wants to quickly put all this behind her. She removes the cork and lifts the bottle to her lips. She quickly pours its contents into her mouth and swallows.

There’s not a sound to be heard in the room. The seconds pass. All eyes are on Claire, who’s still standing there with the bottle in her hand. She slowly turns her face up to the audience and places the empty bottle on the table.

Claire’s done it. In the end, she reached decisively for the correct vessel. There’s no doubt in my mind that she knew what she was doing. She recognized the water. It took her a while, but in the end, she was certain, and that’s the reason she’s still standing here in front of us alive and well.

The Council members seem to slowly come to the same realization. One after another, they stand up and begin to applaud Claire.

“Miss Cunningham,” says the examiner. “Congratulations. You’ve successfully passed the second test.”

A smile steals across Claire’s face. She looks proud and invincible. It’s only when I look closer that I notice that her hands are still shaking slightly.
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So, Claire passed the second test,” Kate says as she highlights a couple of sentences in her English reading text. We have a free period, and we decided to spend it doing homework in the library.

“At first, I thought she wouldn’t. I saw a very different Claire standing up there. She looked unsure of herself, scared even. But who wouldn’t be in a situation like that? And even though she chose the correct liquid in the end, she seemed to have a few last-minute doubts.”

“I hope the Fabricis didn’t take out their disappointment on you?”

“I’ve hardly seen Alfredo since he found out the truth. I mostly train with Cesar now. But that almost makes me more nervous. He’ll make his move sooner or later; I’m sure of it.”

My phone beeps. It’s a message from Mom, asking how I am and telling me briefly about her work. I decide to reply later and turn my attention back to Kate and my homework.

“Still no word from Noah?” she asks.

I shake my head. “I’m really worried about him. He hasn’t replied and never answers his phone. Something’s not right.” I can’t keep postponing this problem. “I need to go back to the Odyss as soon as possible and look for him. I don’t know what else to do.”

Kate nods. “Want me to come?”

“I figure it’s better if I go alone. I can’t afford to attract attention in there.”

“Okay,” says Kate. “But at least tell me and Ayden when you’re going so we can help you if something goes wrong.”

We both know there’s not much they could do. They can’t just run to the Odyss and search for me. I try not to let these thoughts get to me. It’s not like I have a choice. I have to find Noah.

“By the way, you should be wary of Max,” Kate continues. “She hates the fact that you’re living with the Fabricis. She also heard about the parties you’ve been invited to. Says you have no business being there. She’s jealous. But you know what she’s like. So be careful.”

I roll my eyes. “Just what I need …”

“You don’t need to do anything. Just keep your eyes peeled and be careful.”

I nod. “Yeah, you’re right. Still, I can kind of understand …

I’m interrupted by a low growl, and I look around in surprise. I know that sound, and it sets off alarm bells. Yoru was lying under our table, but now he comes out, hackles up, and walks toward the bookshelves, growling.

“Yoru,” I say without taking my eyes off the shelves, “what is it?”

Obviously, he doesn’t answer. I jump up and go to him, putting my hand on his back.

“Did you see something?” I whisper.

Suddenly, there’s a change in the air. I can’t tell what it is. It feels like the temperature just dropped a few degrees. I feel a prickle on the back of my neck and a vague sense of fear. It hangs in the air, spreading out in the room and creeping through my skin to my core. My pulse speeds up as the chill seeps into my bones. We’re in danger.

I stand up and pluck up the courage to take a look behind the first row of shelves. Yoru follows hot on my heels, and I send him odeon so that we’re ready for anything. When I peer behind the shelves, I think I see a shadow. Then I hear a strange sound – a dragging noise. I run to where the shadow disappeared, raising my hand and preparing to attack, but there’s nothing there.

I stop, speechless, and lower my hand. Yoru’s beside me, his fur still on end. But his muscles relax, and he stops growling.

What was that? Are we being watched? And if so, by whom? And why? Why didn’t they attack? I have a thousand questions in my head, and I suspect I won’t like the answers.

Kate steps up beside me and puts a hand on my shoulder. “Everything okay?”

“I think so,” I say, shaking my head. “I have no idea what just happened. I thought there was someone here. Yoru was growling, and I … I don’t know. I keep getting this uneasy feeling.”

“Come on,” she says. “Let’s take a break. We can hang in my room until next period. Give yourself a chance to calm your nerves.”

I follow her, glancing back over my shoulder again. “You think I just imagined it?”

“I think you’re on edge, which is totally understandable. Yoru’s picking up on your stress, and he’s doing a great job of looking out for you. You both just need a moment to chill.”

“So you think I overreacted,” I conclude.

She shakes her head. “No, but we’re in school. You know how secure these buildings are. Alfredo wouldn’t dare do anything to you here.”

I know Kate’s right but … I glance around the library again. Was I really overreacting?

We’re on our way down the corridor to Kate’s room when she says, “You need to get away from the Fabricis. Nobody should have to live like that, with this constant threat hanging over you.”

“Maybe that’s just it,” I say. “Alfredo’s trying to drive me insane. And he’s doing a great job.”

We turn a corner and pass several classrooms. These rooms are only used for film screenings or chemistry experiments, and there’s almost no one around. So I’m all the more surprised when we cross paths with Max and Lucia. They look just as surprised to see us.

“You can’t even take a shortcut around here without running into some kind of scum,” Max exclaims loudly.

Lucia pulls her head in sheepishly and looks at the floor. But she says nothing and follows her friend, who’s striding toward us.

“Ignore her,” Kate warns me.

That’s easier said than done. I take a deep breath and try not to pay them any attention. I turn to Kate and say in a casual tone, “We should probably take another look at the English homework. I won’t have time later. We have training, and then I …

At that moment, I feel a hard blow to my left side that knocks me off my feet. I sprawl on the floor and slide until I crash into the wall. There’s a crunching sound, which I register only vaguely.

Stunned, I look up at Max standing a few yards away, her hummingbird Flit hovering in the air above her. He’s bigger than usual and only slowly returns to his ordinary form.

“You just attacked me in school?!” I can’t believe it. “Are you out of your mind? What the hell?!”

“I get the feeling your new home and all the attention you’ve been getting have gone to your head. Someone needs to put you in your place.”

“Oh, really?” I slowly get to my feet. “You’re …”

I don’t get any further before I hear a cracking, crunching sound. And suddenly I realize where it’s coming from.

“Damn it,” I hiss, taking off my backpack and unzipping it. “The music box!”

I always carry with me all the objects I found in my search for the library, to keep them safe, but now that’s backfired. A glance in my bag is enough to confirm my fears. The music box is broken. The ballerina is loose among my books. One of her legs and an arm have snapped off. The box itself is in several pieces, and the inner workings are totally destroyed. I reach in and touch a couple of the pieces, and a noise makes my skin prickle. The melody rings out, off-key and scratchy – it’s definitely the same one. How … is that possible?

I look at Kate in dismay, but she’s frozen stiff. Her face is ashen, and her hands hang limply at her sides. She’s staring wide-eyed past Max and Lucia, who look confused. Not a sound escapes Kate’s lips, not even when a creature slithers out of a dimly lit corridor right in front of her.

Even before it fully materializes, I know I’ve encountered it before. I have that same feeling – the terrifying chilling eating into my bones. It all started when I went through the crescent moon door in the Odyss. To the place where I found the music box. This thing started pursuing me back then when I found the box. And it’s been with me ever since. It followed me here. That’s the only logical explanation.

Max and Lucia recoil in horror from the snake-like creature. It has deathly pale skin and milky eyes, as if it’s never seen the sunlight. A number of small legs along its sides end in clawed feet. And it’s huge – maybe twenty feet long.

Max and Lucia retreat fearfully, trying to put some distance between them and the hideous creature. They don’t take their eyes off it, and the fear is written all over their faces. They slowly edge back, then they turn abruptly and run. The creature rears its head and lets out a hideous cry. The music ceases, and Max sends odeon to Flit. He gets bigger and turns to face the creature, sending out a powerful gust of wind with his rapidly fluttering wings. It hits its target, but the creature digs its claws into the floor, closes its eyes, and lets the attack pass over it. As soon as the wind dies down, it screams again and races at Max and Flit with surprising agility. It’s tongue flicks out of its mouth and wraps around Flit’s body at lightning speed. Flit lets out a choked squawk, which stops abruptly when a hideous crack rends the air. Flit transforms back, and the creature flings him aside like trash. The little bird lies on the floor, motionless and misshapen. Max stares at him. Her expression is one of utter disbelief, and then it sinks in: her key spirit is dead.

A scream erupts from deep inside her, and she runs at the creature. Beside herself with grief, she lunges at her spirit’s murderer with her fists out and tries to throw herself at it. But the creature’s tongue shoots out of its mouth again, coils around Max, and swings her around like a toy.

“No!” I yell as it slams Max against the floor and then flings her up in the air again. I extend my arm, send odeon to Yoru, and command him to launch an attack.

The flames hit the pale snake in the back. It turns briefly and makes an angry sound. It’s still holding Max down. She’s bleeding from a head wound. Lucia’s panicked screams echo through the corridor.

Max looks at me in a daze. I see fear and resignation in her eyes. We hold each other’s gaze, and I can sense exactly what she’s going through. Her lips quiver, trying to open and say something, but she’s hurled against the ceiling with full force and then crashes to the floor where she lies motionless.

It’s so fast that I barely have time to grasp what’s happening. I stare at Max and see a pool of blood slowly forming under her, but I don’t want to believe it. Max is lying there with her limbs twisted hideously and her eyes wide with panic. I know she’s dead, but I can’t accept it.

I keep muttering the word “No” as I slowly back away from the creature. It scuttles past Kate, who’s staring at Max, paralyzed with shock. The creature closes in. Its milky eyes are fixed on me, merciless and determined. I know it’s going to be hard to win this fight.

I send more odeon to Yoru and start to merge with him. The prickling sensation on my skin intensifies and drives out the chill. I raise my hand and see flames coming off it. Without hesitation, I hurl them at the creature. But it dodges them with lightning-fast agility.

The snake speeds toward me and tries to sink its razor-sharp teeth into me. I leap aside and watch as Yoru pounces on the creature and sinks his claws and teeth into its neck. The snake screams and throws Yoru off. While he’s still in the air, he summons a fireball and sends it down on our opponent’s neck. Luckily, he manages to control his fall and lands on his feet.

I feel the prickling flames on my skin and rage that gives me a new lease of energy. One glance at Max is enough to spur me on. Lucia is still standing a few yards away from her, screaming in horror.

“Go get help!” I yell. “Go! Now!”

My words seem to filter through slowly, and then she finally starts moving. The creature chases her, but Yoru bounds after it and hurls several fireballs at it. It snaps back around, dodges his attacks, and raises the tip of its tail to strike. It hits Yoru and slams him against the wall. The snake moves with a hissing sound toward my fox, who’s dazed and struggling to get back on his feet.

“No,” I whisper, running to him. A fireball appears in my hand.

The creature anticipates my attack, leaves Yoru alone, and turns toward me. It opens its mouth and bares its four sharp fangs. I throw my flame and hit the monster in the neck. It shrieks but doesn’t relent. Directly in front of me now, it rears up and swings its head down at me. I run as fast as I can, but I can’t outrun this beast. Its skull strikes the floor to my right, cracking it and sending chunks of concrete flying at me. It doesn’t let up. I know I can’t escape it, so I summon all my strength, turn around, and hurl a fireball – so hot that the walls on either side of me are scorched.

I hit my mark, and the creature writhes and screams in pain. Smoke rises from the charred spot on its belly but even that doesn’t stop it. I gasp when I realize I’ve made a mistake. I’m too close to it; it’s impossible for me to dodge it now. I channeled everything into that attack and failed. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Yoru scramble to his feet and try to summon a hex, but his odeon is spent, and I’m too drained to send him more.

I hear a hiss, and the snake opens its mouth and lunges at me. I hold my arms up in front of my face and think of Ayden. It hurts so much to think what this will do to him – to know that I’m gone.

“She’s played her part,” I hear a calm, quiet voice say a short distance away. “This is my job. It’s my destiny. This no longer has anything to do with her. I’m ready to take the final step.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see someone appear behind the snake. The creature pauses its attack, turns around, and stares at the person for a few seconds.
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Ican’t make sense of what I’m witnessing. Kate reaches out to touch the creature, which looks back at her expectantly. Its aggression seems to have evaporated. The snake stops moving and slowly lowers its head.

“That’s good. I’m ready,” says Kate.

I barely recognize her. She still looks the same, but something about her has fundamentally changed. Her posture is different; her movements are more powerful and controlled – as if every muscle contraction has a special significance. But what’s changed most is the expression on her face. There’s no fear anymore, no doubt, no hesitation. Only power and absolute conviction.

The snake continues to bow its head, and Kate reaches out and touches its scaly skin. With a loud crack, the creature shatters into thousands of shards. They fly through the air and rain down on us like tiny missiles. I hold my arms protectively over my head, but Kate just stands there and lets it all happen.

Gray is at her side, but he looks different too. He sticks close to her, nuzzling her with his head, and there’s an expression in his eyes that I interpret as sorrow – if an animal is capable of such an emotion.

Kate goes to my backpack, which I cast aside during the fight, and rummages through it. She pulls out a couple of pieces of the music box and inspects them.

“The memories had to be set free and destroyed. It was the only way for me to fulfill my role.”

“Kate,” I whisper as I slowly walk toward her.

She appears to be in that strange state again. It’s really scaring me. She won’t even look at me.

I gently place my hand on her shoulder. “Kate, are you …?”

At that moment, she turns around, and I gasp with fright. Her eyes are huge; they’re turning purple and seem intent on swallowing me up. There’s nothing I can do. I’m helpless to resist, and I sink into them. It’s as if I’m being drawn right into them until the only thing I see is their intense color.

I want to scream, but no sound passes my lips. The color slowly fades and is replaced by something else.

A small girl in a hospital bed. She so thin and frail. Large eyes stare out of a very pale little face, and they look bright and brave in contrast to the rest of her. She gazes through the window, full of longing, and her lips curve into a smile. The door opens, and a nurse comes in.

I can’t believe my eyes. I stare speechlessly at the woman. Her dark hair is tied back, and her face is friendly and open. She looks the same as when I met her, as if the years hardly aged her. I’m sure about one thing: this scene is from the past. The child in the bed is Kate, and the nurse walking toward her is none other than Chloe. I knew she had worked as a nurse for years, but I had no idea that she and Kate had crossed paths. This can’t be a coincidence.

“I have something for you,” says Chloe, bringing something out from behind her back.

Kate sits up and looks at her expectantly. “You don’t have to give me presents. I’m just happy that you spend time with me.”

“I wanted to bring you something nice anyway,” says Chloe. She sits on the edge of the bed and hands Kate the music box. It doesn’t look new, but it’s in much better condition than when I found it behind the door in the Odyss.

Kate takes it happily and beams at Chloe.

“You’re going to need it,” Chloe says, tucking a strand of hair behind the little girl’s ear. Her words echo in the room like a threat, and the picture morphs.

A deathly pale child is lying in the hospital bed. She’s almost unrecognizable. Her mother is standing beside her, looking down at her daughter with tear-stained cheeks. The girl doesn’t stir. Kate’s as pale as a corpse, and when I look closer, I realize her chest is not moving. Kate’s … dead. I knew she was seriously ill as a child and that she nearly died. But this isn’t nearly. She’s actually dead. Is this what happened? Is this an actual memory? What’s going on here?

Kate’s mother wipes the tears from her cheeks. She straightens up and opens her lips. “I don’t want to lose you, not for anything in the world. You mean everything to me.” She swallows hard as she tenderly strokes Kate’s ashen skin. Suddenly, the door opens, and someone enters.

Kate’s mother turns around in surprise and asks in a cutting tone, “What are you doing here?”

“Do you really need to ask?” says Chloe. “You know you can save her.”

Her mother says nothing, just keeps stroking Kate’s cheeks. “Yes, but the price is too high.”

“But she’ll live. You’ve seen what will happen if you do it. And what will happen if you don’t intervene. She’ll never be normal. She’s inherited some of your powers. She keeps seeing snippets of the future. I’ve verified that myself.”

“She should never have to go through that. I’d do anything for my daughter,” Kate’s mother continues. A tear rolls down her cheek. “If I save her, I’ll be placing this burden on her, and I won’t even be able to help her. Right now, the price I’m paying is to slowly lose my memories. But if I transfer all of my powers to her …. I’ll become the person I used to be before I acquired them. I won’t even remember what I was once destined for.” She raises her head and looks at Chloe. “You know I still have a part to play.”

“That’s no longer your concern,” says Chloe. “Take this step. You know it’s the only way. Save your child and let her assume the mantle. It’s incontrovertible. She has to live.”

Now the tears are streaming down Kate’s mother’s face. A sob erupts from her throat, and she nods. “Maybe she’ll never have to fully awaken. Surely that’s a possibility? Maybe the pieces of the puzzle will never be found, and the guardian won’t be defeated.”

“Maybe,” says Chloe, folding her arms across her chest. “It’s a hard road.”

“Yes, it was hard for me too. The more my own puzzle was pieced together, the more memories I lost – but each time, my powers also increased until eventually I awakened.” She looks down at her deathly pale daughter, at her closed eyelids, and touches her cheek. “It’ll be the same for you. I’ll have to lock the last piece inside something that’s important to you.” She looks around and sees the music box beside the bed. “This object will be linked to the guardian. Only when you can defeat it will you prove that you’re strong enough to fulfill your role. And maybe you’ll be lucky, and nobody will come forward to search for the puzzle pieces. But in any case, until then, you can live a normal life. And I’ll be here for you as long as my condition allows.”

She gently caresses Kate’s cheek again, then cups her delicate little face in both hands. She closes her eyes, tilts her head back, and suddenly she’s enveloped in a warm glow. It’s a golden light that rapidly grows brighter. It wanders like a glowing chain along the mother’s arms onto the dead girl.

Kate’s mother opens her eyes for a moment but maintains contact with her child. She looks at her one last time, as if saying goodbye, and then closes her eyes again and allows the rest of the light to wander into Kate’s body.

Suddenly, the child comes back to life. Her chest rises and falls, and a faint rosiness creeps into her cheeks, although she’s still horribly pale.

“I’ll take care of the little one for as long as I can,” Chloe promises with a nod to Kate’s mother.

“Thank you,” she says without taking her eyes off her child.

The picture blurs. I feel something pulling me. I’m dragged away, and everything teeters so that I feel like I’m falling. And as suddenly as it appeared, it’s gone, and I’m standing opposite Kate, still holding her arm. This time it’s unmistakable: Kate’s changed. She’s no longer the same person – not at all. There’s something strange about her, something powerful, incredibly old and immense. And I sense something else. The Kate that I know is disappearing more and more to make way for this new power.

