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      “I’m dreaming,” I muttered to myself over and over again until it stuck. “I’m dreaming. This isn’t happening. Don’t panic!”

      That didn’t stop the myriad of thoughts from tormenting my brain.

      ‘What if this is another vision? Will I get trapped here? I can’t go through that again.’

      I was surrounded by the same ruins that towered over me when Dirk linked our lives together in some weird magic ritual. The stones curved up toward the sky as the clouds drifted through the air like an ominous fog. Trees swayed outside the ritual circle. Bristles from the branches fell in the light wind and rolled over the stones beneath my feet.

      I shuffled about, trying to make sense of things. It was dark. I could feel the moon’s light giving my body strength. Which was a nice change of pace considering the last time I was here my limbs had been poisoned with silver vapor. I could walk freely. Locksin didn’t restrain my body as it did before. The area was completely abandoned. I was the only one there.

      I took cautious steps around the circle, quietly attempting to make sense of the dream. It was definitely the same area. It wasn’t just the ruins that I recognized. It was the chaos that died down and lay before me in the aftermath. The charred remains of Devon’s skeleton were lying on the stone surface of the ritual area, blackened from the magical flames that ravaged his body. I approached his bones and looked down on them. It was my turn to kneel to him with a broad smile on my face.

      ‘Looks like I gained the upper hand in the end,’ I thought. ‘Or rather…Adeline did. But I helped. Somehow.’

      I peered down at his bones. His furs and cloak had been completely burned away. Along with his leather trousers that covered his legs. I looked over what was left of his lifeless form only to see a sliver of light over one of his ribs. I squinted and took a closer look. Part of his bone was shining under the pale moonlight.

      I hesitantly touched his rib and found the blackened ashy material from the magical fire that consumed him rubbed away with a simple stroke of my thumb. His bones weren’t normal. They weren’t off white and they weren’t entirely burned away. I rubbed a little harder to see more light shining down on his skeleton under the moon through a lock of my long black hair.

      “What in the world?” I muttered.

      His bones were silver.

      I rubbed harder against his remains to see if the entire skeleton was the same. I dusted away the blackened ash from his skull, his pelvic bone, his leg, and his forearm.

      Devon got what he wanted. He managed to find my brother without me and sell his soul over to him and the Dolch Erbe. But I didn’t think dying was a part of his plan. Even so, he managed to do something with his body that was a mystery to me. His skeleton was made of silver.

      An edge flickered to his side buried under what was left of his left arm. I gently lifted it to see a straight edge that wasn’t part of his skeleton. It was the box he used back in Lothar’s bedchamber. The intricately carved box that shot bolts of silver lightning through the air and paralyzed everyone in the room as they tried to take him down and protect me. I reached down for it and gave it a solid yank when it refused to budge, making sure my fingers didn’t let the lid slide off. I wasn’t sure how it worked but I knew better than to let the lid fall away after Devon displayed the power it possessed.

      I stood up and examined the box. It was no bigger than my hands and seemed like nothing more than a silver jewelry box. I knew better. And apparently, so did whatever else lived in this area.

      The faint sound of whispering touched my ears as I turned the box over and tried examining it more closely.

      “Who’s there?” I shouted.

      The whispering grew louder. Voices spoke in an old language I didn’t recognize. It sounded like children. Then women. And eventually deeper, like the voice of a commander in an army.

      I backed up from Devon’s body, wondering if I had disturbed some sort of natural harmony that existed in this area. If it was even capable of having harmony. I sensed the first time I came here that it was old. Many lycan had died here. And I wasn’t sure what evil lived within the surrounding forest. But whatever it was, it didn’t like that I had the box in my hands.

      ‘It’s a dream. Remember that. Whatever it is can’t harm me.’

      Fog rolled in over my feet. The wind howled and blew the dirt and leaves about the circle. I stumbled backward as the feeling of being watched started causing the skin on my back to get warmer. As if someone I couldn’t see was staring daggers right into my backside. I bumped into the empty remains of the cauldron. I remembered the way it hissed as Devon and Dirk spilled the wolf’s blood into its contents. The way magic flowed over the top and danced before me as the luxra commanded. The fog smashed right into me only to unveil what was under the woodpile that heated the cauldron. Burned logs and twigs brushed away from the center. That was when I saw it. The stones underneath me formed a design in the ground. The symbol of the Dolch Erbe was right under my feet. Only there was something different about it. The broken triangle was wider at the center. Right in the middle lay a small rectangular shape. I went in for a closer look only to have my suspicion confirmed. It was the shape of the silver box in my hands.

      ‘No, that can’t be possible.’

      The whispers of children and the sound of feet running about drifted through the trees and reached my ears, tempting me as if it was some sort of game. Whatever spirits resided here, they wanted me to play along.

      My knees trembled as I lowered myself to the stone ground once more, taking the box from my hands and placing it in the center of the large Dolch Erbe symbol. There was dirt inside, I reluctantly reached in to swipe it away and make room. To my shock, the box fit perfectly inside the small opening. But it wouldn’t go down all the way. I had to push it in. Only when I did, I heard something snap.

      ‘Oh jeez, did I break it?’

      The sound of something scraping reached my ears, followed by gears moving. Metal twisting and bending, iron reshaping, bolts breaking, and stones sliding against one another.

      ‘Uh oh.’

      I backed away as my legs slowly started sinking. I gasped to see that the ground underneath me was moving down. Long beams where stones once were appeared to stay in place. I shuffled my body over one of the beams and tried to steady myself as the ground began to shake as if I had caused some sort of earthquake. Trees trembled above me making twigs and bristles fall from the sky. The fog rolling in spread out around the circle and didn’t move penetrate it. The whispering grew louder and louder until it was a clear as daylight reaching my ears.

      Beams of light shot through the moving layers of the stone circle. I raised my hand to my eyes, trying to prevent blindness from consuming my sight. No such luck. It was overwhelming. And not just for my eyes but for my balance. I fought to stand up straight on the beam as the ground beneath me kept moving. It was no use. I fell to my hands, struggling to stay on all fours as the stones kept going lower and lower. My eyes finally adjusted enough to see the entire area lit up in a luminous glow. The circle wasn’t an ordinary witchling ritual circle. It was a tomb. Below the beams were five old stone coffins, each engraved with the symbol of the Dolch Erbe. And each sealed tightly shut. The area was sacred. A form of burial ground. I instinctively knew who the occupants of the coffins were before the light started to slowly dim. It was the remains of the original members of the Dolch Erbe. This ritual ground was strong because it was where they were buried. And it was also a place I definitely didn’t want to be. Even in my dreams.

      I stood up and slowly backed away as if I was walking backward on a balance beam in a very clumsy gymnastic display. I was never a particularly graceful person but I did my best to feel each step with my toes before placing my foot down.

      Ravens cawed above me, shaking from the trees and swooping through the circle of ruins. The light was still bright enough for me to see the area lit up for the first time once I reached the edge of the circle. I could stand on solid ground again.

      The ruins standing high around me weren’t always falling down to the earth. Nor did the trees grow all around them. It was once a cathedral. A very old one that tried standing the test of time. The whispers were those of the parishioners, praying to God and begging for everything that would make their lives easier. A strong harvest, a faithful spouse, and more rainwater to prevent drought for their crops. It was holy ground. And the Dolch Erbe had destroyed it by turning it into some sort of sacrificial area to murder lycan. Then they buried their leaders here so the area would be permanently destroyed.

      I lowered my hand from the light as it grew dimmer under the sky. I could see everything from where I stood. The center pillar was where the cauldron once sat. Five long beams made of aged white marble formed a star-like shape between each coffin, separating the resting bodies from one another. The coffins appeared older than some of the most ancient objects I had seen in the British Museum. So old that I doubted there was anything left inside of them after centuries of rot and decay.

      Imagine my surprise when the one at the far center of the star started to move. The lid of the coffin shuddered, shaking slightly and making me doubt if what I saw was really happening. It jolted to the left, forcing the old stones to shift as dust fell and rolled onto the ground beneath the coffin. My eyes widened, half-expecting to see a skeletal hand appear from the inside. Only it wasn’t a skeletal hand that I saw first. It was a normal hand, grabbing the edge of the stone lid and pushing it to the side. This was the moment when most people would run for their life. Not me. Not Riley Blackburn. I was the nut case that looked closer and nearly fell forward through the gaping hole to the coffin down below, half expecting them all to start opening and for the living dead to arise in my dream and run after me.

      But this was a dream. Nothing more. I reminded myself of that with each passing second. Especially when the lid of the coffin was shoved to the side and a familiar face sat up and rose to stand before me.