I look at her and shake my head. “No! No, don’t do this,” I murmur. I can’t accept it, although I know exactly what’s happening. “Please, Kate, no!”

She shrugs off my hand and puts her hand on my cheek in a soothing gesture, the way her mother once did to her. There’s a smile on her face, and for a moment, I recognize my friend’s face, my Kate.

“Don’t blame yourself. It was your destiny to find me. This is how it’s supposed to be. I’ve been running from my powers for so long. I saw it. I knew it would change me, but that’s my path; it’s predestined.” She rubs my cheek and wipes away the tears. “Thank you for being my friend. I’ll always cherish the time we had together.”

“Kate, please don’t do this. I’m begging you,” I implore her again, reaching for her hand. I squeeze it, as if that could stop things taking their course.

Her eyes are radiant as she looks at me. There’s no fear, no sadness – only happiness.

“It’s too late, and you know it. And I wouldn’t change a thing anyway. Everything is exactly as it should be. I’ll never forget you, Tess.”

I see a golden flicker of light in her eyes. It surrounds Kate’s irises, driving out the pale blue and replacing it with a darker shade. When I look closely, I can distinguish the golden flecks. I know that something has happened to her, that she’s changed.

Kate leans forward and rests her forehead against mine. “Now say it, Teresa. Speak my name. Because you’ve finally found me.”

I wipe the tears from my cheeks, look up into those unfamiliar eyes filled with a golden radiance, and whisper, “The library.”
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Patricia prophesied it: I was destined to find the library. But I never figured it would be a person and that I could lose a friend to it.

I feel it in every fiber of my being that the person in front of me is no longer Kate.

Why? Why did she have to go? Why did I have to lose her? It’s still Kate’s body, but there’s nothing left of her soul, her character.

“Tell me why,” I say. “Why did I have to find you? Why is my Kate gone? How can this be worth it?”

“Someday you’ll understand,” is all she says. Then she steps back and looks around her with interest. It’s as if she’s seeing the place for the first time in her life – and I suppose she is.

Without showing any emotion, she looks at Max’s dead body and then looks past her as if she’s just some object. Her eyes eventually stop on Gray, and she bends down and reaches out to him. He looks anxious, mistrustful, and a little lost. But then he looks into Kate’s eyes, and it’s as if they’re communicating. Finally, Gray moves and rests his head in Kate’s outstretched hand. He closes his eyes and seems to relax, as if he’s trying to express with this gesture that he’s putting his life in her hands.

I don’t understand. How can he do that? He just lost Kate.

“I’m not your enemy,” she says, still looking at her key spirit. “She knew what she was doing, and she understood that this was her destiny. We’ll always be one.” Suddenly, she raises her head and looks down the corridor. “They’re coming.”

And then I hear footsteps. Several people turn a corner, and I recognize Mr. Collins accompanied by Lucia and a couple of teachers and several hunters. I breathe a sigh of relief when I see Ayden among them.

He reaches me first and puts his arms around me. He glances at Max and then tightens his grip on me.

“Are you okay?”

I just nod, bury my face in his shoulder, and try to fight back the tears.

“She’s dead,” I hear a voice say, and I look up. A man is crouching beside Max, checking for a pulse.

“Is the creature still here?” Mr. Collins asks me and Kate. “Miss Alvarez told us you were attacked by a snake-like key spirit. It must have belonged to a Noctu. Did you see them?”

I shake my head, and Mr. Collins just nods.

He turns to the hunters. “Search everywhere. I want every available hunter on this. We need to track down that Noctu and find out how they managed to get in here. After the security upgrades, I don’t see how this could have happened.” He issues a few more instructions and then comes to me. “Do you need help? Are you or Miss Williams injured?”

I shake my head.

“You’re sure?”

“I’ll take care of them,” Ayden promises. “You focus on organizing the hunters.”

His father nods and looks at me and Kate again. “Do you want to go to the infirmary and get checked out?”

“No need,” I reply, forcing back the tears.

“Okay, then why don’t go with your friend to her room. Take some time. You’re both excused from classes for the rest of the day – and the next few days if you’d like. A pastoral counselor will be made available to you.” His expression is earnest, and there’s no sign of any resentment he still harbors for me. “I’ll inform the Fabricis. Stay here for now. You can return home later this evening.” He nods to his son and then turns to one of the men. “Please take the girl away. And you, Miss Alvarez,” he says, full of sympathy for Lucia, who’s still crying and shaking all over, “come with me. I’ll take you to the infirmary.”

We watch them until they disappear, then Ayden puts his arm around my waist and looks at Kate.

“Come on, let’s go.”

I’m glad he doesn’t ask any questions. I wouldn’t know how to answer them right now. Did all that really just happen? Out of the corner of my eye I glance at Kate, who’s walking beside us with very upright posture. She doesn’t look at me or Ayden. And she pays no attention to her surroundings. Her features look relaxed – neither thoughtful nor concerned. Like a vacant mask. An outsider might assume she was in shock, but I don’t think so.

Kate unlocks her door, goes inside, and sits on the bed.

“Do you want to talk to a counselor?” Ayden asks.

He tries to catch Kate’s attention, and she looks at him with big eyes and says, “I’ll be alright.” Gray rests his head in her lap, and she pets him absent-mindedly.

Ayden raises his eyebrows doubtfully and looks at me. He whispers, “Is she okay?”

I don’t know what to say. I look at my friend. Is she still my friend? Is there anything of my Kate still in there? Or is there nothing left but this omniscient library devoid of emotions or empathy for the people around her?

“It’s still her body, her blood, her bones, her memories,” she says, as if she’s reading my thoughts. “Only they’ve lost their significance, and her soul is gone.”

I swallow hard, and the tears well up in my eyes. “What do you mean, only? Isn’t that everything that makes a person who they are?

Kate shrugs. “Some decisions are difficult and yet so momentous that they have to be made. Kate knew what she was doing. She saw what I saw. It was right. The process couldn’t be stopped. You had already found too many pieces of the past, and there was knowledge in each of them. As each time you found a piece of the puzzle and decoded it, that knowledge was transferred to Kate. But it also cost her a piece of her past each time. That’s what happens to the person who accepts this role.”

The horrifying realization hits me so suddenly that I flinch. It’s all my fault! I set this in motion. The process was started by me finding the objects. And the more I think about it, the more it makes sense. It was after I found the comb and solved its puzzle that Kate began to experience memory lapses.

“All the objects you found once belonged to a person who embodied the library for a time. Knowledge was contained within them. And the final object belonged to the library-to-be.”

I think of Kate’s mom and the letter, the flute, the comb. And finally, the music box. Why did I begin this search? Why did I let Patricia use me like that? I knew that the goddesses only ever had sinister intentions. And this proves it again. I set something terrible in motion.

“Are you going to explain to me what you guys are talking about?” Ayden asks.

I turn to him, but I have no clue how I’m supposed to explain it all to him. My mouth feels dry, as if the words have frozen in it. I can’t. If I say it out loud, it becomes reality. I’m not ready to face the fact that I’ve lost my best friend forever.

“I’m the library of the goddesses,” Kate says without any trace of emotion. “Teresa was destined to follow the signs and make sure I gradually came into my power so that I could finally take the last step myself.”

Stunned, Ayden looks first at Kate, then at me. I can read the mute question in his eyes: is it true?

“That’s not Kate anymore,” I finally manage to say. “At least, not the Kate we knew.”

“Everything has a reason, and Kate knew that. You have to believe me; she wouldn’t have taken this step if it wasn’t meant to be.”

“Oh yeah?” I ask her. “Then tell me – what’s the reason? Why does it have to be? Why? Tell me!”

Instead of answering my question, she simply looks and me and says, “All in good time.”

I can’t bear it any longer. I have to get out of this room, away from this stranger, no, this creature that was once my friend. Ayden follows me.

As I burst through the door into the corridor, I hear Kate’s voice say, “I’m sorry.” But I don’t believe her. I’m not sure she even knows what that means.

Ayden and I barely exchange a word as we walk off down the corridor. I’m grateful to him for that because he knows there are no words for what’s just happened. Nothing that could mitigate the shock.

We go to his room without having to discuss it. I sit on his bed, and he sinks down beside me. He tenderly caresses my arm and lets his fingers wander up to my neck. It’s these little gestures and his healing presence that I need right now. They help me forget – at least for a while. And that’s all I want right now.

I turn to him and hungrily seek out his lips. He gasps, surprised by my intensity, but then he increases the pressure of his lips on mine. Our caresses become more urgent, and the desire welling up in me threatens to scorch everything else inside me. And that’s exactly what I want. I want it to extinguish every other feeling in me and reduce my pain to ashes.

I cling to Ayden like a drowning person and kiss him – his lips, his neck, his chest. I can’t get his shirt off him fast enough, and I run my hands over his body impatiently, with the blissful awe that overcomes me whenever I see him like this.

Ayden surrenders to it, gives me what I need and what I long for, and so much more. Now he’s on top of me, devouring me with his kisses, his touch, his desire.
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Ifind it especially hard to leave Ayden this evening. I nestle up to him, breathe in his delicious scent, and run my fingers over his smooth, firm chest. I wish I could spend the whole night here. But I know I’ve already been granted a big concession, and I can’t push my luck.

I lean forward and kiss him – with passion and longing. Eventually, I manage to pull myself away, stand up, and get dressed.

“I should be going.”

Ayden nods and watches me thoughtfully. “I’ll keep an eye on Kate,” he promises. “I don’t want you to feel like you’re the only one looking out for her.”

I’m grateful, but I don’t know what to say. The knowledge that Kate will never again be the person I used to know hurts so much. Ayden stands up, hugs me, and cups my face in his hands. He kisses me so slowly and tenderly that it almost brings me to tears. I’m not alone, no matter what happens.

I wouldn’t mind if the ride back to the Fabrici house lasted hours. I rest my forehead against the bus window and watch the houses, streets, and lights pass me by. None of it really gets through to me – through the fog in my head and around my heart.

As soon as I arrive, I go straight up to my room. Exhausted and overwrought, I flop back on my bed and turn to Yoru, who rests his head in my hand. He watches me with his dark eyes as if he understands everything I’m thinking.

“Maybe there’s a way to bring Kate back,” I mutter, draping my arm over my eyes to hold back the tears. I know it’s far-fetched. Is it a good idea to cling to thoughts like that?

My stomach growls, and that’s when I realize that I haven’t eaten in hours. I consider going down to the kitchen. Sitting here and wallowing won’t do me any good. At least it would give me something to do.

“Come on, let’s go see if we can find something to eat,” I say to Yoru as I get up.

My little fox follows close behind me, and together we go downstairs to the kitchen. I’m reaching for the door handle when something makes me stop and listen out.

“I’ll just go upstairs and clear up,” I hear someone say. I’m surprised that there are still staff members working at this time. Then again, I know that some of them live in the house. So maybe it’s not unusual for them to be on call after 10 o’clock.

“Yeah, do that, but remember – don’t speak to him, and don’t breathe a word of this to anyone, you got that? Nobody can know that we have a Noctu prisoner.”

Startled, I step back from the door. A Noctu prisoner? I instantly think of Noah. Could it be him? Is it possible? Is that why I haven’t heard from him? Why wasn’t I more persistent? I should have been to search for him in the Odyss.

My heart is in my mouth as I quickly open the door to the next room and slip through it. I leave it open a crack so I can peer out.

A young woman carries a tray past me toward the stairs. I quietly follow her and pray that she doesn’t see me. I stop at each corner and wait for her to go ahead until I’m sure I can follow her without risking being seen. After what feels like an eternity, she stops outside one of the doors on the top floor. I turn into another corridor and wait there until she comes out and goes back downstairs.

My pulse pumps adrenaline through my body. What if I’m wrong and it’s not Noah but another Noctu? What will they do to me when I show up? Will they attack me? Will they be able to? Or are they incapacitated? I guess I’m about to find out – if I can get the door open.

I take a few deep breaths and exchange a glance with Yoru. He looks tense too but also very focused. Just to be safe, I send him a little odeon so that he’s ready to strike back if necessary.

We approach the door together, and I keep glancing over my shoulder to make sure no one’s seen us. Finally we stop outside the room. I listen out, but I can’t hear any noises from behind the door. I look at Yoru again. Tiny flames are licking around him. He’s ready.

I cautiously turn the doorknob and hope that whoever is in the room is unaware of my presence because then I have a slight advantage. There’s an almost imperceptible click as the door opens. Now I need to move fast. I fling the door open, burst into the room, and stand rooted to the spot. Despite my hunch, I’m speechless when my suspicion is confirmed.

I stare as though paralyzed at the person in front of me, who’s sitting at a desk and now turns to look at me in surprise.

My shock is gradually replaced by fear and then panic. I glance at the door and quickly close it behind me.

All I can think is: We need to get out of here! I stride over to Noah and grab his arm. I don’t ask how he wound up the hands of the Fabricis or how he’s doing. That will have to wait. All that matters is helping Noah escape and getting him out of the house unseen. The Fabricis may guess that I had something to do with it, but that’s a risk I have to take.

“Come on!” I say. “You need to get out of here. There’s a window I always use to get out of the house. Maybe we can get you out that way.”

Without delay, I try to pull him to his feet, but to my surprise, he doesn’t budge.

He looks up at me and says, “Tess, what are you doing here? How did you find me?”

“That doesn’t matter now. Come on, we can’t afford to waste time. It won’t be easy sneaking you out of here.”

I pull on his arm again. We need to go now. It drives me crazy that we’ve already wasted valuable minutes. Who knows – the Fabricis could show up to check on their prisoner.

Noah looks straight at me, and I gaze into his rich brown eyes, which used to have such a profound effect on me. They always contained such fiery passion and incredible vitality. But I see none of that now. His eyes look tired. There’s a shadow hanging over him that I’ve never seen before. He slowly reaches up and prizes my hand off his arm.

“Noah, what …?” I begin, but he shakes his head and doesn’t let me finish.

“You’ve got it all wrong,” he says. “I’m not a prisoner. I came here voluntarily.” He regards me with an icy gaze – totally cool and impassive.

By contrast, I can’t contain my horror. I stagger back, as if his words were a slap in my face, and all I can do is stare incredulously at him. My mouth opens and closes, but nothing comes out. Eventually, I manage to stammer, “You … you can’t be serious! Why would you voluntarily hand yourself over to the Fabricis?! It makes absolutely no sense.”

“It does if we share a common goal.” He stands up and rests his hand on my shoulder. “I’m helping them eliminate Mr. Cunningham.”

For a moment, I forget to breathe and just stare at him.

“Tess, you should leave now; stay out of this. Trust me. Just go.”

This makes no sense at all. Why would he want to kill Mr. Cunningham? Why would he work with the Fabricis and betray his own people?

I’m still trying to grasp all this, shaking my head, when I hear myself say, “No, I’m not going anywhere. Tell me what’s going on! What happened?”

He looks at me in silence, his jaw grinding and his eyes flashing with fury. He turns abruptly, goes to a backpack beside the bed, and takes something out of it. He throws it to me. I reflexively catch the small book.

“The last few pages,” he says.

I run my fingers over the leather binding and then open it. The pages are filled with beautifully flowing handwriting. I flip through them almost to the end and begin to read.

I’m becoming really slow and cumbersome. Every movement takes effort, and I’m often short of breath. But I feel good, and I enjoy feeling the baby’s kicks in my belly. I’m really looking forward to meeting this baby, and I’m sure it’ll make us all happy and proud.

I frown and look questioningly at Noah. I have a hunch about whose diary this is.

He nods as if he can read my thoughts. “It’s my mother’s.”

He turns to face the window, staring through it absent-mindedly as I read on.

I never thought something like this could happen. I know I shouldn’t have left the Odyss in my condition. But James wanted to treat me to a concert. He knows how much I love the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra. He couldn’t have known that they would track us down and target us so quickly. I suspect they must have been following James for a while.

It happened out of nowhere. They appeared all of a sudden. The hunters thought I had the tear of destiny. They kept demanding that I hand it over, but it hasn’t been in our family’s possession for a long time. There was a raid a couple of generations back and it was taken from us, and we never found out where it went. But these men didn’t want to hear that. They almost killed James. He fought back fiercely and tried to protect me and the baby. But it was no use. They grabbed me by the hair and beat me half to death. And the whole time they kept asking the same question: Where’s the tear of destiny?

I knew they wouldn’t hesitate to kill me. So I pretended to be unconscious. One of the men said, “Stop. If you kill her, we’ll have no leverage against her husband. Maybe we can get him to talk.”

They threw me on the ground like garbage. I was in agony and clutched my belly. But it was too late. I could already feel the blood gushing between my legs, and with it, the little life that I so cherished.

James couldn’t tell them anything either, which made them angry. “Cunningham won’t be happy about this. He wanted it urgently to stabilize the girl,” they said, and then I heard footsteps – our people arriving. They must have sensed all the odeon and rushed to our aid. Our attackers disappeared and left us behind.

This happened only hours ago, and my world came to a standstill. James has called a specialist to come and examine me. But I don’t know what good it will do. I just know. It’s dead inside me. I couldn’t protect it. I no longer feel any movement. I don’t know how I’ll get through this. I want revenge. They need to suffer! I want them to go through what I went through. I want to take everything from them. Those murderers!

Mr. Cunningham sent hunters to attack Noah’s parents? He wanted the tear of destiny. But why? I quickly read the last few pages, hoping to find an answer there.

I hold the baby in my arms, but it doesn’t feel like mine. Is it wrong of me to say that? At least I have one, whereas a few days ago, I was sure I would never be a mother.

James is furious. He says I’m ungrateful. That we were so lucky in the end, and I should be happy. Happy … what does that even mean? I know he’s right. What I’m feeling is wrong, but I can’t help it. I just hope I’ll learn to love this child one day. For the sake of little Noah and for myself.

The writing ends there, and I’m speechless. If I’m this horrified, how must Noah have felt when he read it?

“Her own baby died in the attack, and then they took revenge. They found my biological family. I don’t know if it was coincidence, or why they chose that particular family. They attacked the parents and then found the two babies. I couldn’t find out if they singled out my parents because they knew about the babies. What I do know is that they took me with them and passed me off as their child. But I guess my adoptive mother could never stop thinking about her own baby.”

“Noah,” I say, taking a few steps toward him. “How … how do you know all this?”

His thoughts seem to return to the present, and he suddenly looks utterly exhausted. He runs his hand through his hair and sinks down on his bed.

“After you told me about the soul link, I was determined to find out the truth. My parents couldn’t be my biological ones, and I was sick of all the lies. I turned the whole house upside down and came across my mother’s diary. When she got home, I confronted her with it. She went pale. But as soon as she got control of herself again, she denied it all and refused to talk about it. But the truth, the guilt, was written all over her face. She couldn’t even be honest with me in that moment. They’re liars. All of them. Tempes, Noctu – it makes no difference. Nobody is ever held accountable.”

“Noah, this is horrible news. I get how angry and hurt you must be. But why are you working with the Fabricis? And why do you want to kill Mr. Cunningham?”

“Didn’t you read it?” he asks. “He ordered the attack on my adoptive parents. He wanted the tear of destiny. But they didn’t even have it. Don’t you get it? He wanted it for Claire. His granddaughter.”

I frown and try to recall what I know about the tear of destiny.

“The tear is supposed to have incredible powers,” Noah continues. “It’s said that, among other things, it can be used to achieve inner balance and help a person to channel their powers. He wanted it for his granddaughter. He already knew about her powers back then and wanted the tear to use on Claire when she eventually awakened. If he could stabilize her mind and soul, then she wouldn’t succumb to the evil inside her like all her predecessors. She’d have a chance of surviving the transformation with her essence intact. He’s the one who set all this in motion. He killed a woman’s child, and because of that, Ayden’s and my real parents were attacked and murdered. This whole thing has to end. I don’t want anything to do with my adoptive parents anymore, and I’ve turned my back on the Noctu. I don’t belong with them or the Tempes. All I care about is stopping that man. He’s a liar and a menace. And as if it weren’t enough what he did to me and Ayden and our parents, he then used us to spy on his enemy. He knew about the soul link. Apparently, it was all his idea.”

My eyes widen, and I shake my head again. “What makes you say that? Who told you that?”

He hesitates a moment, looking at me and trying to decide whether to tell me the truth. “The Fabricis. There are only a few families who know about the soul link. The Fabricis are one, and they know how it happened. It was Cunningham’s idea. It all started with him. And it ends with him. I grew up in an Assembly family, so I know that the Fabricis and the Cunninghams are enemies. I went to them and offered my help. Together, we’re going to try to eliminate that vicious man.”

“You didn’t …” I mutter, and then a thought occurs to me. “And they believed you? They didn’t suspect that you were just making it up in order to spy on them?”

“I had to prove myself to them,” he says. His expression darkens. “I had to bring them water from the goddesses’ lake and pass on some minor information about the Odyss.”

He betrayed his world and his people. If the Noctu ever find out about this … Then I’m reminded of Claire’s test. So that’s how the Fabricis got their hands on the water. Noah … I can’t believe it.

“I get how angry and disappointed you are,” I venture. “It was unforgivable what Mr. Cunningham did. But maybe it’s not what you think. Maybe he didn’t actually order the attack on your adoptive parents. He wasn’t there personally. He loves Claire and wants to protect her. Obviously, what happened was wrong. It should never have come to that. But you don’t know what his intentions were. Do you really want to kill him for something when you don’t even know how it actually went down? You’re working with people who don’t deserve your support.”

Noah huffs and folds his arms across his chest. “I told you; you wouldn’t understand. You should have stayed out of it. I wanted to be honest with you because I never want to lie to you. But nothing you can say will change my mind.”

I give Noah an imploring look. There’s so much I want to say to him, but I can tell from his stony expression that it’s pointless. He’s already gone too far, burned bridges with his people and his parents, and gone behind their backs to consort with the Fabricis. But I can’t just let it slide. I can’t give up on him. He means too much to me. That will never change.

“Noah,” I say, taking a step toward him. I reach out to touch him, but he just shakes his head with this hard look of determination on his face. It’s like a wall – impenetrable, cold, made of indestructible stone.

“No, Tess. You don’t understand, and you never will. I think it’s best if you just go.”

I stare at him. He can’t be serious. But his expression leaves no doubt.

“Don’t think you can shrug me off that easily,” I say quietly as I turn to leave the room. No, I refuse to give up on him. I won’t abandon him. Never!
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It feels strange being back in school. Everything seems so normal, so unremarkable, as if all those horrible things didn’t happen yesterday. The students stroll along the corridors. They’ve shouldered their backpacks and are on their way to the next class. But you can tell by looking at their faces that something must have happened.

So they know about Max’s death. Most of them look shocked and scared. Not long ago, a teacher disappeared, assumed to have been killed by the Noctu. And now a student – a girl known by pretty much everyone here. It’s scary, and they’re probably all wondering how it could have happened and whether they’re safe in this place.

“You definitely haven’t heard anything about my next test?” Claire asks, scrutinizing Ayden as if the tiniest twitch in his face will tell her whether he’s telling the truth or not. She’s standing beside him, looking up at him expectantly, and for once, she’s not hanging off his arm. That alone is unusual. Max’s death doesn’t seem to have affected her much. She has other things on her mind – understandably because it could be a matter of life and death for her. And she’s changed. The confident smile has disappeared from her face, along with that irrepressibly determined sparkle in her eyes. She looks tense.

“Sorry Claire, I don’t know anything, honestly.”

Disappointed, she nods and turns away from him. She sees me, and her features instantly harden. She straightens her back and hastily composes herself.

“Hmm, I figured maybe you’d heard something. But it’s okay if you haven’t. I’ll just have to wait until the next test is announced.”

The second test seems to have rattled her, which is understandable. She could have died. And since each test is supposed to be more difficult than the last, I hate to think what awaits her in the third one.

“It doesn’t matter. I’m confident. I basically had no problem identifying the water from the lake. I instantly had this feeling – some kind of magical attractive force I guess is the best way to describe it. Anyway, I immediately knew which vessel to reach for. But I wanted to create a little suspense first.” She laughs. It sounds hollow and fake. She stops abruptly and pushes a strand of hair out of her face. “Anyway, I’m ready.” She gives me a look as if to make sure I’m clear on that. Suddenly, her forehead creases, and she focuses on something behind me.

Confused, I turn around and then stiffen when I see Kate standing there. Her pale face, disheveled hair, and bulging eyes create a rather alarming impression.

“Darkness. Darkness all around. A single, all-encompassing nothingness that swallows you. There’s no greater dread, no greater pain. No one is left. They’ve all gone, abandoned you. Loneliness. That’s all that remains in the end. You’ll be …”

I finally snap out of my stupor, rush over to Kate, and put my arm around her to make her stop talking. I hope Claire doesn’t suspect anything. She looks confused, maybe even a little scared.

“Kate, I know you’re having a hard time right now and that your parents’ fights are really upsetting you. But I’m here for you.”

I don’t know if Claire will buy this idiotic lie. But at least it’s an explanation for why Kate’s behaving so weirdly.

“Let’s go to your room,” I suggest as I steer her away from Claire. “Whatever’s on your mind, we can talk about it there.”

She shakes her head, and I turn back to Claire and Ayden.

“Things aren’t easy for her right now,” he says to Claire. I’m relieved and grateful to him for quickly playing along with my lie.

As soon as Kate and I are out of sight, I let go of her. “Are you okay?”

She smiles and seems to look straight through me. But at least she’s no longer speaking in riddles.

“Did you have a vision? What did you see?”

Kate walks past me and admires the pictures on the walls. Some student art project from years gone by.

“Such beautiful colors,” she mutters, reaching out to touch one of the paintings and then suddenly dropping her hand as if she’s completely lost interest. “We need to go to class,” she murmurs. She moves off, and I follow her.

At the end of our first class, our teacher Ms. Pilgram asks us to stay back. She looks at us with empathy. “I’m so sorry to hear what happened to you. Mr. Collins asked me to reiterate his offer of counseling with a pastor if you’d like.”

“Thanks, I guess the attack and Max’s death haven’t really sunk in yet. I need to process it all, and then I’ll know what I need. I’ll definitely take you up on that if I need to,” I reply.

Ms. Pilgram nods and looks expectantly at Kate, whose eyes are darting restlessly around the room as if the space is super interesting and she wants to memorize every detail.

“Miss Williams, how are you coping?” the teacher asks when Kate still doesn’t reply.

Kate slowly turns to look at her, and her forehead creases thoughtfully. “The body decays, all that knowledge, all those memories – gone forever. But as long as one person still remembers the deceased, a part of them remains.”

Ms. Pilgram nods. “That’s a nice way of putting it. We’ll never forget Miss Lewis, and we’ll cherish her memory.” She wipes a tear from the corner of her eye and makes an effort to regain her composure. “This afternoon’s classes are canceled, and there’ll be a memorial service in the auditorium. The Council wants to offer the students and teachers a chance to say goodbye.”

I know it’s going to be grueling. I’m reminded again of how many people I’ve watched die. Too many. Way too many. And although Max and I didn’t get along, she didn’t deserve this. Plus, I feel guilty. It was me who led that creature into the school. Could I have somehow prevented her death?

The memorial was emotionally exhausting but really nicely done. The principal said a few words, explained what actually happened, and that there’s an investigation into how a Noctu and key spirit managed to get inside the building. Songs were sung, photos of Max shown, and some of her classmates spoke. It was a nice send-off. Ayden was beside me the whole time. We didn’t say much to each other – and we didn’t need to. It was enough for me to hold his hand.

The memorial is over, and Ayden’s taking me home, and I’m glad not to be alone right now.

“I have no idea what was up with Kate this morning,” I say to him as we walk to the bus stop.

“That was weird. If she keeps pulling those stunts, it’s going to be hard to hide the fact that something happened to her.”

“Maybe people will just assume she’s depressed.” I shake my head. “It was creepy.”

Her words go through my head again. What was she referring to? Whatever it was, it didn’t inspire confidence or positivity.

“Do you think it was some kind of vision?” I ask.

He shrugs. “I guess we can’t rule that out. But she’s been consistently weird lately.”

I have to agree with him. Often, she just sits in class doodling on her notepad and humming quietly. Occasionally, she mutters to herself. Could her proclamation have something to do with Noah? He was giving off a pretty gloomy vibe. He seemed lost and so full rage.

We step into the bus, and I take a deep breath before dropping the bombshell. “I saw Noah,” I say to Ayden.

He looks at me in surprise. He can probably tell by my expression that it’s not good news. I tell him where I found Noah and what he said to me. And of course, I tell him about the diary too.

“He was so angry. I hardly recognized him.”

Ayden runs his hand through his hair, apparently unsure what to make of it all or what to say. He shakes his head and eventually says, “I can’t believe it. He turned his back on his parents and the Noctu only to join forces with the Fabricis?! Has he gone completely nuts?! He can’t be serious about this. Mr. Cunningham is one of the few Council members who can be trusted. I can’t imagine him having any hand in what went down. It wouldn’t surprise me if the Fabricis are just using Noah.”

“You think they lied to him?”

“It wouldn’t be the worst thing that family’s ever done.”

True. “So what do we do?”

He’s bracing himself to answer me, I can tell. He cups my face in his hands and says, “Tess, I know you don’t want to hear this, but we can’t change Noah’s mind. You know what he’s like, and it sounds like he’s prepared to do anything. All we can do is try to warn Mr. Cunningham.”

I open my eyes wide. “No. No, we can’t betray Noah.”

“Maybe we don’t have to. But he needs to know he’s in danger.”

We reach my bus stop and step out of the bus together. I’m still thinking about what Ayden just said. What can we tell Mr. Cunningham? How are we supposed to warn him?

“Tess, we can’t risk Noah trying to hurt Mr. Cunningham. Regardless of the outcome, that can’t end well for anyone. We need to do something.”

“I know,” I reply. “But we shouldn’t jump the gun either. We need to think carefully about how to proceed and be absolutely sure of what we’re doing.”

Ayden regards me with a smoldering look and nods. He opens his wonderful lips to say something when I hear a surprised voice behind me say, “Hey, Tess. Is that you?”

I turn around to see Alex. She hurries over and hugs me.

“What a coincidence meeting you here.” She glances sideways at Ayden and asks, “Are you two on a date?” She winks mischievously at me and elicits a smile from me despite my desolate mood.

I shake my head. “No, he’s just taking me home.”

“To that teacher family?” asks Alex.

She turns to Chrissy, who has now joined us too. Chrissy waves but doesn’t get a chance to say anything because Alex keeps talking nonstop.

“I’d die if I had to live in a teacher’s house. Don’t you feel like you’re constantly under surveillance? Although – I guess you could find out where they keep the questions for the next exam. That wouldn’t be so bad.”

“You and your crazy ideas,” Chrissy mutters with a shake of her head. “How are you?” she asks, studying my face. “You don’t look too good.”

“And you keep telling me I need to be more diplomatic!” Alex snorts.

“There was a memorial service at school today. A girl from school died.”

Their eyes widen, and they both hug me.

“I’m so sorry. How awful.”

I know I can’t tell them everything. But I want to confide in them as truthfully as I can.

“Was she sick? Or was it an accident?” Alex’s curiosity always gets the better of her. But that’s one of the things I love about her.

“It happened really suddenly. An accident.” Fortunately, I don’t have to go into any more detail.

“Did you know her well?”

“It was Max,” I admit, and Alex looks shocked.

“Max? The one who pulled that stunt with Ayden?” She looks at him incredulously, then turns her attention to me again. “She was a total bitch, and she was just using you the whole time. Believe me, I wished all kinds of bad things on her. But you never think it’s actually going to come true.”

“Alex, that’s going way too far. You can’t say stuff like that,” Chrissy scolds.

Her friend shrugs. “It’s awful that she’s dead. Nobody should have to die that young. But it doesn’t change the fact that she was a two-faced snake. That’s still true, and just because I’m sorry that she died doesn’t mean I have to pretend she was a saint.” She puts her hand on my shoulder. “You shouldn’t feel bad about the fact that you couldn’t stand her. She did horrible things to you, and you’re allowed to remember that. She wasn’t your friend – she made that really clear. But us – we’ll always be here for you. And when everything looks really dark, we’ll make sure you can see the light because there’s always hope to be found somewhere. We’ll catch you if you fall. Right?” she asks with a broad grin, elbowing Ayden, who jumps back in surprise.

“You’re not normal,” he says with a smile.

Alex shrugs again. “Normal’s boring. But you know what I’m trying to say,” she continues, addressing me again. “I get it if you’re sad, but we’re here for you. So if you need a distraction – for example shopping or dancing in a club …” She gives me a mischievous wink.

“Thanks, it’s really good to hear that. We should definitely do something together soon.”

“Not soon. Now, my dear. Grab the moment by the horns.”

“I think you mean grab the bull by its horns,” Chrissy corrects her with a roll of her eyes.

“Whatever, as long as she grabs something.”

I think of the Fabricis, the dreary atmosphere, all my problems. Actually, some distraction might not be such a bad idea.

“I have a meeting anyway,” says Ayden. “You go.” He bends down and whispers in my ear, “There might be a deployment later. We’re supposed to use our odeon to lure out a few Noctu. But I’ll try to get permission to visit you tonight. These are exceptional circumstances after all.”

My heart beats faster. I really hope I can see him again later. It would do me a world of good.

“I’ll message you either way,” he says, kissing my temple before turning to go. He turns around one last time and waves at me.

“He’s totally hot – even from behind,” Alex remarks. I laugh and shake my head. She puts her arm around me, and we start walking.
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Taking time out with Alex and Chrissy was good for me. At first, it was hard to switch off and step down off my mental carousel. But Alex has a way of gradually drawing you out of your shell so that everything else fades into the background.

I hang my arm over the edge of the bed and ruffle Yoru’s fur. Judging by his deep, slow breaths, he’s asleep. But I find no rest. I keep thinking of Noah, who’s probably up in his room. I could be with him in minutes, and yet, although there are only a few walls separating us, it may as well be a universe.

Should I try later when everyone’s asleep? What would I say to him? I vividly recall our last conversation. I can safely say that it was a catastrophe. How could I handle it better next time? What can I say to talk him out of this craziness?

I sigh and roll over in bed. My eyes wander to my phone, still silent on my nightstand. Ayden hasn’t messaged me. The idea that he’s out there somewhere sending out odeon to entice the Noctu or the fallen makes me uneasy. What if …

Suddenly, I have a flash of inspiration. I sit up in bed and wonder why I didn’t think of it until now. Odeon! Of course!

I hastily jump out of bed, startling Yoru.

“I need to go out,” I say to my fox. “And this time you can come with me.” He quickly stands up and looks puzzled.

We hurry down the corridor and climb through the window. Once outside, I take out my key and summon the door that will take me to the Odyss. Yoru follows me, and we fall through the darkness together. I nimbly break my fall and straighten up. I ignore all the doors and peer into the dark spaces that their light can’t illuminate.

“I just didn’t use enough odeon the first time. And the second time, all I did was call out to her. She was probably too far away and couldn’t sense or hear me,” I say to Yoru, who looks up at me attentively.

I know the danger I’m putting myself in. My odeon won’t just attract Frida. The other fallen will sense it too and be drawn to me. I can only hope that Frida will be faster.

I take a deep breath and close my eyes. I slowly focus my odeon into a single point. This time, I need to let it out explosively so that it’s powerful and impossible to miss. Yoru tenses up, absorbs some of my power, and transforms. His nine tails fan out, and at that moment, I blast out the odeon. A faint tremor ripples through me, then I summon more odeon for a second wave.

I hear a threatening growl in Yoru’s throat. Something’s approaching us, and judging by my fox’s reaction, it’s not Frida.

I scan my surroundings and continue to concentrate my odeon. I need to keep trying for as long as I possibly can. Frida, come on! Where are you?

I hear claws scraping across the ground. Wheezing breaths coming out of the darkness. And then I see them – two of the fallen approaching us at once, their hideous teeth bared.

“Damn it,” I hiss. Neither of them are Frida. I slowly retreat, at the same time searching in the darkness for some sign that Frida might still show up. She has to.

Nothing. There’s no one here except these two creatures, which have no intention of letting their prey escape. How much longer can I wait? The answer comes when one of the fallen launches itself at me in a giant leap.

I jump back in fright. Yoru pounces on our attacker and bites into its neck. I send him more odeon, which he instantly uses. A fireball explodes under him. I hear a loud howl as the monster collapses to the ground. It whimpers, shakes its head as if to shake off the pain, and then it’s back on its feet.

The other creature is now primed to attack too and bounds after us with a loud snarl. The first one follows it, and I can see the merciless bloodlust in their eyes.

“Come on,” I say to Yoru, turning and running as fast as I can. My fox follows me. As I run, I send him more odeon and command him to send out a big vortex of fire. The air becomes searing hot as the hex blasts at our pursuers. They clumsily leap out of the way to avoid the full force of it. At the same time, they turn their backs to the flames, and their thick skin seems to protect them. I see the insatiable hunger in their eyes as they start chasing us again, hot on our heels. The dark smoke swirling around them becomes thicker. It slowly drifts toward us, and I hate to think what will happen when it reaches us.

Yoru and I keep running, but one of the fallen is so fast that I can’t outrun it. It lunges at me, and Yoru throws himself between us. It knocks him out of the way, and he skids across the ground. I’m short of breath and have no time to check if my fox is alright. I throw myself sideways to dodge an attack from the other creature.