      It was Dirk. He was alive. And he was standing in the same clothes I last saw him in. His tattoos were still visible, his leather trousers were still dirty, and his expression was equally as menacing as the night he had Devon kidnap me.

      Only a single thing was different about him. There was a wand in his hand. A long wand made of ivory with a piercing red glow at the tip, shining his crowning magic from inside his skin.

      ‘Since when can you use a wand?’

      I let my magic seep through the creases of my palms, making sure he knew I was ready to defend myself if I had to. He caught me off guard once. It wouldn’t happen again.

      The silver box sitting atop the marble pillar in the center started to shake. Dirk raised the ivory wand in his hand and pointed it at the lid. It shot off into the night sky releasing the power inside. Silver lightning lit up the forest as bolts erratically shot through the air in search of targets.

      It hit the trees, causing a few branches to crash to the ground and into the holes of the circle, smashing against the coffins below with a mighty crash. The bolts shot through the air again, lighting the trees on fire. By that time I was focused on my magic and creating a shield around my body in a spherical shape, envisioning it protecting me with all the strength I could gather. The lightning struck the scarlet red magic circling me once, twice, then three times. Dirk couldn’t break through it.

      I watched as he let his crowning magic drift under his feet and carry him atop the circle until he was floating. He landed on one of the beams and walked toward me with the wand pointed in my direction.

      ‘Oh no, you don’t!’

      I let the shield around me burst like an explosion sending my magic right in his direction and not caring about the consequences. I wouldn’t be his victim again. Only when the magic struck him right in his chest and sent him flying, it did the same to me. A sharp pain erupted right in my center, as though someone took a heavy hammer and thrust it right into my sternum, cracking it wide open and forcing all the air right out of my lungs. My bones rattled. My legs shook and turned into jelly. My muscles tensed as waves of electrical power pulsated throughout my body. The lightning caught me as soon as Dirk’s guard was down. He no longer had control over it. It struck everything in sight. The stone ruins, the trees, Devon’s remains, and the coffins below the circle. Nothing was at its mercy. And nothing would be spared. I froze on the ground, gasping in pain and struggling to take in a single breath as the earth quaked beneath my feet. The power inside the box was destroying the ritual circle. Dirk unleashed something he couldn’t control.

      Magical silver lightning struck my body once more. The hairs on my arms singed down to the skin and burned my flesh. I could feel my muscles tearing open as my body threatened to rip apart. That was when my eyes bolted open and I sat up in bed with a start.

      I reached for my chest, finding it moved up and down with ease and no pain whatsoever. I could finally breathe again.

      The white sheets underneath me were covered in sweat. My pajamas were soaked. I looked like I had stepped into a pool and didn’t bother to towel off before going to bed.

      My crowning magic flickered on the floor, dancing about in an array of sparkling light on the decorative rug and stopping once it reached the mixture I spread around my bed before going to sleep each night. It was the mixture Lothar said he would have Rodrick provide to me. It worked like a charm. And it prevented another fire from consuming the room and burning my roommate alive. Which fortunately was Alina now, not McKenzie. She recommended I share her bedchamber given she had an extra bed. Also, a few of the students heard about me shacking up with Lothar and the rumor mill ran wild with the possibilities of a Vontex courting a student. Alina wasn’t about to have my honor ruined. So she invited me to stay with her. I quickly accepted then spent the majority of the first few nights refusing to sleep until I mastered controlling my crowning magic so I wouldn’t set the room on fire. I didn’t want a repeat of what happened to McKenzie.

      I shut my eyes and commanded my magic to gradually dissipate, letting it seep back into my body and mold with my skin. I didn’t open my eyes again until the final trace of magic was locked deep inside of me.

      I threw the comforter off my body and set my feet on the rug, still trying to catch my breath.

      Alina was on the other side of the large bedchamber, sound asleep. Her chest slowly moved up and down with the beat of her heart. Her eyelids were moving back and forth. She was dreaming. I could only hope her dreams were far more pleasant than mine.

      I reached for an elastic band on the end table and put my sopping wet hair back in a bun. I could feel the drip of the wet strands hitting my back and threatening to soak me even more. I tiptoed over to the dresser and reached inside for a new set of pajamas that Alina took me to London to buy. If there was one activity Alina loved, it was shopping. It gave her a sense of being human, I suppose. And it got her around normal people for a little while. Something she claimed was crucial for the Vontex given the nature of their intense work.

      I threw off the wet pajamas and pulled a white night shirt and shorts she chose for me over my head, all the while trying to revisit the dream and decipher if it was a vision or just some sick and twisted nightmare. I knew there was only one way to find out. But would the Vontex take a journey away from here to somewhere I couldn’t find again? Would they endure the risk?

      One key element to the dream was vivid in my mind. The forest wasn’t just any forest. And the church wasn’t any old church. In Alina’s lecture, she said the origins of the Dolch Erbe were in Bavaria. The area of Europe now known as the Czech Republic. Much of the dream remained a mystery to me. The location, however, wasn’t an enigma anymore.

      It was deep inside a forest in the Czech Republic. And I wouldn’t be able to find it again without the help of the Vontex.

      ‘I must be mad. I can’t go back there!’

      Even as the words ran through my mind I knew it was inevitable. I had to go back. It was the only way to know if I was right. The original members of the Dolch Erbe might be beneath the ritual ground. And if so, I needed to know what that meant.
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      “Alina,” I whispered. “Alina!” She didn’t stir. I gave her shoulder a shake and said her name a little louder. Nothing. Finally, I took a pillow from my bed and smacked it on top of her head. She finally came around.

      “What the hell?” she spat, rubbing her eyes with her fists. When she moved her hand back it was covered in sweat from my pillow. “Did you take a late-night bath?” she asked.

      “No,” I said.

      Her vision adjusted and she saw the state I was in. Sopping wet hair, white as a sheet, and clearly startled.

      “What happened?” she asked, sitting up straight in her bed. “Didn’t the mixture work?”

      I glanced down to the floor at the herbal mixture of special herbs Rodrick gave me to stop the visions in my dreams from consuming me and engulfing the room in a rage of magical fire.

      “Yes and no,” I said. “The room didn’t burn down though. So I can count that as a small victory.”

      Alina threw the heavy white comforter off her legs and rested them over the side. “Tell me what you saw,” she said. “You woke me up. The least you can do is tell me.”

      I took a deep breath and recounted the vision. The silver hue to Devon’s skeleton, the box, the way it acted as a key to the crypt below it, and most of all, the coffins that lay on the bottom in a star-like shape. She listened curiously with squinted eyes through her fatigue and tried to focus.

      “Five coffins,” she repeated after I was finished. “I know why Devon took you there. Or at least I have a theory.”

      “Why?” I asked, eager to know the answer myself. “It must be the burial site of the original five members of the Dolch Erbe. The founders of the order from centuries ago. That’s why it held magical power.”

      ‘Okay. So I’m not insane. My suspicion might have been right.’

      I sighed in relief only to feel a pit form in my stomach seconds later. This meant it wasn’t just a dream. It was, in fact, a vision. In the end, I was only left with more questions. “But the Dolch Erbe were humans, weren’t they?”

      “That doesn’t mean they didn’t indulge in magical workings. Or at least gain allies with those who could. Perhaps the area is cursed.”

      If she was right, there was no way I would ever get the Vontex to help me find it.

      “Look,” I said, taking a nearby chair and sitting in front of her. The droplets from my wet pajamas were starting to weigh me down. “I know we need to go there. I need to go back. This didn’t feel like a normal dream. It had to be one of the Blackatter visions Lothar told me about. I can feel it. I need to go back. I need to find it. The answers we’re searching for are waiting for us there.”

      “Or its some sort of trap.”

      “Since when do you consider a challenge unworthy?” I teased her. “If the Vontex comes with me, we can protect each other.”

      “You mean you can help us in a pinch with your magic if things go south quickly.”

      I sneered at her. She could read me a little too well sometimes.

      Alina leaned back on her hands and considered my words. I could see her easing to my way of thinking and not liking the idea of holding back.

      “There might be a way to further investigate,” she finally caved. “But it will take some cooperation from the vixra. We’ll have to call in a favor and get their approval. Be prepared for a rejection though. Given they’re keen on protecting whatever Blackatters they can find I think they’ll be rather apprehensive.”

      “Or willing given it might help us protect future Blackatters if we discover more secrets about the Dolch Erbe.”

      She smiled as though she liked my grit. I wouldn’t give up on this. I had to go back there. One way or another. I think she was well aware that if she didn’t help me find a way I would simply go by myself.