I know I have to get back on my feet fast. I can already hear their terrifying growls. They’re closing in. They’ll soon be close enough to grab my legs. I jump up and start running, but I can already feel the rush of air. I turn my head to see one of the monsters launching itself at me. I’m not fast enough. It’ll knock me to the ground and shred me with its teeth.

But then it lets out a surprised howl as something collides with it. It flies through the air and lands on the ground. Something is standing over it.

“Frida,” I whisper. I’m so relieved I could weep. She did come. She moves her head in an unambiguous gesture, making it clear she wants me to follow her.

Yoru is back on his feet, and together we run after my great aunt. But the fallen continue their pursuit. They’re not about to let their prey escape.

I keep looking over my shoulder. The fallen are closing in. I exchange a quick glance with Yoru and command him to hurl several fireballs. They rain down on our pursuers, but they dodge them and continue the chase.

“Frida, where are we going?” I ask. “We need to stop and fight.”

She keeps running without a backward glance. Although I’m pretty fit these days, I’m running out of energy. I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up.

I’m about to call out to my aunt again when she increases her pace even more. I can’t keep up with her, but I see her dashing toward a door. She stops in front of it and turns to face me.

I immediately understand. I sprint the last few yards, grab the handle, and tear it open. Frida runs through, and Yoru and I follow her. I slam the door closed behind me and slump to the ground, waiting for the fallen to charge through the door. But it doesn’t happen. I slowly look up at Frida standing beside me. Can the fallen not come through here? Then how could Frida?

As I catch my breath, I slowly look around me at my new environment. This world is a stark contrast to the gloomy place we just left. Warm sunlight beats down on us. There are plants growing all around us. Some of them resemble palms, and there are lush trees with branches that stretch far above our heads, their leaves gleaming in the sunlight. Soft green grass covers the ground, and I wish I could lie here a while longer.

This is a completely different, separate world with its own rules and marvels. How else can I explain the thousands of soap bubbles swirling through the air all around us? No, they’re not really soap bubbles, but their mother-of-pearl shimmer reminds me of soap bubbles. Utterly fascinated, I reach out to touch one. It feels firm and cool, like glass, and similarly light and fragile. I pull it toward me and discover a picture inside it. It’s a human face. Startled, I let go, but continue to stare at the bubble. I marvel at its pearly sheen and the way it moves, bobbing up and down, turning – and suddenly, I discover the faint outline of a keyhole on one side of it.

I look questioningly at Frida, who’s watching me closely.

“Where are we? What are these bubbles?”

But my great aunt can’t answer me. There must be some reason she brought me here. If it was just about escaping those monsters, then we could have taken one of the other doors we passed. No, we’re here for a reason. Is this what Frida wanted to show me the first time we met?

I turn to my aunt and look into her eyes. Once again, I wonder how I could ever have been afraid of those eyes – so open, clear, and undaunted. Why did she lead me to this place? What does she want to show me?

I turn and look at the shimmering bubble hovering in front of me. It’s worth a try. I take out my key, grasp the bubble again, and try to insert my key in its keyhole. Unsurprisingly, it doesn’t fit. I slowly open my hand and let the small sphere float away.

Frida stands up and takes a few steps, then turns her head and looks in a specific direction. I follow her. Where’s she taking me? She walks a little farther and then stops at a spot where several bubbles are clustered together. She sits down and looks up at them. Have we arrived? Countless pearly bubbles swirl above and around us. Suddenly, I stop and do a double take. Could it be? Yes, this bubble is different from the others. It has no keyhole.

I exchange a glance with Frida. She nods almost imperceptibly. So I reach out and touch the delicate glass-like object and pull it toward me. I peer inside and see a picture – a woman who looks familiar to me. I instinctively bend closer to it and feel as if I’m sinking into the image.
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I’m still standing in the meadow with the bubbles and still aware of my surroundings, but only distantly. The scene inside the bubble is more immediate, as if it’s my new reality. I can hear voices, feel the wind on my skin, and even smell car exhaust and sea air. Part of my mind is inside the bubble, and it shows me Frida – the way she used to look. She walks down a street and into a building that I know well. My great aunt opens the door to the hunter wing, walks down a corridor, and arrives outside an office door, where she pauses and takes a deep breath. Then she goes inside.

“Good morning Arthur,” she says in a friendly voice.

She nods at Mr. Brian, who’s writing at his desk and doesn’t look up. I experience a cold shudder when I see my history teacher sitting at the desk. He’s a few years younger but no less intense. I try to suppress the memory of his death and not let it affect me.

Charles sits at another large desk looking frightful. He’s unshaven, his hair unkempt, his skin pale, and his eyes dull. What is this? A vision?

“A memory,” I hear a voice say. I flinch and look around, but I quickly realize that no one in the room has spoken. The voice is in my head, but it’s not mine.

“They’re my memories. As humans, we can bring them to this world and save them for later. For ourselves or our descendants. Only people who deposited memories here or people they invite have access to this place.”

“That’s why the fallen couldn’t follow us,” I mutter.

“It’s important for you to see all this. Then you’ll understand. This is why I brought you here. Many Noctu before me have entered this place and used it to preserve important memories for their descendants. I’ve granted you access to mine. You need to see them. You need to see this one.”

I’m ready. No matter what comes.

“I left clues in my house for my descendants too. I’m glad you followed them. I’ve been keeping an eye on you all this time, as much as I could. You’ve done so well.”

I’m grateful for her words. I watch Frida turn to Charles and acknowledge him with a nod. “Charles,” she says. But as soon as their eyes meet, he flinches and lowers his head.

“At the time, I figured that was guilt over Patty’s death. Because I never told him that I saved her life. I couldn’t be sure he wouldn’t go to her and finish her off. He was like a hunted animal, afraid and on edge all the time. He distanced himself from me and never looked at me in the same way again. I only realized later that it was because of Arthur. He was blackmailing Charles.”

I nod. “Mr. Brian saw Charles kill Patty. He believed she was dead too.”

Arthur looks up, puts down his pen, and folds his hands. He pauses for effect, obviously trying to unsettle Frida, but she seems unfazed.

“Here’s the report you asked me to write.” She hands him a thin folder.

Arthur takes it, opens it, and begins to read it. After a few seconds, he throws the document down on his desk and leans back in his chair. “Are you serious?”

Frida raises her eyebrows.

“Frida, you made a grave mistake by killing Patty. You’re a danger to us all, and if you ask me, it’s only a matter of time before you fly off the handle again. I could have dismissed you from the hunters’ ranks. Instead, you were given a second chance. It’s my job to monitor you and keep you on the straight and narrow. Do you really think the Council would accept such a sloppily researched report? This shows that you’re still not taking your responsibilities seriously and that you don’t care about your work. This is unacceptable. You need to put in more effort. Do it again.”

Frida’s eyes widen in surprise. “Again? This took me almost three months. I staked out Louisa Morris for days, traced her every step, checked out her circle of friends and acquaintances. I don’t see what I did wrong …”

Mr. Brian holds up his hand. “You’re actually arguing with me about this? Do you want me to go to the Council and tell them that you’re refusing to follow instructions? You can imagine how that would go down.”

They stare at each other, and Mr. Brian’s eyes drill into Frida – merciless, inescapable.

“But hey, let’s get a second opinion.”

He turns to Charles, who pales even more. Mr. Brian throws him the file, and Charles opens it, but he doesn’t give him a chance to read one page.

“So, what do think?” Mr. Brian asks. “Has Frida done a good job?”

Charles slowly shakes his head. He doesn’t dare look her in the eye. “It’s like you say – really sloppy work. She needs to start again.”

“There, you see?” Mr. Brian smirks contemptuously. “And so that you’ll try harder this time, I’m giving you a tighter deadline. Maybe that will motivate you. You have three weeks.” He returns his attention to his work, apparently having said all he wants to say.

Frida just stands there opening and closing her mouth, unable to articulate a single word.

“Is there anything else?” he asks.

“I couldn’t afford to make him angry,” I hear Frida’s voice say in my head. “He was my superior, and he had me over a barrel. That was a really difficult time for me.” The scene slowly fades, and I’m back in the space with all the memories.

Frida is sitting in front of me in her fallen form. The expression in her eyes speaks volumes. She stands up, walks a few steps, and looks up at another bubble floating above her. I know what to do. I reach for it and peer inside. Again, part of my mind sinks into it until I’m completely inside the scene.

“I don’t understand,” Frida says quietly.

It’s dark, but the filth and the stench are inescapable. The grimy alley is full of trash moldering in scummy puddles. Even the houses look derelict and abandoned.

“What are we doing here? Why was this so urgent?” she asks, following Mr. Brian and Charles who are leading the way.

“You’re here because we need your help, and I’m confident that you’ll keep your mouth shut,” Arthur replies.

She turns to Charles for help, but he refuses to look at her. He walks in front of her, shoulders hunched and head lowered. I’m pretty sure he knows why they’re here. And he doesn’t seem to like it either.

They turn left into a filthy inner courtyard. The windows of the surrounding buildings are either gaping black holes with broken glass or boarded up. There’s no one around. A perfect place to remain unseen.

“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” Frida asks. Her voice sounds nervous, although she’s clearly trying to disguise her unease.

“We wait,” is all the answer she gets. “He’ll come.”

The minutes pass. Frida shuffles nervously from one foot to the other and rubs her arms as if she’s cold. Charles just stands there staring straight ahead with a fearful expression. It’s obvious that he’d rather be somewhere else.

Then a man enters the courtyard. He’s wearing a coat buttoned up to his throat against the cold. He has dark hair and pale eyes. “I agreed to this meeting for one reason only,” he begins.

“Because you had no choice,” Mr. Brian interrupts him. “Did you actually think we’d take you straight to the Council? First you need to show us that you’re serious and not a threat.”

“I told my key spirit to stay back, and I have no weapons on me,” he says, holding up his hands to show that he has nothing to hide.

“Who … who is this?” Frida asks.

The stranger frowns. “You didn’t tell her?” But he doesn’t wait for a reply. “My name’s Phil Kennwood.”

Mr. Brian rolls his eyes. “As if that’s relevant. It’s probably not even your real name.”

“I’m a Noctu,” Phil continues, addressing Frida. “I requested this meeting …”

I gasp. I remember that name. The murder case I wrote about in one of my history essays. Mr. Brian was really upset that I’d chosen that topic. The Phil Kennwood case was never solved. What did Arthur, Charles, and Frida have to do with it?

Phil doesn’t get to finish his sentence. Mr. Brian’s arm shoots forward as he transforms. He merges with his key spirit and flings a hex at the man. The blue sphere hits him in the gut and knocks him off his feet.

“Come on!” Mr. Brian urges Charles and Frida. “What are you waiting for?! He’s a Noctu!”

Charles doesn’t waste time and does as he’s told. He merges with his spirit and launches an attack at the man on the ground.

Kennwood scrambles to his feet and wipes blood from his mouth. “Fucking traitors! I should have known you couldn’t be trusted …”

Mr. Brian doesn’t let him finish and launches another attack, backed up by Charles. They hurl hex after hex at the Noctu, and Mr. Brian hisses angrily at Frida, “Don’t just stand there! Help us! You heard him. He’s our enemy. Come on, do something!”

She snaps out of her trance and sends odeon to her key spirit. But she doesn’t attack, and this doesn’t escape Mr. Brian.

“You answer to me, don’t forget that. What do you think the Council will say when they hear that you refused to help us in this fight?”

She bites her lip and raises her hands. Phil Kennwood glances at her. He shakes his head, but the hex is already flying at him. The flames leap up his legs. He tries to smother them, but then lumps of dirt and rock rain down on him. The ground quakes as the chunks bury him. Then a gesture from Mr. Brian makes the stones and dirt vanish into thin air.

“Go check if he’s still alive,” Mr. Brian commands Frida.

She hesitates and then does as she’s told. She cautiously bends over Phil. His eyes fixed on hers. He looks frightened, but something tells me it’s not death that he’s afraid of. His lips open slightly and manage a very faint whisper. “We wanted peace. A chance for a life without war for everyone. But this was a trap. You were never going to let me present my case to the Council. And now the war will go on forever.”

Frida stiffens. Her hands are trembling as she glances over her shoulder at Mr. Brian and Charles. She seems just as shaken by Phil’s words as I am. A peace offering? The Noctu wanted peace, and Mr. Brian thwarted it? Why? I recall the letter written by Kate’s mom when she was the library. She knew something about a terrible plan he was hatching. Was it this murder? Was she warning Mr. Brian not to commit it?

“We had a chance,” Phil murmurs, reaching for his key. He turns his head slightly and shakes it. I assume he’s trying to tell his spirit not to come to his aid. But any help would be too late anyway.

At that moment, a hex flies out of nowhere and lodges in Phil Kennwood’s chest. There’s a choking gurgle, and blood runs from the corner of his mouth. He stops moving.

“Alright. Problem solved!”

Frida looks at Mr. Brian as if he’s the devil incarnate.

“What?” he asks. “One less Noctu. You should be happy. We did good work.”

She takes one last look at Phil and stands up. Her face is ashen as she stares at Mr. Brian with horror. I see the questions in her eyes, but she doesn’t dare to voice them. She can’t let on that she knows. Mr. Brian probably wouldn’t hesitate to kill her next. It’s the perfect opportunity. Losing her life in a fight with a Noctu …

My history teacher goes to the dead man and rummages through his pockets, taking his valuables and pocketing them. “That way, it’ll look like a mugging.” Then he turns around.

Charles glances at Frida with a look that speaks volumes, but he has no choice but to follow his supposed friend.

I’m released from the memory and find myself standing beside Frida again. She gives me a look that expresses more than words could say. I see the suffering in her eyes, the guilt, the desperation she must have felt all these years. She feels partially responsible for the fact that Kennwood died, and with him a chance for peace between the two camps. But there was nothing she could do to stop Mr. Brian.

Frida takes a few steps. I look around for more bubbles without keyholes. There must be more that my great aunt is prepared to share with me. And sure enough, I find another soap bubble. I peer into it and find myself in another alley. It appears to be the middle of the night. Frida looks anxious and intensely focused. Beside her is a huge dog-like creature – her key spirit. Although I can’t feel it, I’m sure she’s in the process of sending out odeon. Is she trying to lure out the fallen?

Suddenly, a figure emerges out of the darkness. A man with long black hair and a crooked nose. His arms are folded in front of his chest, and he looks at Frida mistrustfully.

“So you’re the one who keeps roaming the streets and harassing us with your odeon. Are you trying to win the most gold stars for luring us out and killing us, or what?”

“I was sending out odeon deliberately, but I haven’t killed any of you – not even the fallen.”

“You’ve injured several,” he says, moving a step closer.

“I had to defend myself,” she concedes in a small voice. Then she squares her shoulders. “I had no other choice. I needed to speak to one of you. And now I finally have a chance to do that.” It’s as if she’s trying to pluck up the courage to say what she wants to say. She hesitates, takes a deep breath, and clenches her fists. “I want to defect to the Noctu.”

The black-haired man raises his eyebrows in amazement. “Well, I really wasn’t expecting that. Why should I believe you? Maybe you just want to spy on us for your people. It wouldn’t be the first time one of yours tried to do that.”

She shakes her head. “There’s no reason for you to believe me, but I hope you will. I can’t do this anymore. Not only have I lost the respect of the hunters, now I have to answer to a monster. The guy is persecuting me. But even that I could cope with …

The Noctu seems to lose interest and turns to go. “I couldn’t care less about your mental wellbeing,” he says.

But Frida is undeterred. “I’ve asked questions – again and again. But the answer I keep getting …” She shakes her head. “I did my own research, which only reinforced my suspicions.”

The Noctu waves his hand dismissively, takes out his key, and opens a door. “It was nice talking to you, but you should go back to your people. I can’t help you.”

“I was there when Phil Kennwood was murdered,” she cries.

The Noctu pauses and slowly turns around. His face is now twisted in a furious grimace, and I’m afraid he might lunge at Frida at any moment. “You killed him?”

“I was there and played my part. But that day changed everything for me. We could have had peace. An end to the fighting, suffering, and death. But now that chance is lost forever. I can’t accept that. And that’s one reason I don’t want to keep doing what I’m doing. I want to change things, and I can’t do that if I stay on my current path. But maybe I can if I’m on your side.” She looks at him hopefully.

A minute of silence passes as he scrutinizes her. Then the Noctu nods. “Fine, but you’ll need to prove yourself.”

He gestures for her to follow him and steps through the door. Frida hesitates for a second, then hurries to the door and follows him.

“I guess you know that I had to collect the breath of a dying person?” Frida’s voice asks inside my head.

I nod.

“That was the condition for becoming one of them. And they gave me a special vessel for collecting dying breaths.”

“I know.”

“I received an important assignment, which I was happy to accept. But in order to complete it, I had to become irrelevant to the Tempes. I had to drop off the Council’s radar. So I left the hunters and took the job of school secretary. In order to perform tasks for the Noctu, I frequently feigned illness, and that gave the impression that my health was failing. That’s how I lulled Arthur into a false sense of security and gave him the impression that I was no threat. Nobody suspected that I was pursuing a very clear plan in the background.

I return to the meadow, and Frida shunts one of the bubbles toward me with her claw.

“You were searching for the goddesses of destiny,” I say. I pieced that together over time, mostly with the help of the wall of photos and newspaper clippings that she concealed in her secret room.

She nods, and I peer into the bubble.
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Isee a hallway in front of me, austere and white. The smell of disinfectant and food hangs in the air. I realize at once that this is a hospital.

Frida walks along the corridor and keeps glancing around as if searching for something. What’s she looking for? She repeatedly glances over her shoulder, and when she’s sure no one’s watching she opens a door to one of the rooms and peers inside. After a moment, she closes the door again and continues on her way.

When a nurse passes, Frida turns her face away and quickly hurries on. She’s approaching an elevator and a stairwell when the door to the stairwell is flung open and someone jumps out. They grab Frida and pull her through the door, dragging her down a couple of steps so that the two of them can’t be seen from the corridor.

“What are doing sniffing around here? Are you looking for me?”

I recognize the person at once. The sight of her shocks me to the core. It’s Chloe – the first goddess of destiny I ever met, who took her own life right in front of my eyes.

She holds Frida in a headlock and squeezes until my great aunt almost suffocates. Frida tears desperately at her attacker’s arms until she loosens her grip. Now Frida can croak out a few words. “Yes, I was looking for you.”

Her honesty seems to surprise Chloe, and she grants Frida a little more oxygen. “You’ll never get your hands on me. Tell your people …”

“I’m here to warn you,” said Frida. “The Tempes suspect that there’s a goddess in this hospital. It won’t be long before they track you down.”