      “I admire your determination, Riley, but I won’t do this without the vixra’s help. Or without a vixra tunnel.”

      I swallowed hard, wondering already if I had bitten off more than I could chew. “You mean that awful time warp thing that made me feel like I experienced all stages of the flu in the span of sixty seconds?”

      She grinned. “Who’s not up for a challenge now? And besides, it’s not a time warp. It’s more like a location warp.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her, not liking how she was already using my tactics against me. “Why do we need the vixra tunnel?”

      “Tunnels,” she said. “Plural. They’re not all bad. Yes, they have been used for bad reasons but the vixra are actually very strict with who can use them and for what purpose. If Devon had lived long enough he probably would have been found by the vixra and punished for his misuse of them. They monitor the tunnels very carefully.”

      “But why do we need them?”

      “Because it’s quite possible that such a burial ground would be protected by magic. Or even booby traps. Especially from what your vision showed you. We need a way to get in and out of there as quickly as possible and escape should something go wrong. Swords, daggers, and guns can only get us so far when it comes to dealing with magic. The tunnels were created in the 18th century by a powerful vixra for ease of travel. When used the right way, they’re extremely convenient. But like I said, the vixra restrict them. We need to have special permission. And we need vixra blood in our systems.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Come again?”

      “Have Rodrick show you in your next lesson. You’ve been learning from him for a few months now. You should be up to the task. Just know that once you start using vixra blood, you’ll change.”

      “Change how?”

      “It’s addictive. Vixra blood contains the most potent magic in the world. It will fill you with a sense of power. Which is why the vixra police it so thoroughly. Even more so than the tunnels. If the place where Devon took you is cursed or in any way protected by magic, we need to have extra muscle behind us. So ask Rodrick about it during your next lesson.”

      She sniffed the air and leaned toward me only to recoil with her hand over her nose. “Go take a shower. Then get another few hours of sleep,” she said. “I’m giving a pop quiz today and you’ll need the extra rest.”

      I stood up from the chair and removed my fresh pajamas only to toss them in her direction.

      “Ew!” she whined, throwing them to the side.

      “Oh come on, you clean up dead bodies. You can handle a little sweat.”

      “Can I go back to sleep now?” she asked. “Without getting attacked by a pillow?”

      I huffed and threw off the rest of my pajamas. The bathtub in our bathroom never looked so inviting. I could hear her slip away into sleep with deep breaths before the tub was done filling with hot water.
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      I waited until the sound of scampering feet over cobblestones dwindled into nothing. The students were in the dining hall, feasting on fresh meats as the moon began its descent from the sky and the sun peeked through the trees in the distance outside the academy. I pulled the leather hood of my trench coat over my head, making sure the long locks of black curls were concealed. Each footstep through the hall echoed from wall to wall. I had to walk slowly, making sure each corner to the next hall was empty before walking onward. Rodrick gave me strict instructions to make sure no one saw me heading for his hidden study. Our lessons were meant to remain a secret. Not just because I would be accused of receiving special treatment but because the things he sometimes taught me weren’t on the usual curriculum. Things such as creating a flame of fire magic in my hand and extinguishing it with perfect control and ease. Shutting my eyes when the scarlet red glow consumed them and channeling it into my irises so it wasn’t quite as noticeable to onlookers. And my personal favorite, weaving my magic inside my body where no one could see. When I first came to the academy to endure the trials, my magic always projected outside my body. I didn’t even know that I could use it without the fog or red sparks barreling from my body. He showed me otherwise. I could sometimes wield it without anyone knowing or seeing. But it was tricky. The extra effort of concealing it always left me a bit winded afterward.

      I took one final look around to make sure I wasn’t being watched once I reached the hidden compartment of stairs leading to Rodrick’s study, then I placed my hands over the proper stones to activate the hidden passageway. It opened up to me with the sound of stones rubbing against one another and I walked down the dark stone stairway. The opening closed behind me and I continued onward, watching with gleeful eyes as the enchanted torches lit the hallway one by one.

      I knocked on the door at the end of the hall to hear Rodrick on the other side.

      “Enter,” he commanded.

      I opened the door to see him sitting at his large wooden desk. He didn’t look up to greet me.

      “Come sit down,” he said. “I’ll be with you in just a minute.”

      I did as he requested and folded my hands in my lap just the way my mum taught me growing up, waiting patiently for him to finish what he was doing.

      Rodrick wrote feverishly in a large leather-bound notebook. His fountain pen etched over the rough parchment surface as he wrote. I looked away at first, not wanting to intrude. That was after I caught a glimpse of what the ink was doing. It disappeared on the page only to return molded into different words.

      My brow furrowed in curiosity. I looked away once more the second Rodrick placed the cap back on his fountain pen and closed the notebook, not wanting him to notice that I hadn’t exactly respected his privacy.

      Rodrick was a strange sort. I was drawn to him no matter how hard I tried. Even when he was rude and sought to keep secrets from me. And yet, I couldn’t help but feel a tinge of shame when I disrespected him.

      He took the notebook and placed it on a nearby hutch alongside many other leather-bound notebooks. Then he finally turned to me and acknowledged my presence.

      “My apologies,” he said. “Business ran a little late tonight.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “I’ve spoken to Alina,” he said, sitting back down in his large study chair with both hands extended over the wooden arms. It made him look regal in some way. Composed and yet still severe. I lowered my eyes, not wanting it to be too obvious that I was admiring him.

      “What did she say?” I asked.

      “That the mixture seems to be working but you’re still having visions.”

      “Do you ever have them?” I asked. I didn’t intend to divert the subject but I had been curious since Lothar first told me Blackatters experience them.

      “From time to time,” he answered. “Alina says this area Devon took you to might have greater significance than we previously thought. It might be necessary to visit and have a look around.”

      ‘That sounds promising.’

      “You noticed the unique feature of the notebook I just held, did you not?” he asked, taking me a little by surprise.

      “Yes,” I admitted, wondering if I’d get a lecture about minding my own business.

      “It’s a form of communication the vixra use to keep tabs on those they consider assets or allies. When one writes in them, the response is seen by a corresponding notebook in a vixra’s possession. Once the message has been seen, it disappears. It’s their preferred method of communicating with a little privacy.”

      “Oh,” I said, trying to sound curious but not painfully obvious in my nosiness.

      “I was writing to Ellinor just now. I’ve asked her for permission to use the tunnels so the Vontex can visit this site and investigate it further.”

      It didn’t take me long to realize he had excluded me from that sentence. The Vontex would investigate. Not me.

      “I need to go too,” I insisted. “I was the one who was there. I had the vision. I can tell the Vontex the details in person so we can-”

      “It’s out of the question,” he cut me off.

      “Why?” I argued. “Because everyone needs to protect me? I’m getting really sick of hearing that.”

      “No, Miss Blackburn. Because doing so will involve the use of vixra blood and you’re far too inexperienced to have such potent magic in your system. Learning how to use it takes practice and efficiency. I can teach you how over the course of time but its not something you can learn overnight. Do you remember how sick you felt after going through the vixra tunnel?”

      “Yes,” I grumbled.

      “I don’t doubt your abilities, Miss Blackburn. You’ve proved yourself tougher and far smarter than most of the students who pass through these walls. It’s not just anyone who can complete the trials in record time. It’s rarely ever done. But vixra blood is another game entirely. If you wish to learn how to use it, I will show you. Slowly.”

      I opened my mouth to argue. He cut me off once more.

      “Tell me again what you saw,” he added. “Alina said something about Devon’s bones being silver.”

      I could feel the agitation inside me already building up like a furnace. I wanted to push harder and let him know just how I felt about being left behind while the Vontex investigated my vision. I took a few seconds and controlled myself. Getting into a fight with the Dean of the Academy wasn’t the way to get what I wanted. At least not right now.

      “Yes,” I mumbled. “His bones were solid silver.”

      “Do you know why?”

      I shook my head.

      “But you do know that Devon was a master shifter?”

      He opened up a drawer inside his desk and took out a small vial sealed tight with a dropper on the lid.

      “This is liquid silver,” he explained. “Not pure, mind you, but still very powerful. Master shifters ingest very small amounts daily.”

      “Why?” I asked. “That seems counter-productive.”

      “To build a resistance, Miss Blackburn. If they have a resistance to silver being used as a weapon, it can never be used against them. At least not to the same degree it affects the average lycan. Devon ingested so much over the years that it coated his skeletal makeup. Think of it as a side effect of abusing it as a substance.”

      “It didn’t seem to stop him from shifting into…well… other people.”

      Rodrick shifted uncomfortably, darting his eyes away from mine. “The longer a master shifter can stay in their transformed shift, the more they must be invincible to being forcibly changed back. That requires the use of liquid silver. Only a single droplet once a night before bed. Nothing more.”

      He moved the vial toward me as though he wanted me to take it.

      “What are you saying?” I asked.

      “I’m saying it’s time I start teaching you how to become a master shifter. You’ll need the skill if you’ll be working closely with the vixra. Like I said, one small droplet before bed. And don’t let Alina or anyone else see you do it. The fewer people who know you can shift into a human’s likeness, the better. It will keep others from suspecting you did things you didn’t do if they think you can be trusted to never take on another person’s form.”

      I took the vial into my hand and examined it a little closer. The liquid was nothing out of the ordinary when looking at it on the table. When I held it closer to my face, I could see speckles of silver glowing inside.

      “Will it hurt?” I asked.

      “No.”

      He stood up from his desk and walked back over to the hutch. His hand disappeared into his trench coat pocket and took out a small decorative iron key. He pushed it into a cabinet toward the bottom and pulled out a folder, placing it on his desk for me to see. Then he set two different images before me, one man and one woman in black and white surveillance photos.

      ‘What? Did you hack into the CCTV surveillance system?’

      The two of them wore long coats that reached down to their ankles. Only the woman was dressed in a long satin style gown.

      I leaned in closer, seeing the face of one of the men and instantly recognizing him.

      “How long have you had this?” I asked.

      “Do you recognize either of them?”

      I pointed to the image to the right. “This one. This is the luxra witchling at the ritual. He was the one helping Dirk. Why didn’t you show me sooner? How long have you had these photos?” I crossed my arms over my chest, feeling a little violated.

      “We rarely show just anyone those we suspect have betrayed our kind to the Dolch Erbe, Miss Blackburn. Or those who might be on their hit list. Such details must be kept secret for the protection of their families. Our kind can be rather unforgiving when one joins the Dolch Erbe.”

      “Don’t you think people can better protect themselves if they know who their enemies are?”

      “Not in this case,” he insisted, taking the photos and placing them back in the cabinet before locking it. “You’re not a Vontex. Don’t make the mistake of thinking you are privy to all the details shared with them just because you’re occasionally permitted to accompany them. Police officers in the human realm don’t share evidence with the public for the same reason the Vontex don’t showcase a list of suspects. These things must be investigated thoroughly and only by those with the proper skill set. Which I intend to provide to you. In the meantime, I will give your eye witness account of his identity to Ellinor. Now stand up,” he demanded.

      “You won’t even tell me his name?” I asked.

      “Stand!”

      I slammed my hands on the arms of the chair and pushed myself off.

      “You said you fought off Dirk in your vision with crowning magic,” he said. “You did the same when the two of you last encountered one another, correct?”

      ‘Can you please quit with the formal chatter? It drives me mad!’

      “Yes,” I replied.

      “You need to learn how to control yourself when under attack with crowning magic. There’s a method to it.”

      “Can I expect other Blackatters to attack me?” I asked.

      “No. On the contrary. Your magic is drawn to other Blackatters on a much stronger level than other magical beings. When the two combine it can be overwhelming. Even destructive. Which is why we stress the importance of discipline and controlling our impulses here at the academy.”

      A rush of pink struck my cheeks and I prayed he didn’t notice. I couldn’t be certain if ‘drawn to one another’ translated into ‘attracted to one another.’

      “Your brother and you are twins,” he continued. “You share a special bond. One that was broken when he turned to the Dolch Erbe. That might be why he had to link your lives, so the bond would be recreated and your magic wouldn’t combat one another.”

      ‘It sure seemed to do battle well enough at the ritual site.’

      He closed his eyes and held them shut for a few seconds. When they opened again his irises were red. His palms were turned out and I could see the funnel of his magic flow from his hand and spin up his arms.

      “Release your magic,” he instructed me.

      I closed my eyes and mimicked his actions, letting my magic ooze from my skin and weave around my arms like a serpent circling my flesh.

      “Good. Now extend your right arm,” he said.

      I did so, eager to see what he had in mind and what would happen.

      Our magic slowly began to leave our bodies and reach across the study to touch one another. It mingled in a circle and spun around like fireflies chasing each other around the room.

      “Hold it right there,” he said just as our magic touched for the first time.

      A jolt of electricity fired through my arm and sank deep into my chest. I nearly took a few steps back. It was a struggle to maintain my posture. The familiar heat I felt in his presence magnified, pushing straight through me and filling my limbs with energy. Our magic sent red sparks across the room and dissipated before it touched the floor. Rodrick was glowing in a sea of luminous red light. And for the briefest moment, I knew he felt the exact same sensation that I did. His eyes were locked onto mine, seeing me through the light if our magic as it engaged in a strange duet. Testing our willpower and challenging us both to resist.

      I still didn’t know much about magic. It was a mystery to me in so many ways that both frightened and thrilled me. And yet, the one thing it wanted of me was something I wasn’t sure I could submit to.

      Liberation. It wanted to liberate me. And it wanted to liberate Rodrick. Whatever was shackling us both down and making us resist one another was fading. My lust wasn’t one-sided. When his magic touched mine, I instinctively knew he was resisting it too.

      Rodrick let his hand down and forced his magic to slam back inside his body. He let it happen so fast that it collided into his skin and ripped his flesh open.

      I heard him scream as his body fell to the floor and blood spilled out onto his trench coat.

      “Rodrick!” I screamed, letting my magic slowly fade back inside me before rushing to his side and opening up his trench coat to see the damage. His shirt was stained with blood. I ripped it away to see that the slashes on his muscular bare chest were already healing.

      Our eyes met as his skin stitched itself back together and he found his strength again. Only he didn’t raise his arms to prop himself back up. He held my face in his hands and brushed his thumb over my cheek, sending a wind of excitement straight through me. His scent struck my senses. The same scent I smelled on Devon. I shut my eyes, trying to force away the memory of Devon’s deceit. When I opened them, Rodrick was dangerously close to me. In fact, I think he was pulling me in closer. I could feel the heat rising from his muscular chest, inviting me in. Then in the blink of an eye, he pushed me away and got up from the floor, forcing me aside as though it never happened and leaving me completely flustered.

      “I’ll tell Ellinor you recognized the luxra on the vixra’s list of possible suspects,” he said. “You’re dismissed.”

      He stepped away from me and stretched his arms down as they finished healing.

      I opened my mouth to ask if he was alright only to close it. He didn’t look back at me for even a second as he reached for a door on the other side of the study and disappeared. I snatched the vial of liquid silver from his desk and rushed out without looking back.

      Rodrick was feeling the same intensity that I did. Only he refused to act on it. The essence of our magic touched for the first time. He enjoyed it. And so did I. A little too much. And for whatever reason, that scared the hell out of him. So much so that he withdrew his magic fast enough to split his skin open. I was determined to figure out why.
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      Maybe it makes me a bit of an arse but I was relieved when I got back to the dorm room to find it empty. I had quickly come to adore Alina. That didn’t stop me from occasionally needing some time to myself. If she was out this late it usually meant she was either helping students or that the Vontex had their hands full. Granted the moon was full I figured it might be the latter. Untamed lycan would be at their strongest and out in search of prey, leaving the remains for the Vontex to pick up.

      I walked in and made myself comfortable by the large wooden desk in the corner that we shared. Tucked away in the side cabinet was the journal Lothar gave me with the entries from a Blackatter that lived in the 19th century. I had only a few opportunities to read from it in private so I wasn’t about to waste a free moment when I was all alone.

      I read most of the important stuff and already applied it. How to control my crowning magic while I was asleep with the mixture Rodrick helped me to acquire, how to get out of a vision if it was really bothering me while I slept, and even how to use the visions in various ways. The gentleman who wrote the book actually managed to learn how to revisit the same vision, again and again, re-examining it from different angles to see if he missed something or if there was a finite detail that wasn’t obvious at first.

      I opened up the front page and smelled the musty scent of the old ink. It had the owner’s name written in fancy cursive handwriting that I truly wished people still practiced today. It was an art form.

      
        
        Edward Blackard, 1893

      

      

      I flipped a few more pages and began scanning the book for the obvious term that had quickly become the bane of my existence. Dolch Erbe. To my surprise, it didn’t take long. On the eighteenth page, the name appeared. I slowly read the entry before me.