Chloe scoffs. “Do you really think I’m so incompetent that I’d allow myself to be caught?”

“No, but the Tempes won’t give up. And when they find you, they’ll …”

At that moment, my body is jolted by a shock wave. I feel a frighteningly destructive force and hear a shout. Dust swirls through the air and dirt rains down on me. I’m no longer inside the memory bubble, and I find myself staring incredulously at Alfredo, who’s standing a few yards away from me with his transformed caiman. He lowers the hand he just used to conjure the wall of dust that exploded beside me.

Frida scrambles to her feet. Did she throw herself in the way to protect me? She takes a few limping steps toward Alfredo and growls. Blood trickles from her thigh.

“How did you get in here?” I ask Alfredo. If I draw him into a conversation, maybe it’ll buy me time so I can find out what’s actually going on here.

“It didn’t occur to you that I’d be keeping you under surveillance?” He looks at me contemptuously, as if I’m the stupidest creature in the world. “My key spirit recognizes your smell and your odeon. He can sense when you leave the house. You’re naïve if you think I’m not tracking your every move. Especially since this is exactly where I hoped to catch you. I figured it couldn’t hurt to come and see what you were up to in the Odyss today. It was a pitiful spectacle the way you turned tail and ran from the fallen. You’re no fighter, and you made that clear again today. I can’t help wondering what you’re doing with this thing here.” He nods at Frida. “Actually, I don’t care. This is the opportunity I’ve been waiting for. You had to come back to the Odyss at some point. I know you lurk around in here from time to time. But this time, you’ve run straight to your doom. And given me the perfect opportunity to take my revenge, finally.”

I shudder, and it’s hard for me to disguise my horror. Alfredo followed me and Frida here in order to make good on his threat. What’s he planning to do? Does he intend to kill me? But why now? He’s had so many opportunities to do that. And didn’t he say death was too good for me? He must have some other plan. Something he can only do here in the Odyss. Whatever it is, I need to tread very carefully.

Frida doesn’t see it that way. She wants to end this guy. She lunges at Alfredo with a loud snarl. He swiftly merges with his spirit and holds up his hand. A massive wall of dust shoots out of the ground and then hurtles down toward Frida in a wave. She leaps out of the way of the crashing debris, but Alfredo doesn’t stop there. Spikes shoot up out of the ground like lances to impale Frida as she runs for her life.

“Go, Yoru,” I command my spirit, sending him odeon. Without hesitation, he runs to help Frida and hurls several fireballs.

Alfredo intensifies his attack to make it harder for him. Alfredo tries to impale my fox too, causing more and more stone lances to shoot out of the ground. I raise my hand and throw a fireball to clear his path.

Meanwhile, Alfredo’s caiman is chasing Frida, and now he pounces. I see it in time to come to her aid with a hex, but it’s intercepted by a wall of dust. Casio stays on his feet and continues pursuing his target undeterred.

“Yoru,” I call out again. He quickly summons one hex after another. Soon, the air is filled with dust and fire.

Frida is hit by a chunk of rock and goes down. I quickly run to help her. Casio catches up to her and rears up, about to inject her with his poison. I hurl another fireball, but then I feel strong arms wrapping around me from behind. Alfredo’s body presses against me, and I hear his voice in my ear. “It was only a matter of time before I got my hands on you. You couldn’t dodge me forever. You and Ayden will go through hell for what you did to my brother.”

I get goosebumps all over. Yoru scampers to my aid. Frida’s still lying on the ground and the caiman is almost upon her. Her shoulder is injured, and she’s struggling to get back on her feet. I have to do something! It can’t end like this.

I instinctively raise my arm and ram my elbow back as hard as I can, hitting Alfredo in the gut and making him groan. Then I turn around and ram my knee up into his crotch. Alfredo lets go of me, and I turn and try to put some distance between us.

I hear a tearing sound like teeth sinking into flesh. And sure enough, when I look up, I see that Casio has bitten into Frida’s calf. She fights back fiercely, but she can’t free herself from his merciless grip.

Yoru is on his way to me, and I send him her way and command him to throw a hex. It hits Casio, but he’s seized by such bloodlust that he only lets go of her for a moment. He clamps his jaw down again and punctures an artery in her leg. I hear a howl, and I’m seized by a chilling sense of dread.

Alfredo laughs, and I turn to look at him. He’s kneeling on the ground, panting. Then I see that he’s holding something in his hand. The smile on his face frightens me, as does the triumphant look in his eyes. He’s looking past me. I slowly turn around and see a door. Apparently, it’s possible to use your key in this room to summon doors. By why did he do it? I’ve barely finished thinking this before he lunges at me. I never expected him to get back on his feet so fast. But his rage and hatred spur him on.

He slams into me with full force, grabs hold of me and drags me with him, opening the door and shoving me through it. I hear Frida’s bones snapping and the hideous noise of her guts being shredded, but she doesn’t utter a sound. All I hear is Yoru’s faint cries, but even his howls fade into an endless leaden silence as I sink into the blackness.
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Black. Everything around me is black. I don’t know where I am and can’t see anything at all. And then there’s the creepy silence. I can’t hear a single sound, and that’s almost worse than the all-consuming darkness. I’m breathing hard and fast, but even that makes no sound. Where am I? What is this terrifying place that Alfredo’s thrown me into?

I move my legs and try to walk, but I feel no ground beneath my feet. But I’m not floating either. Am I moving forward at all? I don’t know, and that scares the shit out of me. I raise my arms, but I can’t really feel them anymore. Where do they end? How far do they reach? My fear builds and turns into sheer panic.

There must be some way out of here. But how am I supposed to find it if I can’t move or see?

I open my mouth and shout, but it makes no sound. I desperately put all of my energy into it and keep trying. But no matter how hard I try, it’s as if I’m deaf. Utter silence in all-consuming darkness. This must be what hell is like. Death in a living body.

I recall Alfredo’s words. He said he would make me suffer the worst torture imaginable. Something worse than death. And he wasn’t exaggerating. I feel like I’ve been buried alive, except that I can’t even feel my own body. It’s as if my mind has been ripped out of it and thrown into the darkness. What if I can’t find a way out? How long will I have to stay here? Will I die here without food and water?

I need to stay calm. I need to collect myself and keep it together; otherwise, I’m doomed. This is a room in the Odyss. I got here through a door. If I can find that door or summon it, then I can get out of here.

With trembling hands, I reach up to my neck. But I feel no warmth. It’s as if I’m reaching into thin air. Where’s my body? Where’s my key? I need it. I frantically breathe in and out. What do I do? What the hell am I supposed to do? I want to shout, scream out my desperation, but if I do that and there’s no sound, it’ll only make me panic more.

I reach out with my arm, which I can’t feel, and try to summon a door, but there’s nothing there. Nothing!

I need to distract myself, stay calm. I think of Yoru. Is he alright? He’s still in the room with the soap bubbles, all alone, with no odeon, being hunted by Alfredo. Tears well up in my eyes when I think of Frida. Is she really dead? I know the answer, but it’s so hard to accept. I weep, although I’m not sure if it’s really happening. I can’t feel my tears. I feel nothing but emptiness. That realization brings a new wave of despair crashing over me. I sink into the blackness.

“Distract yourself, distract yourself,” I tell myself. “You can’t lose hope, or you’ll be lost forever.”

So I try to recall happy memories and experiences that meant something to me, that are important to me. My mother pops into my mind, my childhood. I remember the way Mom used to sit on the edge of my bed and read to me, the way we used to laugh together. I think of Ayden, his smell, the feeling of his skin against mine, his voice and his breath tickling my ear. How much time has already passed? How long have I been here? He’ll be worried sick when he realizes I’ve disappeared. And he’ll have no idea where I am. Why didn’t I tell him where I was going? How could I be so stupid? Then again, he’d never have a chance of finding me in the Odyss. It’s just too big, and there are endless numbers of doors. No, he’ll never find me. He won’t come. He can’t. He’ll just suffer.

When that realization hits me, the tears that I can’t feel stream down my face again. So this was all part of Alfredo’s plan. To make me experience death while I’m still alive and punish Ayden at the same time. He’ll never find out where I am or what’s happened to me. I know what it would do to me if it were Ayden who went missing without a trace.

The thought of him – of his pain and the question of whether I’ll ever see him again – saps me of strength, and panic overcomes me again.

How long have I been here? Hours? Days? Weeks? Months? I can’t say. I’ve lost all sense of time. I wander around endlessly – at least I believe that’s what I’m doing. I give my legs the command to move. Do they obey? I have no idea.

I search desperately for a door, for a light, but if I’m actually moving through space at all, it makes no difference. Nothing but darkness all around me, swallowing me up. And always the same questions: Where am I? How do I get out of here?

I don’t feel hungry or thirsty. That tells me that either my physical sensations are blocked by some kind of force, or my body doesn’t need food or water in here. The latter seems more likely. And that would mean that I can’t die of starvation or thirst. I’ll be here forever. That’s what Alfredo chose for me: eternal torment.

No, I can’t let that happen, and I won’t. I’ll find a way. Definitely. Ayden, my mom, my friends – they’re waiting for me; they’re searching for me. I need to get back to them. But which way? Where am I supposed to go?! I feel so much rage and such bottomless despair. Ayden will search for me. He’ll grieve.

And at some point, he’ll get on with his life, says a voice inside me. Of course he will. He’s young. It’ll be hard at first. But how does the saying go? Time heals all wounds. Eventually, I’ll just be a memory that slowly fades.

No, I can’t think like that. He won’t give up on me. Nor will my friends. I think of Alex. Didn’t she say to me recently that there are dark moments in life, but that you should never give up hope? There are people who will never give up on me. Never!

I shake my head. Am I actually shaking it? I can’t feel it. Or my hands, legs, or the rest of my body. Are they still there? Don’t think about that, don’t think about that …

What if my life was only a dream? Key spirits, magic, Noctu, Tempes, goddesses. It all sounds more like a fairy tale than reality. Maybe I’m dead. Could I be? Did something happen to me that could have killed me? I don’t remember, as hard as I try. My mom. I moved with her to San Francisco – didn’t I? Yeah, we did, right? Into my great aunt’s house. My great aunt, who supposedly killed a goddess of destiny, but then it turned out she didn’t. The goddess is still alive – in a retirement home. I was supposed to search for the library. Kate – she was the end goal. I didn’t know that. And now she’s no longer herself. Well, she kind of is but kind of isn’t. Shit, none of this makes sense. Where am I? What am I doing here? How did I get here? Why? Why?

I open my mouth again and scream. I yell and shriek as loud as I can, but it doesn’t make even the faintest noise. There can’t be anything worse than this. I can’t even vent my emotions.

I haven’t slept. For days. No, it must be weeks. Surely it’s been weeks. Am I still walking? I was trying to find a door. An exit. My legs aren’t moving. Where are they supposed to go? There’s no way out of here. And anyway, if I had a body, I’d be able to feel it. I should be experiencing hunger and thirst. But there’s nothing. Just emptiness. I’m an empty shell. I’m probably dead, and this is hell. That’s the only explanation.

Does Mom know I’m dead? And Ayden? Where is he? He’ll get over me. I’m sure he will. And that’s good. I want him to be happy. We had so many problems. For so long I thought we couldn’t be together. We went through so much. We don’t deserve to have it all end like this. Nobody does.

Were we really a couple? Did I really move to San Francisco with my mom? I can’t remember. Damn it! Why can’t I? If it’s not reality, then I never met Ayden. Does he even exist? He has to. Definitely. I saw him. From a distance. With a girl who was in his bed. I remember. It hurt so much to see that. She got up and came to me. Why was I staring at them like that? She was obviously his girlfriend. What am I doing here? Have I gone crazy?

Oh, yes. I have. Definitely. I’m crazy, crazy, crazy. Nothing is real; nothing is true. I’m not even real. I’m … lost. Forever. This torture will never end. Never, never, never.

Time passes, or maybe it doesn’t. It doesn’t matter. I’m dead. There’s no way out. I’m lost. I’m dead.
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Darkness. Black. Devouring me. Impenetrable. Lost. Forever. I’m dark. I’m the night. One with the nothingness. No body. No I, no soul, no self, no life.

Emptiness. Infinite emptiness, which I’m part of. I am the emptiness, the night, the darkness. And that’s good. To no longer feel anything. Nothing ever again. Nothing at all.

I want to scream, shout, but I can’t. Where is that agonizing pain coming from? That blinding light? It hurts like hell. How can I feel it? I am no more. I’m the nothing, the emptiness. So why is there this horrendous pain threatening to tear me apart? My eyes hurt so much. That light. It needs to stop. It’s tearing me apart! Please, stop! I scream and scream and scream. Indistinct noises drift toward me. Can I actually hear something? What is it? I don’t know. The light … that awful light. It’s painful; it’s torture. Please! Please leave me alone! I’m dead. Dead! Dead!

“I can’t prove it,” says a voice.

Yes, that sound actually exists. It’s coming through my ear, into my head. I can hear it, understand it. Is that possible? I don’t know. What does it all mean? There’s light. It penetrates my closed lids. What if I open them? Will I see

something? Will it hurt just as much as the darkness? No, I couldn’t endure that again. What kind of strange dream is this? I want to wake up, right now. Stop hoping for life. Because that will never happen. It will just make me relive my torment. And I’ve made my peace with it. I’m dead. Dead! Dead!

“We have to do something. We can’t let him get away with this. You can see what he’s done to Tess. If you don’t do something, I will.”

That voice. I know it. My heart lurches painfully. It can’t be real. I imagined it. But what’s this that I’m feeling? Fingertips tirelessly caressing my skin. Soothing, warming. They convey safety. They call to me. Images pop into my mind. Ayden holding me. His laugh and those fathomless green eyes. His warmth, his solace, his love.

I wish I could reach out and touch him. But none of this is real. Just another method of torture imposed on me in my personal hell.

I open my eyes a crack, and light floods in. It feels good, not painful. A hand wanders into my field of view. Is it mine? It reaches its destination and cautiously touches the fingertips that are caressing me. I can feel them! Can’t I? There’s warm, smooth, firm skin there. I can even smell him. But … but that’s …

“Tess?” Ayden says quietly, and his face comes into view. I see it through my half-open eyelids. It’s as beautiful as I remember it. He can’t be real. This just can’t …

He tenderly touches my cheeks and looks at me with those phenomenally beautiful eyes. He looks at me with a piercing gaze. It awakens something in me, brings the dead part of me back to life. I try to open my lips, but it’s so hard.

“You’re safe now,” he says. “I’m so happy I found you.” He leans his forehead against mine and kisses me. It’s a very gentle touch – tender and full of promise. My feelings slowly return. My memories. My sense of self.

I don’t know how many hours have passed. Ayden held me in his arms and kept saying soothing words to me. I finally calmed down and … slept.

When I woke up again, Ayden was still there. I vaguely remember the presence of another person. But I’m not sure who it was or when that happened. What time is it? I lift my head and discover that I’m in a hospital room. Probably the hunters’ infirmary. The light from a streetlamp shines through the window. I can see the moon shining in the sky. No darkness anymore. No blackness.

I look at Ayden, who’s fallen asleep. The sight of him touches my soul so deeply that it shakes my foundations. And that bursts open what remains of my prison. I’m not dead. I’m alive. And I’m so endlessly thankful for that.

I reach out and touch his soft hair, his warm skin; I breathe in his scent. I’m safe.

He opens his eyes, straightens up, and smiles when he sees me.

“What …” My voice sounds strange, as if I’ve just been resurrected from a deep grave. “What happened? How can I be here again?”

“Mr. Cunningham found you,” Ayden explains as his fingers glide through my hair. He looks as if he can’t believe that he almost lost me.

My forehead creases. “How is that possible? Where was I anyway?” A face pierces my memory like a dagger. “Alfredo,” I mutter. “He attacked us. Frida. Yoru.” I sit up in fright, but Ayden holds me back.

“It’s okay. Yoru’s here.” He nods at the floor beside the bed, and sure enough, I see a black nose reaching up toward me. Relief floods through me. He’s unharmed. I cuddle my key spirit, who nestles up to me. I sense his fear, his concern, and his unbridled happiness at our reunion.

“It’s thanks to him that we found you,” says Ayden.

I look at my spirit with gratitude. “How … how did it happen?”

“After you disappeared, I searched everywhere for you. I quickly realized that Alfredo must have been involved in your disappearance. I went to him …”

I can imagine how that conversation went.

“He took immense pleasure in seeing how scared I was for you. He said I’d never see you again and that the pain would slowly consume us both. And that was his plan all along. He wanted us to personally experience what he went through. He said that the worst part was not knowing.” Ayden’s eyes are stormy with rage, fear, and desperation. “I had no idea where you could be, but I searched everywhere. And eventually, I realized I couldn’t do it alone. I went to Mr. Cunningham. He likes you, and he’s no fan of the Fabricis, so I hoped he would help me, and he immediately agreed. We went to the Odyss. It took a long time, but eventually, Snow heard a noise. Yoru had been throwing himself repeatedly against the door in the memory bubble room. That’s how we found him.”

“Did you … did you see Frida?” I ask, afraid of the answer.

He nods slowly. “She’s dead. I’m so sorry.”

So she didn’t make it. Tears well up in my eyes as I’m swamped by memories of her. We’d only just found each other, and although we never knew each other previously and could barely communicate, we had a connection. Frida gave her life for me, and I’ll never see her again.

“After we found Yoru, he led me and Mr. Cunningham to this room. He must have taken note of which door Alfredo summoned,” Ayden continues. His face darkens. “Mr. Cunningham recognized the door. And he instantly knew that Alfredo had followed through with his threat.”

Oh yes, he certainly did. Alfredo went all out. There’s nothing worse he could have done to me.

“Mr. Cunningham opened the door. It was completely dark inside. He shone a flashlight into the room, and there you were, lying on the ground. At first, I thought you were dead.”

So that was the dazzling light I saw.

“Mr. Cunningham’s key spirit pulled you to the door with his wind power, and we got you out of there. There was a lot of luck involved.”

I can hardly believe it. That harrowing room was pure hell. But in the end, I escaped it because the ones who cared about me never gave up searching for me.

“How long was I there?”

“Eleven days,” says Ayden. “It was a long time before we found Yoru.”

I nod. Eleven days. It felt a lot longer – like I was locked in there for half a lifetime. Death. Death and emptiness. I never want to feel anything like that ever again.

“Mr. Cunningham told me what happens to a person in that place.” Ayden hugs me tighter. I can feel that he’s aching for me and struggling to keep it together. It must have been hell for him too, not knowing where I was or what had happened to me. And then finding out the truth about that room. I can’t stop thinking about it. And then finally, it all bursts out of me, and I tell him everything that happened. Starting with Frida’s memories and then my desolate prison.