      

      
        
        February 4th, 1893

        Difficult day. I rose from bed with the moon to find once again that Sybil wasn’t by my side. Not an unusual occurrence given she likes to be up before me to make a fresh breakfast. We’ve been deprived of our maid but thank goodness dear Sybil didn’t always have the luxury of one and can easily make us a small meal. Only when I went to the kitchen, she wasn’t there either. She doesn’t usually leave without telling me. I discovered a note laying just above the tablecloth. A message letting me know where she had gone. Or perhaps that she left in the middle of the night to return to the library once more. Her study of the Dolch Erbe is nearing obsession. And I can’t say I’m deeply pleased with it. I have no problem with a woman exploring her interests. Sybil has always had her opinions, most of which I can’t argue but I certainly do not voice in polite society. This particular curiosity gives me no solace.

      

      

      The entries about the Dolch Erbe were dabbled throughout the notebook. I continued skimming until I found more.

      
        
        May 17th, 1893

        I cannot rest. Not after what I’ve seen. My dear Sybil has gone too far. I allowed myself to peer into the fireplace for far too long as I shifted the logs about. She came over to me and held me tight, watching the flames flicker over the logs. I held her arm only to feel something over her delicate skin. When I looked down at her thin arm, there was a marking on it. I’m sure I saw it. She thought I was imagining things. I even wondered if I imagined it myself. When I stood up and took a closer look at her arm, the marking was gone. As if it was never there to begin with. She held my face with her usual quiet laugh, insisting I must be tired. I knew better. The one thing I’ve heard about repeatedly from those who have encountered the Dolch Erbe was their markings. Ones much like sailors had inked in them from the Orient. Only these markings were signs of a person who has been courted by the Dolch Erbe. My dear Sybil may be in danger. And I don’t know what to do to stop it. I’ve long suspected that some who succumb to the Dolch Erbe don’t do it of their own free will. And if that’s the case I cannot allow her curiosities to run away with her. She may resent me but I’ve forbidden her from going to the library without me from this night onward. We live in dangerous times. I won’t lose my Sybil. I’ve already lost too much.

      

      

      

      I sat back in the chair a bit stunned by what I read.

      ‘Could it be true? Did those who joined the Dolch Erbe not come willingly?’

      As disturbing as the thought was, I desperately wanted it to be true. If it was, it meant Dirk might not have been given a choice. He didn’t knowingly betray his own. Or if he did, he might not have done it of his own free will.

      I carefully skimmed through more pages. There were a few more entries about Sybil Thornbrooke. The woman I learned through more reading was Edward’s loving wife. The had only been married three years and decided to pursue a life of quiet solitude at the academy, living in seclusion from the human realm. Only their happiness seemed to dwindle the more she took an interest in subjects Edward found distasteful for a respectable young woman of her time period.

      
        
        August 22, 1893

        My dear. My dear. I have gone too far. My dear Sybil has not been back for three days and three nights. I scolded her. I told her not to continue down this path. To mind what she reads and don’t become too fascinated with evil. For evil knows those who can be easily drawn in by the subtle appeal of danger. She did not take my precautions well.

        She claimed she could only find the information she needed in the human realm. I made her swear that she wouldn’t leave without me. Two students have disappeared from the academy recently and the Dean suspects it was the fault of the Dolch Erbe. She would not hear me. Or perhaps she could not. Perhaps there’s more going on in her mind than what I can see.

      

      

      ‘More going on in her mind?’ I thought. ‘Like what? Possession.’

      

      
        
        August 24th, 1893

        Sybil has returned. In some form. One I don’t know and I’m not sure I care to. Her eyes didn’t look on me with the same love and devotion I have always known. The love that makes me want to become a better man. A brave man. She looked down on me as though she was superior. When she did speak it was in a harsh tone that does not suit her character. Not her soft and gentile demeanor that always comforted me more than the mere words spilling from her mouth.

        She did not give me an explanation for her absence, even though I demanded one.

        Nor did she tell me if she had found any further information, even though I demanded to know what she discovered, if anything.

        It was only after she left to eat that I, to my shame, looked through her things. The contents of her pockets only had one item out of the ordinary. A small piece of paper with a droplet of blood. There’s little doubt to me that it might be vixra blood. How she came to possess it, what she needed it for, and what she intends to do with it, is beyond my knowledge. I fear if I pry the subject, I will receive nothing but the continued indifference from her once delicate and soft features. This I cannot handle.

      

      

      

      The entries became more frantic. More desperate. He started following his wife everywhere, logging where she went and how long she was gone. It didn’t seem out of the ordinary. The library was her most common venture. Then into the Alluring Forest on a few occasions to pick berries. The only peculiarity he noted was the way her skin never again appeared to have the markings he was so certain he saw on her arm the night in spring before the fireplace.

      I continued to go through the pages, scanning page after page. It felt almost as though it was the diary entries of a man slowly driven to madness. Not because his relationship with his wife was so strained but because he couldn’t find a way to stop it from unraveling.

      
        
        November 1, 1893.

        This home Dean Larkson of L.I.T.  permitted my dear Sybil and me to build near the academy, so happy once, so full of joy, in a time that feels long lost, is now full of nothing more than screaming and tormenting headaches. Sybil leaves for days at a time with no note and no sign of intention to return. She angers far too quickly. And I cannot bring her to stop with her obsession. She continues to read about them and study their ways. Everything she can possibly get her hands on. And I think she may even visit the human realm to investigate recent believed sightings. I told her that such business is for the Vontex to investigate. She refused to listen to reason. She even claimed the Vontex were too weak to take on such an enemy. That it must be done from inside. I adamantly refused to hear such nonsense. I cannot protect my wife from her curiosities or her mind. Her persistence once attracted me. Now it frightens me. One cannot stare into an abyss of utter darkness and not expect it to consume them, body and soul. Eventually, the darkness will swallow all within its reach.

      

      

      

      I turned more pages. Edward noted his visions. They began to disturb him on a deeper level each night to the point where he didn’t sleep. His handwriting became nearly illegible. Until a single entry caught my attention.

      
        
        January 19th, 1894

        My life, my breath, my reason, has been stolen from me. I received word from Dean Larkson of L.I.T. that Sybil has been found. After a fortnight of vanishing with not so much as a note or a single declarative sentence of her intention to return, Dean Larkson summoned me to his study to tell me Sybil would not be back. I nearly fell into the chair he offered me, expecting to hear of my wife’s demise. Larkson informed me that she suffered a fate worse than death. She didn’t disappear because she died. She disappeared because she was believed to have committed treason against our kind. She joined the Dolch Erbe. I fear she may be lost forever to an enemy I’m not equipped to fight. For even if I find her and somehow force her to see reason, she has committed a crime for which there is no return.

      

      

      

      I blinked a few times and reread the entry multiple times. Edward saw the signs before him but couldn’t stop his wife from falling prey to the Dolch Erbe. First the markings on her skin, then her change in attitude, the disappearances, then finally word that she had done the unthinkable and joined the Dolch Erbe. There was nothing anyone could do. Or perhaps nothing they knew they could do.

      I flipped the journal to the final few entries to the back, skimming over the various paragraphs of what looked like the musings of a man left with nothing but a bottomless pit for a soul. He was tormented by his visions, many of them about Sybil. He saw her do things he didn’t want to see. Things he couldn’t fathom or stomach his wife doing. But most of all, the more he studied the visions and revisited them in his sleep, the more his notes became erratic. The details were numerous and practically chicken scratch on countless pages. He noted the angle that she studied, the facial expressions of Sybil’s victims as she found and tormented lycan, the way she wielded weapons, and the new ways she manipulated her golden magic.

      ‘Golden magic? Like Nurse Roslyn? Was Sybil a kruxa witchling?’

      He noted the changes in her. The way she used to be versus the mannerisms and viciousness she developed. Every part of her seemed to forsake what she once was. As if she was another person entirely.

      

      
        
        June 27th, 1894

        My Sybil, if I may be so bold as to still call the person that is only my Sybil in appearance, has been captured by the vixra. She is to stand trial before the council. She will surely be executed. Not for joining the Dolch Erbe, but for hunting down Dean Larkson and murdering him. He was found torn to pieces deep in the forest inside northwest Austria-Hungary. Only the parts the animals didn’t care for remained. He was identified by his pocket watch and the crest of the academy still pinned to his blood-stained collar. I didn’t need the telegram that carried the message to know the gruesome details, for my dreams haunted me weekly with the knowledge of what was coming. I revisited it endlessly, observing every angle and detail. I begged Dean Larkson not to leave. My efforts were meaningless. All that I once knew has been lost to the Dolch Erbe. I leave this entry now to travel to Budapest to see Sybil for one final goodbye before her sentencing. I need to see the look in her eyes. The expression that haunts my memory from my visions must be observed in the flesh. I must know if any shred of my Sybil remains. For if it does not, it shall confirm the one thing I’ve suspected and feared from the start of her obsession with this evil residing in the world. The Dolch Erbe doesn’t recruit by finding willing allies. They recruit by forever destroying their enemies. My Sybil didn’t leave me willingly. She was transformed into something else. Someone else. In truth, I may have lost my Sybil long before I realized a change had occurred.

      

      

      

      That was the final entry. There was nothing more. No writing on what happened or if Edward received the verification he was looking for. Perhaps he was so heartbroken that he couldn’t write anymore. Either way, his pain and anguish were enough to disturb me to my core. It also gave me information that I desperately needed and couldn’t find from anyone else.

      There was a chance that my brother didn’t willingly betray the lycan. The Dolch Erbe might have forced him into submission and changed him the way they did to Sybil Thornbrooke.

      ‘Lothar was the one who recommended this book. He must have read it. Does he know this?’

      This was why Lothar agreed to help me. He knew my suspicion might very well be correct. The Dolch Erbe wasn’t finding willing recruits. They were forcing their hand. But how? Why? Did Lothar want me to see this for myself?

      If Lothar read this notebook from cover to cover then he knew what I did. And he might have been sending me a message. Which was either to stop myself before I got in too deep or that my brother fell into something that was beyond his control.

      I closed the notebook and tucked it away just in time for Alina to come back through the thick wooden door to our dorm room. I could smell her before she even put the key into the outdoor lock.

      “Have fun?” I asked as she walked inside and threw off her trench coat. The hem was covered in human blood.

      “I wouldn’t call it fun. But it made the night interesting.”

      I sighed and sat back in the chair.

      “Don’t get too sad,” she said. “We managed to save the blokes before Lothar could hand them a worse fate.”

      “You mean we have new initiates?” I asked.

      “Yep. Two of them. Now if you excuse me I’m going to go wash the sweat and blood off.”

      She tore away her shirt and threw it to the floor.

      “Mind if I burn that?” Her clothes smelled completely wretched and were stained beyond repair. I had the distinct feeling that even if I were human I would have smelled the god-awful stench without my lycan senses.

      ‘Is that what I smell like when I come in after joining them?’

      “Go ahead,” she yelled as she turned the showerhead on from the bathroom. “I want to make a trip to the human realm soon anyway. I need new boots.”

      I went over to my bed and dabbed a new circle of the mixture around the outside. Then I did what had become my nightly routine. I knelt on my knees just outside the circle and let my crowning magic pierce through both my palms, enveloping the mixture around the bed in a single chain of magic roping around the herbs and creating a shield surrounding my bed. A magical force that would stop me from accidentally setting the room on fire. Then I chanted the incantation written in Edward’s journal five times as the magic dissipated into nothing, turning the mixture bright red before becoming translucent and sealing the area off from any havoc I might accidentally cause.

      “That’s still the weirdest thing I’ve ever seen.” Alina spied from the cracked open bathroom door.

      “You chop off heads, bury bodies, brand initiates, and this is the weirdest thing you’ve ever seen?”

      “Magic is still magic. It’s a rarity in this world. I never thought I’d room with someone who could use it.”

      “You could do much worse than me.”

      “I already have. I was forced to share a room with Jake for two weeks when my previous dorm room flooded.”

      I cringed a little, not wanting to imagine going through such an ordeal.

      “Wake me up if you need anything,” she said.

      “Are you sure?” I asked, remembering she was a touch annoyed when I struck her with a pillow the previous night.

      “Yes, I’m sure. I might be a bit foggy but you can wake me if you need me. Even if it’s just to vent. Do you understand?”

      Alina was quickly becoming the protective and bossy older sister I never had. It made me like her even more.

      “Yes, I understand.”

      She shut the bathroom door and I made myself comfortable in bed, hoping for a dreamless sleep after reading about the torment Edward went through. I considered myself lucky.

      ‘Poor Edward had to watch his love slip away to the Dolch Erbe. With Dirk, I only have to deal with the aftermath.’
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      It didn’t matter how many layers of concealer or foundation I used on my face, the damn scars forever reminding me of Dirk’s betrayal were still visible. The four slash marks going all the way down from my brow to the corner of my lip shined with a silver hue in the bathroom mirror. I huffed in frustration and threw my concealer into the rubbish to the side of the sink.

      ‘No point. It’s there for good.’

      I reached for my side satchel that Alina helped me pick out in London along with my trench coat and I was off to class. Tonight started once more with Professor Huxley. I only had a matter of weeks before my first exams and I wasn’t sure if I was ready. I was never a natural student. Well, at least not for topics that didn’t interest me. But I was determined to get through with flying colors. Even if it meant pulling a few extra hours after dawn to study after my exhaustive lessons with Rodrick.

      I hustled down the stone steps of Alina’s bedchamber and headed to class, not bothering to try looking more presentable. It was no use trying to cover up my scars. At least Professor Huxley and I would match. It was difficult to deny that I had become increasingly curious as to how he got his scars. Maybe we could share war stories over a whiskey one day.

      I recalled the first night I walked into class with my new scars cascading down my once pretty face. Professor Huxley gave me a brief glare that left little doubt in my mind that he thought I probably did something foolish to deserve them.

      ‘Not all of us have a rumbustious youth on our own volition,’ I thought quietly to myself, refusing to meet his penetrating glare.

      I walked into class and took my usual seat in the back corner. I resisted taking off the hood of my trench coat until the class was full of students and Professor Huxley walked in with his usual gruff manor.

      “Open your books to page 232,” he ordered before even reaching the platform before the class. “I trust all of you did the reading and you’re well-read in the theories regarding using prudence with your brands in the human realm.”

      The sound of pages shuffling reached my ears as students around me opened up their books. I heard a few of them groan. Professor Huxley saying we should “be well-read” on the reading could only mean one thing. He was prepared to call on random people for answers about the chapter we were assigned. Apparently the Socratic method was well and alive in the lycan realm. If someone couldn’t answer his questions, he would turn up the intensity of the fake magical moonlight hovering just under the ceiling.

      “Well,” he said expectantly with one hand on his hip and another resting on the podium. He had a way of standing where his posture was never quite right. He leaned forward to let everyone know that he was always looking down at them. Some found it intimidating. I didn’t mind it. I preferred it when people wore their attitudes on their sleeves. Rodrick drove me crazy leaving so many things a mystery. Most of all himself.

      “Diana Pinsent,” he said, addressing a young woman in the front row with a perfectly trimmed blond bob. She jerked her head up in surprise. “Can you give me a brief summary of the chapter? Keep it to a few sentences.”

      She stiffened a bit and took a deep breath before speaking, buying herself a few seconds to think of a proper summary. “The chapter summarized how lycan can make their brands invisible in the human realm so the human eyes cannot see them. It also described the necessity of making our brands invisible for our own protection given there are some humans that are aware of our existence.”

      A young man chuckled in the opposite corner from where I sat. Unfortunately, it wasn’t quiet enough to escape Professor Huxley’s ears.

      This time I was among everyone else that groaned when Professor Huxley increased the intensity of the moonlight by rolling the dial on the podium. Whoever laughed had shown disrespect. And Professor Huxley had a short fuse. After spending years around my father I didn’t see Professor Huxley as a threat or even frightening like the other students did. He and my father could compete for attitude but not muscle. My father was a bully. Professor Huxley just wanted his students to try harder. It took someone who had seen both sides to know the difference.

      “What’s so funny, Mr. Perry?” Professor Huxley stepped down from the podium and walked right over to Thomas Perry. The young man didn’t seem to think he had done a single thing wrong. In fact, he looked somewhat stunned Professor Huxley would be so bold as to even ask him why he found the summary comical.

      “It’s just...” He started. “Well, you know as well as I do that we shouldn’t fear humans seeing our brands. What can they possibly do to us? We’re dangerous creatures. They can’t exactly fight back.”

      Professor Huxley leaned in closer to Thomas. His eyes fixed on him like a snake focusing on his potential prey. “And what are you going to do if you’re exposed in the human realm, Mr. Perry? Shift before unsuspecting eyes and slaughter whoever sees you regardless of witnesses around you? I’d like to see you explain that in front of the vixra council who have been so generous as to provide our species with a realm for our safekeeping.”

      Thomas shrugged, clearly not seeing the error in his logic. I could sense a bit of smugness from the way he squinted back at Professor Huxley.