“He’ll pay for this,” Ayden promises. “I won’t let him get away with it.”

At that moment, there’s a knock at the door.

“Yes?” I say.

Mr. Cunningham enters. “I’m glad to see you’re awake. How do you feel?”

“As if I died, went to hell, and was resurrected. So … relieved, but also pretty messed up.”

He nods. “That’s understandable. That room … is one of the most harrowing places in the Odyss. I’d heard stories about it, but I wasn’t sure it actually existed.”

“How did the Fabricis find it?” asks Ayden.

“I assume one of their ancestors stumbled across it and the secret was passed down through the generations. There are a few such rooms that only certain families know about.” He sighs, pulls up a chair, and sits down. “Ayden told me that Alfredo threatened you. It was clearly his intention for you to experience immense suffering.”

“He blames me for his brother’s death. He refuses to believe that I had nothing to do with it. And since the Council wouldn’t punish me for it, he took it into his own hands,” I say, staying as close to the truth as possible.

He nods slowly. “Yes, he made it very clear during your interrogation what he thought of our verdict. But don’t worry, Miss Franklin, I’ll take care of this and make sure his crime doesn’t go unpunished.” He stands up and gives me an encouraging smile. “First you need time to recover. I’ve arranged for you to stay in the infirmary for as long as necessary. Then you’ll be provided with a room in the school residence. Obviously, you can’t return to the Fabrici house, at least until this matter has been handled. I’ll send someone to fetch some of your things and bring them here.”

I can’t believe my ears. I don’t have to go back to the Fabricis?! Pure relief floods through me and a glimmer of hope. Maybe Alfredo will actually be forced to pay for what he’s done.

“You’ll hear from me soon,” Mr. Cunningham promises. He leaves the room.

I bury myself deeper in Ayden’s arms and still can’t believe that I’m allowed to stay here. That gives me more hope than I’ve felt in months.

“Alfredo can’t talk his way out of this,” Ayden promises. “Mr. Cunningham had to come find you and rescue you. And he’s definitely on your side.”

I nod and feel a pall of exhaustion descend on me. These past days were absolute torture, and the last few hours have been intense too. No wonder I’m so tired. Now that I know I’m safe, my eyelids droop.

I feel Ayden’s lips on my hair and the gentle caress of his fingers on my arm. It’s blissful … and I soon doze off.

I spend nine days in the infirmary, where I gradually recover. My physical ailments didn’t take long to heal, but that room in the Odyss affected my psyche above all. It affects me especially at night – I return there in my nightmares, and when I wake up, I can’t distinguish between the dream and reality. Each time this happens, I’m terrified that my room in the infirmary may be an illusion and in reality, I’m still in that harrowing place.

I’m back in school now and trying to find my way back to normality. But it’s not easy. So much has changed.

I look at Kate walking beside me, humming quietly to herself. She looks completely lost in thought again. When she notices me looking at her, she smiles at me and then gazes dreamily at nothing. Kate didn’t say much about my return, but at least she visited me in the infirmary. We’re now on our way to English.

“I like English class,” she says. “Books are wonderful things. A window into another world, another time, another life. How could anyone not enjoy these classes?” She smiles again. How apt. A library that likes books – who would have thought?

I can’t think of anything to say, but I don’t need to, because a figure suddenly appears at the end of the corridor and strides toward me. My heart contracts in panic and then hammers like crazy. I’m tempted to turn and run. My breathing becomes shallow and fast. I need to calm down. No, I need to get out of here. Now! What’s Alfredo doing here? He can’t be here. He just can’t …

Suddenly, I feel a hand on my upper arm. I flinch and look down. Kate’s grasping me tightly and shaking her head. “No weakness. Not in front of him. Be strong. There’s no reason to be afraid of him. Don’t give him that power over you.”

I nod slowly. I can’t let it show, or I’ll be giving him exactly what he wants. I raise my head, banish all emotion from my face, and watch him approach. I calm my breathing, stand upright and undaunted in the middle of the corridor, and wait for him to reach me.

“I figured I’d come to deliver the happy news in person.” He smiles, but his eyes are threatening. He’s not as calm as he appears on the outside. It’s a big effort for him to keep his cool.

“You figure it’s good idea to corner me here on school premises? When you’re the subject of an ongoing criminal investigation?”

“That’s why I’m here. A decision was reached today, and I wanted to tell you personally. That’s pretty considerate of me, don’t you think?”

I swallow hard and shrug. Inside, I’m anything but indifferent. Did the Council side with Alfredo? Is he going to get away with throwing me in that place and torturing me like that? I can’t believe it.

“I’ll be leaving town for a while,” he replies.

I actually lose my composure for a moment, and my eyes widen.

“Yeah. The Council decided it’s best if I’m out of the picture for a few months. I have to do some self-improvement training. They said my misconduct was inexcusable, especially since my accusations against you can’t be proven. What do you think of that? You won, and now you’re free of me. Isn’t that fantastic? You’re incredibly lucky to have such powerful advocates on your side.”

I know he’s referring to Mr. Cunningham. He kept his promise and stood up for me. Alfredo won’t escape punishment. He has to leave town – at least for a while. Knowing this does me a world of good.

He slowly leans in and whispers, “Don’t celebrate too soon. I won’t be gone forever. Trust me, I’ll be back. You can’t get rid of me that easily, and that’s a promise.”

“Mr. Fabrici!” The voice thunders down the corridor. “May I ask what you’re doing here? I sincerely hope this encounter is coincidental and that you have some other reason to be on school premises. It wouldn’t look good if you came specifically to harass Miss Franklin. You’re supposed to stay away from her, and you know it.”

Alfredo slowly turns around to see Mr. Cunningham standing behind him.

“Albert! Of course, it was pure coincidence. How stupid do you think I am?” He turns back to me with a cold smile and whispers, “Remember what I said.” Out loud he says, “So nice to see you again.” With that, he moves off, and I watch him go until he’s out of sight.

“I’m really sorry. I hope he didn’t frighten you.”

I shake my head. “He just wanted to redraw the battle lines.”

“He needs to drop the whole thing. The Council ordered him to leave the city for at least two months. He’ll be sent to the hunters on the east coast where he’s to participate in some special training courses. If he makes contact with you during that time, his sentence will be extended. After the two months are up, the Council will determine whether he’s improved and is ready to return. But if he ever attacks you again, he’ll be banished from San Francisco permanently.”

I nod, relieved. I doubt that Alfredo will ever give up, but at least there are significant obstacles in his way now. He’ll have to think long and hard about whether it’s worth the risk.

“And I have more good news for you. The Fabricis have agreed that you should move back to the school permanently.”

I breathe a sigh of relief, but Mr. Cunningham holds up his hand to interrupt me.

“But they have one condition. They want to convey the news to you personally. The best thing would be to visit them in the next few days and discuss it. And you can pick up your things at the same time.”

What does the family want from me? I suppose they have their backs to the wall right now. They have nothing on me.

“You’ve had to endure so much lately. None of this should have been allowed to happen. I should have stood up to the Fabricis from the start and insisted on my original offer. But, as they say, better late than never. And I want to renew my offer to you. I’d like to assist and support you in learning to control your powers. I’d be delighted if you’ll accept.”

I don’t need to think about it for long and quickly nod. “Thank you, that’s really kind of you. I’d really like it if we could work together on that.”

“I’m so glad to hear it. Then I’ll be in touch soon about getting started. But not until you’re ready. Move back into the school and take your time to find your feet again.”

He extends his hand and smiles warmly. I’m sure he’ll be a big help. Maybe I’ll actually learn to control my gift with his help.

“A storm can never be captured,” says Kate as she watches Mr. Cunningham walk away. “All you can do is allow yourself to be swept along with it.”

I look at her in surprise and secretly agree with her. In the end, the Fabricis couldn’t hold on to me and had to let me go.
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Iwant to put the conversation with the Fabricis behind me as soon as possible, and hopefully I can take all my belongings with me when I leave. I want to get out of that place as fast as I can. But now that I’m standing at the front door looking up at the façade, I have a bad feeling.

Ayden puts his arm around my waist. “They can’t hurt you. Right now their main concern is saving face with the Council. Everyone there knows what Alfredo did.”

“It might make some of them even more intimidated.” This is something I’ve been thinking for a while. “I mean, Alfredo never intended to kill me. He wanted to torture me. And that shows everyone how far the Fabricis are willing to go in dealing with their enemies. Better to stand with them than against them.”

“Which is exactly why the Council seized this opportunity to put them in their place. The Fabricis have to pull their heads in, at least for a while.”

I nod – he’s probably right. I turn to him, sling my arms around his neck, and kiss him. I need his closeness, his support, and this indescribable feeling of happiness and strength that he gives me. His fingers wander across my back, and he pulls me in closer.

“I’ll come in with you,” he promises.

“You want to flaunt their strict house rules?”

He shrugs. “You weren’t allowed visitors. But you don’t live here anymore. I don’t see why they should have a problem with me being here.”

I’m so grateful for these words, and I nestle against his chest. Just a moment longer to enjoy this closeness, to lose myself in his scent and feel his warmth seeping through my skin.

“Let’s get this over with,” I say eventually.

He takes my hand, and I ring the bell. Only a few seconds pass before the door opens. A staff member eyes me with an impassive expression.

“Mr. and Ms. Fabrici are expecting me,” I say.

He steps aside to let us enter. “The family will receive you in the small salon. Please follow me.” He takes a few steps and then turns around and says to Ayden, “I’ll have to ask you to wait here. The family would like to speak with Miss Franklin privately.”

Ayden opens his mouth to object, but I shake my head. “Leave it. It’s not worth the trouble. I won’t be long, and then we can leave together.” I wink at him and add, “You’re not far, and if I’m not out in an hour, call the cavalry.”

“I don’t need to call them,” I growls. “I am the cavalry.”

I give him a peck on the cheek and follow the butler. We go up a flight of stairs and along a corridor. He knocks and opens the door for me to enter.

“Miss Franklin has arrived,” he says unnecessarily as I enter the room. It’s small compared to most of the rooms in this house. A blue lounge suite stands in the middle of the room, and in front of it is a coffee set on a small round glass table. Sunlight streams through the large windows on the other side of the room, illuminating Ms. and Mr. Fabrici, who don’t even bother to stand.

“Teresa, so pleased you could make it,” Mr. Fabrici says in a friendly voice.

His spouse’s eyes flash at me. She seems to find it exceptionally difficult to tolerate my presence. She probably blames me, first for taking one of her sons from her and now for sending the other one into exile.

“Take a seat.” Mr. Fabrici indicates an armchair.

I comply and pray silently that I’ll be able to leave again soon.

“Would you like coffee? Tea?”

I shake my head. Nothing that might drag this out longer than necessary.

“I was told that you agreed to let me move back to the school on one condition. What’s the condition?”

“Well, just to be clear,” Mr. Fabrici begins, leaning forward slightly, “my son’s attack on you was entirely his doing. I assure you that the rest of the family had no knowledge of his plans or the fact that he’d followed through. If we did, we would have stopped him, rest assured.”

I sniff. He really expects me to believe that?

“With that in mind, there’s actually no reason for you to leave our house,” he continues.

I feel like my heart has stopped beating. I look at him in horror. No, he can’t try to keep me here! No way. They already agreed to let me go. This is just a power play. He’s trying to put me on the back foot so that I’ll agree to his request. Whatever he wants from me, it must be really important to him.

“What do you want?” I ask him straight.

“It’s very simple,” his wife chimes in, standing up. She paces back and forth a few times. Each time I catch her eye, I get the sense that she wants me dead. “Let’s stop playing games. My son did a terrible thing to you, and you retaliated by making sure he was hounded out of town.”

I refrain from pointing out that I had nothing to do with his expulsion, that it was all Mr. Cunningham.

“So from where I’m standing, we’re even, and we should simply see to it that we all come out of this without sustaining too much damage,” she continues.

“Our condition for letting you move out …” Mr. Fabrici interrupts his wife and shoots her a warning glance. “Well, it’s like this. We don’t want our family’s reputation to suffer anymore than it already has. So it’s important for us to appear again publicly with you. When the other Council members see that you’ve agreed to accompany us and bear no grudge, then they’ll understand that we had nothing to do with the ordeal.”

“You want me to save your reputation,” I summarize.

Alfredo’s father nods. “Miss Cunningham’s final test takes place in three days. You’ve accompanied us to all of them so far. It would send a clear message if you were our guest at the last one too.”

Should I do it? I see no reason why I should do them the favor. Wouldn’t it be better to let the family’s reputation flounder? Although Mr. Fabrici made it clear that this is their condition for allowing me to move out. I’m pretty sure they couldn’t actually stop me, but it would take time and probably cause conflict. And I don’t want that. Why waste energy on something so unnecessary? It’s only for a few hours, and then I’ll be free again.

I nod. “Fine, I’ll do it.”

Mr. Fabrici breathes a sigh of relief. “I’m so glad. We’ll provide you with a dress for the occasion. Of course, it’s up to you whether you want to wear it. I’d like you to meet us just before eight o’clock outside the entrance and …”

I shake my head. “No, I won’t stand out in the cold waiting for you. I’ll be in the foyer of the hunters’ wing at eight. We can go through together from there.”

I can tell he doesn’t like it. But he too comes to the conclusion that it’s not worth fighting over. So he nods. “Alright, we’ll do it that way. I look forward to it.”

“Good,” I look from one to the other of them. “Then I’d like to go and pack up my things and take them with me.”

“I’ll have them sent to you,” says Mr. Fabrici. “But not until the day after the test; I’m sure you understand.”

“Whatever.” This is not worth a fight either. So I nod to them both and say goodbye.

I feel their eyes on the back of my neck as I walk to the door, turn the handle, and leave the room. I slowly close the door behind me, and only then do I exhale slowly. It’s done.

I lean against the wall with a sense of relief and my gaze wanders up to the ceiling. I’m no longer their prisoner, finally. That makes me think of Noah, who’s somewhere in the house. This is probably my last chance to talk to him again. I don’t want to waste it.

I quickly straighten up and start walking. I hurry along the corridors, praying I won’t run into any of the staff, who will want to know where I’m going. I expect they’ve all been informed that I no longer live here. But I’m in luck. The corridors are empty, and I don’t meet a soul.

It still takes me a while to find the room where Noah’s staying. I’m suddenly swamped by a thousand questions. What do I say? How will he react? How can I convince him not to continue down that road? I can’t answer any of them. But one thing spurs me on: my intense desire to see him again. Even if an army of Fabricis were standing in my way, they couldn’t stop me from going to him.

I knock softly, hoping he’s there.

“Yes?” I hear him say, so I quickly slip into the room.

Noah’s lying on his bed with a book in his hand. He’s startled and sits up when he sees me.

“Tess? What are you doing here?” Then a thought seems to occur to him. “If you’re here to try and change my mind again, then …”

“Did you hear about what Alfredo did?” I ask. I’ve been asking myself this question. Does he know that Alfredo’s left town? Did the family maybe even let slip that they were intending to punish me? I search his face for answers, afraid of what I’ll find there. What if he knew about it and stayed loyal to them anyway? Would he really do that to me?

He notices my uncertainty and crosses the room with a few steps. He almost seems like the old Noah that I know so well, whom I loved and will always care about.

“Did something happen?” He reaches out and touches my arm. But his fingers only stay there for a split second. He pulls them back as if he’s burned himself, then looks at me apologetically. “What’s up?”

“Do you know why Alfredo had to leave town?” I can’t discern the answer from his face. I can’t even tell if this is news to him. “He followed me to the Odyss when I went to see Frida.” I tell him everything and expect to see outrage in his face. Instead, he just looks shocked and becomes as pale and motionless as a statue.

When I’m done, I wait for him to say something. But he just stands there staring at me.

“Did you know about it?” I hear myself ask quietly.

He slowly shakes his head. “No,” he replies. “And believe me, this is not easy for me to hear. Just thinking about what you had to go through …” He runs his hand through his hair and murmurs, “I didn’t know he wanted to use the room on you.”

I stare at him incredulously. Did I just hear right? “You … you told him about that room?”

He hesitates and then nods. “That was their condition.”

I can’t look him in the eye now. The pain of betrayal wells up in me. I don’t recognize Noah anymore.

“How … how did you escape?” he asks. If it weren’t for the note of concern in his voice, I wouldn’t answer him.

“I didn’t,” I say contemptuously. “Ayden and Mr. Cunningham found me.”

The icy glint returns to his eyes, and I feel him closing himself off to me again. As if there’s an impenetrable wall between us that’s shielding his heart and making it cold and hard.

It hurts to realize that Noah has lost sight of his integrity, but I have to try to open his eyes. Can’t he see where this will lead?

“I don’t know if Mr. Cunningham really did what you’re accusing him of,” I begin. “All I can say is that I’ve only ever found him to be an upright and helpful human being. Has it occurred to you that maybe the Fabricis just told you a bunch of lies about him in order to use you against him? You know they hate Mr. Cunningham. Don’t let them turn you into their weapon.”

A smile appears on his face, which gives me the creeps. “Tess, it doesn’t matter what you say; it won’t change my mind. I won’t stop at anything … and I’m past the point of no return.”

“There’s always a way back.” I know he’s cut ties with his family, turned against the Noctu, and gone behind their backs. But that doesn’t mean he has to continue down this road. He can still choose to do the right thing.

“No, not this time.”

“Because the Fabricis have dirt on you? Noah, whatever they try to do to you, I’m on your side. I’ll help you, and Ayden won’t …”

“No, Tess,” he interrupts. “Nobody has anything on me. I’m convinced that I’m doing the right thing, even if you can’t understand it.”

I feel the rage slowly bubble up inside me. How can he be so stubborn? Why is he so set on this madness?

“You know what Alfredo did to me. I could have spent the rest of my life in that room. Do you realize that? A person doesn’t need food in there, or water –eventually I would have died of old age and probably gone insane way before that. He chose the worst imaginable punishment for me. And you still want to work with him and his family?” I’m dumbfounded.

“Sometimes you have to walk a dark path to achieve your aims.”

“What kind of cryptic bullshit is that! You’re just trying to convince yourself that you’re doing the right thing. And I can even understand your rage. But you’ve never exchanged a word with Mr. Cunningham. You won’t even give him a chance to explain himself. Instead, you join forces with these basket cases, who have shown time and time again the level of cruelty that they’re capable of.” I move a few steps closer and reach out. I touch his arm and look him straight in the eye. “Please reconsider. Come with me! Please!”

I see his eyes flicker and his mouth twitch. He’s wrestling with himself. I keeping holding his gaze, refuse to look away, and see a change taking place in him. He reaches out. His fingers close over mine. I feel his warmth, the familiarity between us. His eyes look warm as they rest on me, and the hardness disappears from them. His fingers tighten around mine – and pry them off his arm. He takes a few steps back.