      “Are you suggesting humans can put up a fight?” Thomas asked.

      “Are you suggesting young man that you’re willing to break the lycan way you vowed to uphold upon enrollment here at the Lycan Academy of Shapeshifting to feed your ego and murder innocents in plain sight?”

      Thomas suddenly realized his mistake and swallowed hard, losing all sense of confidence in the blink of an eye. His indifference to the vow he took could easily mean expulsion. And as an untrained lycan, being cast out into the human realm could mean almost certain death.

      “I didn’t think so,” Professor Huxley grumbled at him with squinted eyes. He backed off and slowly stepped away from the podium. Each step of his foot echoed over the freshly polished wood floor between the thick stone walls. Everyone was too stunned by Thomas’s brazen attitude to speak up.

      “We hide our brands from humans because we’re dangerous. The few who know of our existence can spot them if we don’t take necessary precautions. Normally wearing adequate clothing will suffice. But not always.”

      “Why not just avoid the brands altogether?” McKenzie spoke up with her hand raised, pretending as though Professor Huxley had already called on her.

      “Your brands are your bond to this academy and the lycan way. They seal your vow and your commitment to our laws handed down by the vixra. Did any of you experience a sort of rebirth upon being branded? A part of you that changed and felt compelled to follow in line with the way of the lycan?”

      A few students nodded. I certainly remembered the feeling. When Nurse Roslyn let her magic consume me it was as though I was entering a new life altogether. One that wasn’t what I would have chosen for myself but I would forever stick to nevertheless.

      “That was no accident,” Professor Huxley continued. “Our brands are our bonds. Our vow. It’s common practice for many other magical beings to brand themselves, or tattoo their bodies to showcase their commitment to a way of life or a cause they are bound to. This academy is no different.”

      My mind returned to the memory of Edward’s journal entry. He claimed he saw markings on Sybil’s skin in the light of the fireplace. Only they disappeared within seconds.

      I discreetly flipped the pages of the text to another chapter, trying to find an answer to the question now distracting my attention away from Professor Huxley’s lecture. I found the page in the conclusion to the chapter and wondered why it never occurred to me before now that I read about this only a night ago. There were certain types of brands and tattoos among magical beings that could only be seen when reflected by magical fire. Fires like the one burning in the cauldron during the ritual Dirk put me through.

      Were the brands of the Dolch Erbe forming on his body before he ever joined them? If they were on Devon I never would have known. He was a master shifter after all and probably good at hiding them like the chapter of our text described.

      “Miss Blackburn!” Professor Huxley shouted my name from the podium. “Care to answer the question?”

      Panic sunk deep inside my gut and toyed with the breakfast rummaging around in my stomach.

      “Ummm…”

      “Stand up, Miss Blackburn.”

      ‘Damn.’

      I did as he said, knowing full well that it would only be a matter of seconds before he figured out that I didn’t know the answer and the class would hate me when he assigned extra homework for my mistake. Professor Huxley’s hand was dangerously close to the dial, threatening to intensify the moonlight directly over our heads.

      “I repeat, Miss Blackburn. What does the law handed down by the vixra proclaim as the proper procedure for hiding one’s brands?”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to think. I knew the answer. I read the chapter and made sure I had committed it to memory before leaving the library.

      ‘Aha!’

      I opened my eyes and got ready to answer when a droplet of something wet spilled over my lip and stained the collar of my shirt under my trench coat. I peered down to see what it was only for the droplets to continue falling in quick succession.

      ‘What the hell?’

      Students started whispering.

      Xavier stood up from the seat in front of me. “Are you alright, Riley?” he asked.

      I drew my hand up to my face and rubbed a tickle from under my nose. The droplets were blood. My nose was bleeding.

      “Miss Blackburn?” Professor Huxley spoke.

      “I’m fine. I just need a tissue.”

      Xavier lunged away from me and nearly knocked over the candles on his desk.

      That was when I noticed my body was glowing. My crowning magic was steadily piercing through my skin and enveloping my entire body like a lingering cloud.

      “Miss Blackburn!” Professor Huxley hollered down at me. My eyes shot up at the sound of his thundering voice. “What have I told you about using your abilities in my classroom?” He walked away from the podium to get a closer look at me. “Miss Blackburn?” His voice changed. It was full of concern.

      I looked about at the other students to see them all staring at me. Not because of my magic or because I couldn’t answer the question. My nose was bleeding even heavier. Followed by my ears. Then a single trickle from my right eye near the edge of a claw mark Dirk left behind.

      My legs turned into jelly. The muscles inside loosened as if I didn’t even have feet to support me. I toppled onto the floor before I even realized I was falling.

      “Riley!” a sharp female voice shouted my name.

      I focused all my attention on my magic, forcing it back into my body.

      ‘No! I can’t do this again. I can’t hurt people like I did to McKenzie. I’ll be expelled for sure this time.’

      My magic slowly dwindled into nothing and absorbed back into my body. I stared up at the ceiling only to see it go dark. Professor Huxley turned off the moon’s false light and let everyone off the hook, including me.

      A pair of hands scooped under my head, bringing me up to feel for a pulse. I struggled to keep my eyes open. My eyelashes fluttered, showing me an image I couldn’t quite believe was real. McKenzie was kneeling right over me, trying to help me up and checking for my pulse.

      She gradually faded away. Everyone did. My mind drifted elsewhere. I wasn’t seeing through my own eyes anymore. I stood before the circle of ruins in the forest back in the Czech Republic. The same ritual spot where Devon kidnapped me and I had my strange dream revealing the burial ground underneath. My arm was extended before me holding the same wand I saw Dirk wield when he sprang from a coffin and attacked me. Only my arm was covered in brands meant to look like tattoos. The same ones Dirk had on his arm when I last saw him.

      ‘Good god. I’m seeing through Dirk’s eyes! He’s back at the ritual site.’

      His crowning magic was seeping through the ivory wand, glowing at the tip and swirling down to a woman lying lifeless in the center of the circle where the cauldron once stood. She moved her head, proving she was alive. But barely.

      She was covered in sweat. Her chest moved up and down as though she had been heaving. And her eyes were full of terror.

      ‘What’s Dirk doing to her?’

      She shook her head at the sight of Dirk’s magic running through the wand and threatening to smash into her.

      “No!” she said weakly, shaking her head. At first, I thought she was begging. She wasn’t. She was being defiant. Fighting back in the face of impossible odds. “I won’t help you!” she yelled in a thick French accent. “I will never help you!” She spit at him, narrowly missing his leather trousers.

      Flashes of blue magical light shot out of her fingertips. She tried to protect herself. It was no use. She was tired and weak. Dirk had tortured her to the point of nearly passing out.

      “Yes, you will,” he mumbled quietly.

      Dirk’s magic struck her right in the ribs and shot over her entire body like a wave of electricity, causing her to shake and then go rigid. She barely had the energy to scream.

      He let up only when she was an inch from death, pulling her back from the cliff and forcing her to hang onto hope that she might make it through alive. But I knew the truth. I could see her stamina slowly dissipating into nothing.

      “No!” she whispered, barely able to get the word out. She blinked several times, trying to see clearly through hazy vision.

      Dirk walked over to her, pointing the wand even closer until it was aimed directly at her heart. It was a kill shot. If she kept fighting him she wouldn’t survive.

      Her long chocolate brown hair fell from her perfectly braided bun, showing just how much she tried to fight him off. She looked perhaps in her forties. And she was tough. So much toucher than Dirk anticipated. His efforts to subdue her took more strength than he realized. That’s why he was bleeding. He was struggling to force her hand.

      ‘It appears even you have your limits when it comes to your crowning magic, Dirk.’

      “You’ll have to kill me,” she muttered. “I will never join you. Tue-moi!”

      “I don’t need you to,” Dirk said. Then he let his crowning magic flare out of the ivory wand, channeling everything he could muster through it until the woman convulsed on the ground as though she was having a seizure.

      ‘This is why I’m bleeding. Dirk is trying too hard. He’s using too much of his magic. He doesn’t have a witchling helping him anymore.’

      The woman stopped moving. And for a few seconds, I was sure she was dead. Far from it.

      Dirk leaned down, holding himself up by one hand on the ground to balance his dizzy head. Then he placed a single hand on the woman’s chest just above her heart. A funnel of bright light burst through the ground, right where one of the coffins lay underneath forming the star shape. It wafted through the air, weaving like a ribbon until it met Dirk’s hand. The light pulsed through his skin and traveled down to the woman’s heart. I could hear it nearly come to a stop. She was almost dead. But not quite. Just enough for Dirk to finish whatever it was he was doing.