“Tess, I think we’ve said all there is to say. Believe me, I can’t even describe how happy I am that you’re okay. But none of this changes anything. Go back to school and try to get on with your life.”

I stare at him, speechless, searching for some sign, something to give me hope. A flicker of doubt that shows it’s still worth fighting for him. But there’s nothing. Nothing at all.

So I nod. There really is nothing left to say, and it’s the worst feeling.
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Ican’t get Noah’s words out of my head. Have I finally lost him? He’s chosen the side of the Fabricis; that alone is horrifying. How did it come to this? How could we become so estranged? Why can’t a single word of sense get through to him anymore? It’s as if the Fabricis have brainwashed him. Maybe it’s just shock. He learned some awful things about the people he always believed were his parents.

“Miss Franklin.” The voice snaps me out of my reverie. I look up in surprise and see Mr. Cunningham walking toward me. “I was just on my way to see you. I have some time now and was wondering if we should use it for your first practice session?”

I was actually on my way to the library to do homework, but I can postpone that.

“Sure, I’d love to, thanks. I’ll just quickly stop by my room first.”

He nods contentedly. “I’ll wait for you in room 165.”

I nod and give him a friendly smile. I never expected him to follow up on his offer so soon. But I’m glad, and I’m excited to find out what he has in store for me.

I quickly slip into some suitable training clothes and make my way to room 165 with Yoru. I’m surprised to find that it’s not one of the training halls. It’s on the second floor at the end of a corridor.

When I enter, Mr. Cunningham is sitting at a table in the center of the room. The room itself is kind of dreary. An old sofa stands against one wall with a large set of shelves beside it, in which all kinds of books and teaching materials seem to be gathering dust.

“Have a seat.”

I struggle to disguise my surprise. I guess we’re not going to spar in such a small room.

He notices my confused expression and smiles in amusement. “I’m not sure what the Fabricis’ training sessions were like, but judging by your outfit, I assume they involved physical exertion. Well,” he folds his hands, “I have something else in mind.”

Now I’m really confused. I sink into the chair opposite him. Mr. Cunningham looks at me benevolently, and I relax a little. He opens a folder and takes out a few pictures, which he spreads out in front of me. They’re photographs of paintings and copperplate etchings, all depicting the three goddesses Clotho, Lachesis, and Atropos. They’re holding a long thread in their hands, and Atropos has a knife in one hand, ready to cut it. The pictures are all by different artists and from different eras. Humanity was preoccupied with the myths surrounding these three figures for a very long time, and they concern us key carriers to this day.

“The goddesses often appeared in art. In literature, there are countless stories about them, poems, books. The attitudes expressed in them are extremely varied. Some implore the goddesses to treat humans with compassion, others denounce them, and some describe them as righteous beings. I’m of the opinion that there can be goodness in them too.”

I raise my eyebrows in surprise. I didn’t expect a comment like that from him. Although, when I think about the fact that his granddaughter is a budding goddess, I suppose it makes sense. He has to believe that she has a chance of preserving her own essence. Otherwise, the situation would probably be unbearable for him.

“I’m convinced that the critical moment is when a goddess’ powers fully awaken. It must be an indescribable feeling, suddenly sensing that power within yourself and knowing that you stand above every single living creature. Their divinity changes the way they think and experience life in a multitude of ways.”

“Sounds like a pretty stringent test of character,” I remark. “So far no goddess has been able to resist the evil.”

He nods. “Without training and support they can’t.”

“Didn’t the goddesses that were born into Tempes families have support? Surely they received guidance?”

He nods sadly. “You’re right. Although there have only ever been four. But we’ve learned from the mistakes of the past. I firmly believe that the goodness in these women can be preserved. I think Claire can make it.”

I understand why he has to believe in her so unwaveringly, and I really hope he’s right.

“There’s a reason I’m showing you these pictures. You’ve proven that you’re capable of seeing the destiny threads. That allows you to identify the goddesses and help us locate them. You’ve been a part of our world for some time now. You understand the importance this holds for us and why the Council is so eager for you to learn to master your gift.”

My expression darkens. Yeah, I do know, and I’d be lying if I said that it didn’t bother me.

“The Council basically views me as some kind of detector, and it drives them crazy that I don’t function properly.”

“Teresa, I don’t see you as a tool that we need in order to achieve our aims. You, my dear, are a human being with a very special gift – one that causes you great distress. I’ve experienced firsthand what it’s like for someone with this gift to be overwhelmed by their own ability. It’s not easy for you, and that’s the main reason I want to help you. I’m convinced that the right approach, and the most effective one, is always to help the person with the gift to come to terms with their special ability. That’s as true for you as it is for the goddesses.”

He’s unshakable, and I expect he’d do anything for Claire.

“Everyone deserves a chance,” he continues. “Even Chloe did. I believed I could convince her to change her ways. I know there aren’t many who share my belief, but to simply kill creatures with such incredible powers? No, that’s an unforgivable crime. Everyone should have a chance at rehabilitation. And that’s what I would want for my granddaughter too if the day comes when she can’t prevail over the evil.”

For the first time, I see fear in his eyes.

“Unfortunately, Chloe took her own life before I had a chance to talk to her.” He shakes his head slowly, as if trying to banish the gloomy thoughts. “In these training sessions, I want us to focus first and foremost on helping you to accept your ability and recognize it for what it is: a wonderful gift. It shouldn’t have to be a constant fight – against your gift or yourself. Once you understand that, I think you’ll be able to work with your gift. But first, you need to let go of your fear – that is, I assume you’re afraid. Afraid of being manipulated, of losing your humanity, of becoming a prisoner.”

My eyes widen – he’s hit the nail on the head.

He smiles at my reaction. “Miss Franklin, what you’re going through is something I’ve seen in my granddaughter. Don’t assume that Claire has always followed this path with such grace. There were times when she despised her nature and wished she could just have a normal life. She was messy, out of control, and frightened. But such burdens can also be an opportunity for growth. Challenges are there to be overcome, and if all goes well, the result is a wiser person. And that’s what I’d like us to achieve here.”

I’m moved by his words and his warm smile.

“Now, tell me how it feels when your gift manifests.”

So I do. I spend rest of the session describing my headaches, the flashes of light, the situations in which I’ve seen the destiny threads. He listens in silence, asking the occasional question but mostly giving me the space to look inside myself and create some order in my own mind. For the first time in my life, I feel as if I might actually come to accept my powers and learn to live in harmony with them.
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Hot fire blazes through me. The licking flames spread along my veins, overheating my body, incinerating my mind. Ayden’s every touch fans the flames more. I writhe under his naked skin, feel his weight on me, pressing me into the pillows.

I caress his neck, his back, and kiss every inch of his skin. His lips seek out mine, press against me, hungry and passionate. I gasp and, like him, I can’t get enough. We move rhythmically as one, and I wish we could stay like this forever. The immensity of the feelings surging through me at this moment can’t be described in words. I feel consummate happiness, completeness, that I only feel with him.

Ayden drapes his arm around me, caresses my neck, kisses my shoulder. Blissfully relaxed, I nestle up to him, but my thoughts are already drifting back to everything that’s happened lately and what’s about to happen in the next few hours.

“He won’t change his mind,” I say to Ayden.

He props himself up on his elbow and looks at me. His gaze is spellbinding; there’s something hypnotic about the green of his eyes. I wish I could sink into it and forget everything.

“I know it’s hard,” he says, pushing a strand of hair out of my face. “He’s chosen his path, just like we have.”

But it shouldn’t be this way.

“I don’t want Noah to become our enemy.” I couldn’t bear that.

“I doubt he’d ever turn against you,” Ayden replies. He looks misty-eyed as he studies my face. As if he’s trying to comfort me with unspoken words. “He’ll always care about you.”

Maybe that was true once. But Noah’s changed.

“The whole thing with the soul link really messed with his head.” I run my fingers over Ayden’s naked chest. “It was hard on you too, I know. Your relationship with your adoptive father will never be the same, and it shattered your trust in the Council.”

He says nothing, but his pained expression is answer enough. He leans forward and seals my lips with his. It does me good, and for a moment, I’m able to forget everything else.

Sometimes I wonder if I made the right choice remaining in this world instead of leaving. But I would have lost so much. Just the thought of losing Yoru – no, I could never give him up.

My phone beeps. It’s the alarm I set so that I wouldn’t have to constantly check the time.

I kiss Ayden again and reluctantly disentangle myself from him. “I have to go.”

He nods slowly and runs his fingers through my hair again.

I slip back into my clothes. “Will you be there again tonight?”

He nods. “I’ll be stationed in front of the building.”

A lot of effort is going into making sure the test runs smoothly. I guess that makes sense, given how important it is to the Council to finally have a goddess in their midst and what it means for the Cunningham family.

“Do you think Claire will make it?”

Tonight she’ll face her final test. And that will show once and for all whether there truly is a goddess slumbering inside her. But even passing the test is no guarantee that she’ll be able to withstand the transformation that seems inevitable once her powers full awaken. I really couldn’t say what Claire’s chances are. She’s strong, and she’s been preparing for this moment since she was a small child. But can she hold out against her goddess nature?

“She has to,” says Ayden. He turns toward me with a pensive expression.

I frown. “Do you know something?”

He sighs and runs a hand through his hair, which makes him look pretty sexy – even though I know this is really not an appropriate moment for thoughts like that.

“Nothing concrete. Only that it’s going to be really dangerous this time.”

I’m sure she knows that too. Will she be better at hiding her nervousness this time?

I put on my sweater and give Ayden a kiss. “See you after the test?”

He nods, takes my hand, and pulls me back toward him. I really don’t want to go, but I have to if I want to finally rid myself of the Fabricis. So I make my way to my room. It’s only one corridor away from Ayden’s, but it was disappointing not to get my old room back.

When I get there, I see a man standing outside my door. He’s holding a garment bag, which I guess contains my wardrobe for this evening.

“I’m supposed to give you this,” he says, handing it to me. “And remind you not to be late.”

I roll my eyes. Even now, they can’t resist an opportunity to assert their dominance.

“You’ll be free of them soon. You’ll be free of them soon,” I mutter to myself as I unlock my door. I lay the bag on my bed and open it. The dress is black, knee-length, pretty, with a high leg slit. The fabric glitters in the light as if it has thousands of tiny diamonds sewn onto it.

I peel off my clothes and slip into the dress. Then I apply a little makeup and pin up my hair, although I really have no talent for it. Still, by my standards, it looks decent. I check myself out in the mirror one last time before making my way to the hunter wing.

Having to meet with the Fabricis again and tolerate their company is not going to be easy for me. But I guess Alfredo’s mother will have to try a little harder tonight to disguise her hatred for me. Because that’s what this is all about: showing unity in public.

I cross the walkway connecting the school to the hunter wing and feel the tension rising. How must Claire be feeling? She probably can’t wait for the test to start and finally confirm her as a miraya.

As I turn to go downstairs, I glance into the corridor to my right. I stop in surprise. A young woman is standing at the end, looking through an open window. She’s wearing tight black leather pants, a white shirt, and a vest. Her hair is tied back. Even from behind, I instantly recognize her.

I approach her slowly. It takes her a while to hear my footsteps. Claire turns around in fright. For a moment, I see the fear in her face, but it’s quickly replaced by the façade that she so skillfully maintains.

“What are you doing here?” she asks.

“I was about to ask you that,” I reply. “Shouldn’t you be down there waiting for the test to start?”

“It’s being held outside today.” He voice now sounds very distant, almost mechanical. “I was on my way down and just stopped for a moment.”

Claire looks through the window again. I can’t see any kind of event setup from here. But we have a wonderful view of the moon and the city lights. Is that why she’s here? Was she just trying to forget everything for a moment?

“You’re scared,” I observe. It actually surprises me a little. I’ve never seen Claire show weakness before. She always comes across as tough and fearless. And I’ve heard her say a number of times that she wasn’t worried about the tests, that she was looking forward to them, that she’ll finally get to demonstrate the payoff of all those years of training. But the thing that I’ve long suspected is now confirmed: Claire’s afraid for her life.

She’s looking at me, her lips slightly parted, her eyes huge and dark in the lights from the corridor. For the first time, I feel like I’m seeing the real Claire, who’s not fearless and hard. She looks vulnerable – like a young woman who’s really scared of what she’s about to face.

“Yeah. I’m not made of stone,” she says, turning back to the window. She clasps her hands together, but I can see that they’re shaking. “This could be my last night.”

I can’t think of anything to say. Of course I can’t. It’s true. Is there no other way? Is the Council really prepared to just let her die?

“If I fail, I’m no use to the Tempes,” she says. “It’ll prove beyond a doubt that I’m no miraya, which would mean that all the time, all the work, all the hope they invested in me was for nothing. I’d be nothing but a disappointment.”

“It’s totally understandable that you’re scared,” I say, taking a step toward her. I tentatively place a hand on her shoulder.

She slowly turns to face me. She gives me an imploring look, as if I could present a solution to the problem.

“You’ve passed all the tests so far,” I say. “That shows that you’re on the right track and that you must have something special. I’m sure you can tackle this final hurdle.”

She looks at me with her huge eyes – thoughtful, uncertain. A moment passes, and then she nods.

“You’re right. I’m probably overthinking it. I’ve done it twice already – that’s something.” She smiles at me, and the uncertainty vanishes. Claire straightens up and becomes the undaunted woman again. “Not long now and the truth will be revealed. I’m ready.” With that, she marches past me, as confident as ever. I no longer see any trace of doubt in her. As she’s walking away, she turns to me and says, “I’m glad that you’re free of the Fabricis. Never let yourself be imprisoned and used again – by anyone.”

Surprise creases my forehead. Claire flashes me a smile and continues walking. After a moment’s hesitation, I follow her. I’m still surprised that she let me glimpse behind the façade. But even Claire’s not immune to fear, and I guess she needed someone to talk to in that moment.

Alfredo’s parents are waiting for me in the corridor outside the auditorium. Judging by Ms. Fabrici’s expression, she’s getting impatient. But I’m not late. She looks me up and down contemptuously but says nothing.

“Let’s go. I hear the test is taking place outside tonight. I’m intrigued to see what awaits us,” Mr. Fabrici prattles as he leads the way.

“Well, in any case, we’ll see whether Claire can live up to everybody’s expectations.” Ms. Fabrici’s tone makes it obvious that she wishes her all the bad luck in the world.

At the end of a corridor, we come to a small reception room. A few Council members are there, but most of them are already on the terrace, which is visible through the glass doors. The Fabricis step outside too, with me in tow. I instinctively close my jacket, but it’s not necessary. The heat rising up to greet me is something else. I look incredulously at the sea of fire blazing on the field in front of us. I’m looking at the flaming walls of a labyrinth.

“This could get interesting,” says Mr. Fabrici as he gazes at the spectacle in front of him.

It’s completely beyond me how Claire’s supposed to prove that she’s a goddess of destiny in this inferno. She was right: this test will be painful and could wind up killing her.

A gong sounds in the distance, and the last few Council members file out of the room to join us. Several rows of seats have been set up on the terrace, and everyone sits down.

The uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach increases. I sit with the Fabricis near the front. We can really feel the heat here. I can’t take my eyes off the flames blazing in front of us, and I wonder how Claire’s supposed to have any chance of mastering this challenge. The gaps between the walls are so narrow that a person could just barely fit through. But the heat would be unbearable, and if you stopped for too long or went the wrong way, it would inevitably result in serious burns and eventually death.

The examiner, Mr. Jameson, steps out onto the field a safe distance from the flaming walls. In a bombastic voice, he announces the start of the third and final test.

“Fire is hazardous to every living being – ordinary humans, key carriers, goddesses. We all succumb to the flames sooner or later. That’s what makes this test so final – because it will prove once and for all whether Claire Cunningham is a goddess of destiny. It was decided by lot that Miss Cunningham must face a trial by fire. It’s arguably the most dangerous of all the tests, but Miss Cunningham has come a long way, and we’re all optimistic that she can master this challenge too. But if not,” his voice thunders at us, “then this task will cost her her life.”

“No,” I cry indignantly.

A number of Council members turn around and shoot me disapproving looks.

“Please contain yourself,” a woman with gray hair snaps at me.

“What appalling behavior,” I man with a moustache exclaims.

“What’s she even doing here?”

Ms. Fabrici grips my arm so hard that I gasp in pain. She hisses threateningly, “Kindly control yourself. Everyone here knows what Claire’s getting herself into – including Claire. She was probably hoping for a different task, but she knew the risks.”

“She has no choice. She never got to decide whether she wanted to play along with this insanity.”

Ms. Fabrici wrinkles her nose and shakes her head disappointedly. “You still don’t understand what our world is about. Fulfilling our duties is the highest imperative. Everyone does what they can to serve the community. And often enough, that costs us our lives. Do you think all the hunters killed in combat wanted that? Of course not. But they all knew the risks and were prepared to sacrifice themselves. And it’s the same for Claire. She knows what it means to be one of the chosen ones. She knows what’s at stake. She grew up knowing it. Unlike you.” She looks at me with revulsion. “And that’s why you’ll never be part of our world.”

As much as I try to deny the feeling, her words hurt me. Is the way I see things really so wrong? Is it wrong to feel empathy and to condemn the idea of people dying for the sake of blood feuds and a sense of duty? Mr. Jameson’s voice snaps me out of my reverie, and I look up.

“Miss Cunningham. It’s time!”

A door opens behind us, and Claire steps through it. She looks proud and shows no sign of fear. She strides purposefully toward the fire. What’s she thinking right now? Is she no longer afraid? Is she not intimidated by the sight of the flames that are about to engulf her? I bet she is. I’m still picturing the fearful Claire who doesn’t want to die. But right now, she shows none of that.

“If you’re a goddess, you have nothing to fear,” announces the examiner. He almost sounds benevolent. “You’ll know the way through the fire labyrinth. Your task is to find the spindle that once belonged to Clotho. The spindle is hidden somewhere in the labyrinth and will call to you. When you touch it, the test will end, and the flames will disappear.”

They actually got their hands on a spindle that once belonged to the goddesses? I glance at the Fabricis and wonder whether it was them who had this object in their possession and made it available for the test. It wouldn’t surprise me.

“Do you understand?” Mr. Jameson asks Claire.

She looks over the rows of spectators, spots her mother, and nods. Her gaze stops on me for a moment too, then she quickly turns around to face the labyrinth.

“You should be prepared for anything,” the examiner warns her before wishing her luck.

He steps aside, and Claire walks forward without hesitation. She looks undaunted as she strides toward the labyrinth, as stoic as a mechanical doll. But I’m sure she’s feeling very different on the inside. She made that clear a few minutes ago, standing at the window. Nobody is willing to give up their life for a task like this. Not even someone who’s spent their whole life preparing for it. I desperately hope that Claire will make it. At that moment, she reaches the flaming labyrinth.
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Claire’s figure is silhouetted by the roaring flames. Her steadfast posture and the power she radiates make her look like a goddess. A goddess facing her doom.

She doesn’t turn around. No backward glance at her family, sitting in the audience like statues devoid of emotion, watching her with stony faces. Could anything hold me back if that was my daughter? I can’t imagine ever letting my own child face that kind of danger.

A few more steps and Claire disappears behind the burning walls. I can’t see her and have no idea what she’s dealing with now.

Two birds rise up and fly over the labyrinth. They’re obviously key spirits, probably belonging to two of the Council members. I guess they’re supposed to keep an eye on what’s happening.

“She keeps turning and looking around,” says a corpulent woman with a crooked nose. “The heat from the fire is clearly getting to her. She’s trying to keep clear of it and move quickly.”

“Yes, it looks pretty haphazard,” agrees a man a few seats over. “She needs to proceed more calmly and methodically; otherwise, she’ll never make it.” The man’s dark hair is slicked back, and he has a cold hard stare. I look up at the two birds circling above the labyrinth. The two Council members must be merged with their spirits enough to see through their eyes. A very useful talent. I wish I could see what Claire’s doing right now. Not knowing is awful, and horrible images flash through my head. The silence that has descended on the rows of spectators also depresses the mood. All that can be heard is the crackling fire, which sends out spooky noises into the night.

“Another dead end,” the woman comments quietly.

At that moment, I hear a shrill scream that chills me to the bone.

“That looked painful,” says the black-haired man. “She seems hopelessly lost.”

The woman nods sadly. “She certainly doesn’t seem to be drawing on her powers, judging by the aimless way she’s wandering around.”

Another scream rings out, so plaintive, desperate, and frightened that I’m tempted to jump out of my seat. But Ms. Fabrici turns to me quickly and shakes her head. So I take a deep breath and try not to imagine how much Claire is suffering down there.

The minutes pass. The heat of the fire is growing unbearable even for me. Are the flames becoming more fierce? I clench my fists in my lap and try to calm myself.

We don’t hear another sound from Claire. Is she still alive? I glance at the two Council members. Surely they would have said something if Claire was mortally wounded. A gentle breeze carries the smell of smoke and ash to us. The crackle of the fire fills the silence. How much longer will this spectacle go on?

I focus intently on the labyrinth and try to make out any movement through the walls of fire. Can I see Claire anywhere? Suddenly, something catches my eye. I let my gaze wander back along the ground. Yes, there! Something snaking and twisting along the ground. A golden thread of light, the end of which extends a short way out of the entrance to the labyrinth. Could it be? Is that a destiny thread? Is it Claire’s?

Another scream rings out, rasping and agonized. I can hear the desperation in it but also her flagging strength. No, that thread can’t be hers. The scream came from somewhere else. Then whose is it?

The spindle, I realize. It belonged to the goddess Clotho, and she used it to spin the destiny threads. What if it still has a thread on it? That must be it! The examiner said that the spindle would show her the way.

“Claire has to follow it,” I mutter to myself. “She just needs to be able to see it.”

“Claire won’t last much longer,” says the man. “It’ll be over soon.”

His words pierce my heart, and I jump up. How can all these Council members – and Claire’s family – just sit there and do nothing? She’s dying. I look back at Claire’s mother and see the apprehension in her face. It’s clearly costing her immense effort to hold herself back, but she does just that. She’s not moving.

Ms. Fabrici’s hand shoots out and grabs my arm. “Sit down. Nobody can help her. If you go into the labyrinth, you’ll die along with her.”

I turn and look at the thread writhing on the ground. It’s a signpost. It’ll show me the way. It’ll guide me and Claire to the end. She’ll live. Having a fire spirit makes me a little more resistant to the flames – at least for a while. I can do this.

“No,” I say. “I’m the only one who can still help her, and I refuse sit back while we all wait for her to die.”

I wrench my arm out of Ms. Fabrici’s grasp. She utters an exclamation of surprise, but I’m already running toward the labyrinth. It’s good that our seats are so far forward. I don’t have far to go, and I’ll get there before anyone has a chance to stop me. I hear the two birds squawking overhead. They both swoop down toward me. I send odeon to Yoru, who’s running beside me, and command him to shoot fireballs at the two spirits. This scares them off, and they abandon their attack. At that moment, I reach the labyrinth. The heat is almost unbearable. Even though I have a certain immunity to fire, I still feel the intensity of the flames on my skin … and the pain.

I run as fast as I can, following the golden thread. It leads me around a corner and into the maze. I’m now certain that it’ll lead me to the spindle. But first, I have to find Claire and then, depending on where she is, either search for the exit or go to the spindle because the flames will disappear once we reach it.

“Claire!” I call out through the crackling fire. “Where are you?”

I get no answer. I go deeper into the labyrinth. The air is almost too hot to breathe. I hold my arms close to my body and run down the middle of the aisles. But the flames leap out at me mercilessly. I should be drenched in sweat, but the moisture evaporates instantly in the heat.

“Yoru, stay close to me,” I warn my fox as I’m running. I keep glancing back and looking at him closely. If I see even the faintest sign that he’s suffering, I’ll send him out of the labyrinth. I won’t let him get hurt. No way!

“Claire,” I call out again. “Where are you? Say something!”

I hear another scream, very close this time. A knot forms in my stomach, and I get goosebumps all over. It sounded so weak, so exhausted and utterly despairing. I increase my pace and cough because I’m not getting enough air into my lungs. But I run on doggedly and fight my way through the inferno.

“Claire, please say something,” I beg her in a rasping voice. How much time do I have before I have to get out of here?

I stumble around the next corner and stop dead in horror. What is that? At first, I’m convinced that my mind is playing tricks on me. That’s the only explanation. What I’m seeing can’t possibly be real. How could it?

Below the flames, a black shape is clawing its way out of the ground. It’s small and round, its arms long and thin with multiple joints. The hands are talons with sharp claws. But the worst part is the face: a round black thing with a dark hole for a mouth and two jet-black eye sockets. It makes a choking sound as it pulls itself out of the soil and across the ground with energetic, jerky movements.

Paralyzed with fear, I stare at this strange creature creeping purposefully forward. I need to get out of here. Now! The flames are burning my skin. But then I see two more creatures in a corner to my left. They pull themselves out of the soil too and drag their bodies across the ground. I’m still frozen to the spot, waiting for them to attack me. But they appear to have no interest in me. They don’t even look at me. No, they’re after something else, moving in another direction. I pluck up the courage to run past them. Strangled rattling sounds come out of their mouths as I hurry past them, but they leave me alone.

“Claire!” I cry out in a panic. “Say something!” It’s clear to me now that the flames aren’t the only danger to her – these horrible creatures are pursuing her too.

“Here,” I finally hear her say. “I’m over here.” She sounds weak. I can only hear her because I’m so close. I turn one more corner, and then I see her.

She’s still limping on. But she’s obviously struggling to stay on her feet. Her right arm hangs limply at her side, so badly burned that I can see raw flesh. There are large burns on her legs too and in places her pants are melted to her skin. Her elaborate hairdo has long since disintegrated into a scorched tangle. Strands of hair hang in her sooty face, in which I see nothing but sheer desperation.

She looks at me and says in a panic, “You shouldn’t have come. Now you’re finished too.”

I try to hide my shock and suppress the fear rising in me.

“We … we’re going to get out of here,” I promise. I look around. The entrance is too far. And we’d have to go past those horrible creatures.

Claire sways alarmingly. I know she won’t make it that far. I peer around the next corner to my right. I see the golden thread of light snaking along the ground. But I have no idea how far away the spindle is. Do we have any other choice?

A gust of wind blows through the fiery walls. Hot sparks flare up in the night, and the fire blazes hotter, setting Claire’s left side alight. She screams again and frantically rubs herself to smother the flames. I help her, then I grasp her shoulders and look her straight in the eye. “We need to move. Come on!”

She raises her head and looks at me, exhausted. For a moment, I’m afraid that she’s already given up, but then she starts moving.

“We can get to the spindle,” I promise. “I can see the thread. It’ll lead us straight there.”

Claire looks around for it, but quickly gives up. “How far …” The rest of the sentence is lost in a horrible coughing fit. It takes her a moment to catch her breath.

I’m struggling to breathe too. The farther we go, the hotter and more oppressive the fire becomes. I keep glancing back at Yoru, who’s sticking close behind me and keeping his distance from the flames. But they’re taking their toll on him too. His fur is singed in several places, and I can hear his wheezing breath.

The thread leads us around another corner. There, the passage narrows even more.

Claire stops behind me and begins to cry. “No … please.”

But that’s the way the thread is leading us. It must be the right way. It must be.

I turn around and ruffle Yoru’s fur. “It’s time for you to go now, little guy.”

I have to fight to keep my voice from cracking. It tears my heart out to have to send him away and hope that he’ll find his way out of this hell. But he can’t stay with us.

“I know you’ll make it. Find the way out and run as fast as you can. We’ll just slow you down. You’ll be faster without us.”

I see the opposition in Yoru’s eyes, his determination. He rests his head in my hand and gives me a look of unconditional trust.

“No, not this time. We can’t do this together. I need to know that you’re safe. I promise I’ll come soon. But you need to go now.” I don’t know if I can keep my promise, but I’ll do my best.

He sits back defiantly on his haunches.

“Yoru!” I say firmly. “Go! Now! That’s an order!”

He starts walking away, takes a few steps, but keeps turning back.

“Go!” I yell as loud as I can. “Get out of here!”

Finally, he starts running through the burning maze.

“He’ll make it,” Claire murmurs. “This prison is designed to kill humans, not spirits.”

I nod and cling to that thought. Yoru will be safe.

“We need to run,” I say to Claire, turning to face her. “Do you hear me? You need to use the last of your strength and run as fast as you possibly can.” I look at the narrow passage in front of us. The flaming walls are so close that we can’t avoid touching them. Our only chance is to move really fast.
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The glowing thread weaves across the ground and winds around the next corner. But its light is much brighter here. Hopefully that means we’ve almost reached the end.

Claire’s trembling all over, and her breathing is ragged. I touch her uninjured arm and coax her to look at me. “Claire, you have to try. It’s our only chance. Please!”

She looks at me with those big desolate eyes. Then a spark of her old determination returns to them and she nods. “We’ll try.”

We approach the passage. I’m panting, trying to extract oxygen from the searing air and draw it into my lungs. And then I see them. Directly in front of us, a couple of small black shapes creep out from behind the wall of fire and turn their round heads toward us. I hear their rasping, guttural voices. A shiver runs down my spine.

“Don’t look!” I say to Claire. “Just keep running, no matter what they do.”

She looks horrified as I grab her arm and pull her along behind me. I run as fast as I can, not loosening my grip on Claire for a moment. When we step into the narrow passage, the flames leap around us. I feel my skin burning … the heat … the intense heat. It feels as if its slicing the skin off my flesh. The flames don’t even need to touch me – the air temperature alone is enough to cause blisters and make the skin peel away. Claire shrieks behind me, staggers, but I hold her and pull her forward. With each step we take, sparks spray up from the ground. Even that is red hot, and our shoes begin to disintegrate. Everything’s hissing and crackling. Our world consists of nothing but flames, embers, and blazing red.

Claire stumbles and falls. I try to catch her, but all I can do is break her fall slightly. A blood-curdling sound escapes her throat as she hits the ground and her skin catches fire. She quickly tries to get back on her feet, but to do that, she has to push herself up with her hands – it must feel like pressing down on a hot cooktop. Her skin sizzles as her flesh is braised on the bone. That sound is drowned out by her horrendous screams, which rend the night. Flames dance across her body, eating into it.

I’m about to help her up and smother the flames when I see the black figures out of the corner of my eye. Their small bodies scud across the ground – the heat doesn’t seem to affect them at all. They pull themselves forward with their long claws, their eyes directed at one person: Claire.

I pull with all my strength and heave her to her feet, dragging her a little farther forward. Finally, I can see around the corner. If I had a drop of fluid left in my body, I’d weep with relief. In front of us is a circular area, at the center of which lies the spindle on a pedestal.

“We’re nearly there, Claire. Just up ahead. That’s the spindle. Look!”

Claire hangs in my arms. The right side of her face is one big burn. Despite the pain, she lifts the corners of her mouth into a sad smile. “I always knew it,” she murmurs, gazing at me steadfastly. “It was a mistake. All the lies. All those years. And now it’s over. I can’t go on, I’m sorry.”

“Claire, stop that,” I say, trying to pull her to the spindle. “We need to move. We’re nearly there.”

Fragments of my shoe soles are left behind, stuck to the ground. I feel the heat everywhere now. It scorches my skin, my hair, even my insides. But I hardly feel the pain. The only thing I feel is the iron will to get me and Claire out of here. She has to touch the spindle, then she will have passed the test, and the fire will be extinguished. It’s so close!

We finally reach the circle, which is wide enough that the flames can no longer touch us. I breathe a sigh of relief. The air is a little cooler here, and I resist the urge to collapse to my knees because out of the corner of my eye, I see the creatures. They won’t give up; they’re coming closer. Their rasping noises fill my ears – they’re calling to each other. Presumably more of them will soon show up.

“They’re harbingers of death,” says Claire.

She’s now hanging limply in my arms, and I continue to carry her, inch by inch. She can barely move now and doesn’t seem to want to.

“They can sometimes be seen when death is near,” she murmurs. She raises her head and looks at me with bright clear eyes. “I should never have lied. But after all that time … how was I supposed to tell them the truth? After everything they’d done for me, everything they’d sacrificed. They pinned all their hopes on me. I was the family’s future.”

“Claire, now is not the time. Come on. Please try!”

Claire shakes her head. “They’re coming for me. It’s over. And you know it.”

No, I think stubbornly. It’s not. Never! I try to smother the flames on Claire’s body, patting her down. It’s not over. It can’t be.

“We all have to face up to reality eventually,” she says.

No, we don’t. We still have a chance of getting out of here. I frown, and I’m about to tell her exactly that, but she beats me to it.

“I can’t keep running forever. I’ve done that for far too long.”

I have no idea what she’s talking about, but it doesn’t matter. She needs to touch the spindle; otherwise, we’ll both die in this hell.

“No, you won’t die here,” she says.

I look at her in surprise. Again? How does she know what I was just …

“…thinking?” she finishes my unspoken sentence. “Because that’s my gift,” she explains, looking me straight in the eye. Her gaze wavers, full of sorrow, pain, but most of all regret. “I’m no goddess. I never was. I can read thoughts. As a child, I didn’t think it was anything special. But it meant that I always knew what was expected of me. I could answer questions that the people around me hadn’t even asked yet. My family realized early on that there was something different about me, but they drew the wrong conclusions. They didn’t know I could read thoughts. They took my unusual empathy, my incredible insight, as a sign that I was a goddess in the making. And when I was old enough to understand … to figure out the truth … it was too late.” Her breathing is becoming more ragged, her speech fainter, tortuous. I know what this means.

“No,” I say. “That can’t be true.”

She nods. “Yes, it is. I was too cowardly to tell them the truth. Too proud. I thought I could see it through. I had bluffed my way through life with my gift so far.”

“No, that’s not true,” I say. “You … you passed the first two tests. Don’t forget that. That was all you. There must be something in you …”

“No,” she interrupts. She slowly reaches out with her charred hand and rests her open fingers against my cheek. “It was you. It was you the whole time. I saw the answers through your eyes. If it weren’t for you, I would have failed right from the start.”

I shake my head and try to step away from her, but Claire clings to me. This … this can’t be true. What’s she talking about? I only knew the answer because the translation was projected on the wall.

“No, it wasn’t. It wasn’t translated. You just assumed that because you could read the language. And you recognized the water too.”

“Yeah, because I’ve been to the lake!” I yell. “And I found the way to the spindle because I can see the threads.”

“The creatures,” she murmurs. “I see them through your eyes.”

They’ve reached Claire now. Their black arms are creeping up her legs, their claws scratching at her charred pants, which are melted into her skin and flesh.

“I can’t even feel them.”

No, I keep thinking. No!

All at once, the fire walls around us pulsate. I watch with horror as the flames move in toward us. They’ll soon engulf this space too. I pull on Claire, but she won’t move.

“You can’t deny what you are. Do you hear me? A life built on a lie is no life at all.” Her fingers brush my cheek again. “Take care of yourself. Your life will be very different from now on.”

She looks at me, and a final smile flickers across her face before the fire reaches us with full force – as if it wants to destroy everything now that the test has failed. The flames reach out toward Claire, consuming her hair, swarming across her face and turning her into a human fireball. Finally, she slumps. I try to hold her, but then I notice my own burning hands. The flames are covering my arms, my legs, my torso. I’m burning.

“Tess!” I hear a voice say through the crackling fire maze. Desperate, agonized, it keeps calling out my name. “Tess!”

“Ayden,” I murmur, and it slowly dawns on me what’s happening here. I’m dying.

“Ayden!” I cry out, putting all of my desperation into that cry. It’s as if the life is streaming out of me, merging with the flames and evaporating into the night. Loss … I’ve lost so much. Claire, Yoru, myself, my love, my life.

One last time, I hear Ayden call out to me. It hurts so much that I can’t see him one last time, hold him in my arms one last time, and tell him how much I love him.

I slump to the ground, exhausted, spraying out a cloud of sparks. They dance through the air like glowing butterflies and then fade to ash, just like the rest of me soon will.

The dark creatures are huddled around Claire’s remains. They turn to me and bow their heads. With the certainty that this conveys, I fling my head back and scream out all my pain and torment into the night. My roar mingles with the sparks and pulls them in, gathers all the flames around me, bundles them, and pulls them up with it. An immeasurable power gathers and is discharged with my scream into the infinite sky. For a moment, the firmament appears as a glowing red inferno that threatens to obliterate the sky itself. For a moment longer, all those flames continue to blaze above me where they’ve flung all my energy. Then they fade, and there’s nothing left but ash.

Tears trickle down my cheeks as I watch the ash swirl around me. Gray snowflakes drifting through the air above this big field where nothing exists anymore. Black dirt, black skin, smoke rising up. I smell my own scorched flesh and feel the hot wind on me, blasting across my raw skin and exposed bones.

But my eyes are on those dark creatures, which are keeping their distance but still staring at me out of their black eye sockets. Not taking their eyes off me, they keep their heads lowered. I knew it. They’re not here to take me away. Quite the opposite. They open their mouths, and little wisps of smoke waft out of them, creep across the ground, wrap themselves around me, and slowly seal my wounds.

No, they won’t hurt me. Not today. They’re not here to carry me to the realm of the dead. They’re here to pay homage to me. Their goddess of death.

- End of book 7 -

Continued in volume 8:
The Queen of Death
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