      The woman’s eyes shot open and her back arched under her. Her screams battled against my ears, tearing me to pieces at the sound of her suffering.

      She fell back down to the ground without warning and shut her eyes. I thought it had to be for the final time. Dirk killed her.

      She stirred.

      I watched as she blinked her eyes and took in her surroundings. Then she slowly brought her hands under her body and lifted herself up, bringing Dirk along with her and steadying him as she stood. She leaned into him as if he hadn’t just tortured her into submission and threatened to end her life.

      Dirk took a few deep breaths while his body healed and stepped aside from her, rubbing away the blood under his nose and not realizing it had covered his entire front. He nearly bled to death trying to murder the woman.

      I stumbled along with him inside his body. It made sense now. The link between us was causing this to happen. I was seeing through his eyes for one reason. Our lives were linked. And he nearly ended his.

      The French woman stood stoically before him with her chin held high. Something in her eyes changed. She wasn’t frightened anymore. She was pleased. She held out her hands in front of her, admiring her skin and feeling the material of her long skirt that nearly touched the ground. Then she folded her hands together and straightened her posture.

      “Are you ready to continue our work?” Dirk asked her.

      She smiled at him in a way that I had only ever seen men who worked with my father smile. It was an expression that meant only one thing to me. Arrogance.

      “Ready? Don’t you know me at all?” She scowled at him.

      “Allow me to makeup for our previous mishap,” Dirk said, presenting her with an intricately carved ivory wand. The same one I saw Dirk holding in my vision.

      Her eyes were transfixed on it. Dirk handed it over with both hands like a prize. She took it as if he were handing her a delicate piece of glass that might break if held improperly.

      “You’ve been busy,” she said, holding the wand in her hand. I watched from Dirk’s eyes as she let a single spark of blue magic funnel through the wand, giving it a solid test as if she and the wand were old friends getting reacquainted.

      Darkness overpowered my senses. For a second, I thought Dirk might have passed out. No such luck. I was waking up. Dirk had recovered. And so did I.

      “McKenzie?” I mumbled. She was holding my head in her lap as Nurse Roslyn knelt over me. I squinted as balls of gold light shot through her palms and into my skin. Nurse Roslyn was trying to wake me up as though her fists were paddles restarting my heart.

      “Ouch!” I shouted.

      Nurse Roslyn dabbed away the blood on my face with a handkerchief from her apron and took a step back. “I think she’s alright,” she said to Professor Huxley. He stood over me with his arms crossed over his chest.

      “That’s twice you’ve allowed your abilities to disrupt my class, Miss Blackburn,” he complained.

      I blinked a few times and looked down at my chest. I was covered in blood and Professor Huxley was more concerned about my magic than my well-being.

      ‘I misjudged you, sir. Perhaps you’re more like my father than I thought.’

      I sat up, expecting to feel a rush of pain. I didn’t. I was completely healed. Mostly because Dirk was healed.

      “What was that?” McKenzie asked me, seeming genuinely concerned.

      “I’m more curious about what this was?” I sat up from her lap with inquisitive eyes. She held me through the… what was it even? An episode? A vision? A link into Dirk’s mind? She was actually worried about me?

      And just like that, her usual incivility was back in action. She stood up from the ground and looked down at me, tossing the side of her trench coat over to see it stained with my blood.

      “I wonder how long this stain will take to get out,” she whined before rushing back over to her desk and grabbing her books. “You’re welcome.” And with that, she darted out of the classroom and I was left with everyone staring at me in a bloody mess.

      “Come here, lass,” Professor Huxley said gruffly, taking my hand into his and helping me back up on my feet. “Can you stand?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, unsure if I actually could but not wanting to irritate him any further.

      “You should come back to the infirmary,” said Nurse Roslyn. “Have a rest until we can figure out what this was.”

      I shook my head. “I know what it was. And trust me. You’re better off not knowing.”

      ‘There’s only one person I care to tell. Lothar.’
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      It took me several minutes to convince Nurse Roslyn that I didn’t need to follow her back to the infirmary and another few to get away from Professor Huxley, who didn’t want me to leave without an explanation. Every time I told him I wasn’t sure what happened Nurse Roslyn wanted me to come with her for a few magical tests. And every time I told her I had it under control Professor Huxley assumed I was lying and knew exactly what was going on. The truth was I did know what was going on but not how to break the damn link between Dirk and me. So there was no point in submitting to their questions or Nurse Roslyn’s request for an examination.

      I pushed through them and covered my face with the hood of my trench coat, doing my best to avoid eye contact with anyone as I hurried back to my dorm room. I ran up the stone steps, barely able to catch my breath as I went and eager to take a hot shower. The blood on my front was starting to dry and would take forever to scrub away.

      I opened the door to the dorm room and heard two gasps once I walked in and headed right for my dresser without looking away. When I turned around to Alina I found Adeline sitting in her study chair, visiting as though they were old friends catching up on good old times with small glasses of liquor in their hands.

      “Blimey,” Alina said, getting up from her bed and taking a few steps closer to me. “What the hell happened to you?”

      Adeline put down her drink, which from what I could see looked like the same one Rodrick offered me in his study not too long ago. She walked right up to me without a word and took my chin into her hand. She gazed deep into my eyes, trying to figure out what was wrong as if she was a proper physician and I was her patient. I felt a twinge of electricity spark just under my chin. Was she sending magic through my head?

      She let me go and gave a small nod. “Whatever it was, she’s already healed.”

      “Has Professor Huxley been teaching you claw enhancement?” Alina asked. “I always hated those lessons.”

      Adeline’s brow furrowed in interest. “Claw enhancement?”

      “Yeah. In case we need them a touch longer for an attack.”

      Adeline cringed at the thought and brought her attention back over to me.

      “No,” I answered. “It was a standard lesson on brand concealment.”

      “That shouldn’t have done this,” Alina said.

      “It didn’t.” I threw off my trench coat and reached inside the drawer of the dresser for a new blouse. It took me so long to get out of class with endless questions chasing me out of the door. Even though I was happy to see Adeline I was too freaked out to give her a proper hello. I wanted a hot shower before getting interrogated again.

      “Hold still,” Adeline said, sensing my unease right away. She was always good at knowing when I was frazzled. A trait of the vixra perhaps? Regardless, I didn’t feel like standing there drenched in my blood.

      “Please,” I said. “Just let me shower first.”

      “Shhh,” she hushed me. Her hands came up to my head and rested over my temples, instantly calming my rattled nerves.

      “Please don’t do that memory thing again,” I begged. “It hurt like hell the first time.”

      She didn’t hear me. Or if she did, she refused to acknowledge me.

      Her eyelashes fluttered. I was left wondering what she was seeing.

      The feeling that I was close to having a panic attack faded away and I was left with a strange sensation of peace. One I hadn’t felt in days. As though every worry or concern I had was trivial and I was finally able to let go.

      I breathed in deep, enjoying the feeling and knowing it wouldn’t last.

      Adeline removed her hands and backed away from me. “Better?” she asked.

      “Much.”

      “It was Dirk, wasn’t it?”

      I had a feeling she already knew the answer but I indulged her anyway. “Yes,” I mumbled.

      “I’m working on discovering a way to break the link between the two of you. The spell he had his luxra witchling use was very powerful. Not unbreakable but difficult. It could take up to a month even if we do discover the proper spell to break it.”

      I sighed, feeling relieved that I didn’t have to show her my memories again. “As long as we get it removed relatively soon,” I said, surprised by my patience and ease.

      ‘Adeline would make a killing if she learned how to bottle up and sell whatever magic she used on me just now.’

      “Which reminds me,” she said, going back over to the desk where a long coat was hanging off Alina’s study chair. She dug inside and pulled out a brown notebook bound in leather and a thin strap wrapped around its width. It looked almost identical to Rodrick’s notebooks. “Here. It’s a special book vixra use to communicate.”

      I took it from her and admired the binding. It was engraved in gold with a crest imprinted on the front. “Rodrick told me,” I said. “I write in it and you write back. Both our writing disappears to keep everything private.”

      “Exactly. So once you’ve showered and rested, write to me and tell me what caused this,” she said, motioning toward the spattering of blood running down my front.

      Alina offered me her drink. “It will help,” she said.

      I was right. I took a sip to find it was the same glorious liquor Rodrick gave me in his office. I cherished the flavor as it ran down my throat.

      “I best be going now,” Adeline said. “I came to deliver the notebook. I’ll let you know about any developments.” She flashed me a knowing grin as she wrapped back up in her long coat and buckled the front. I knew she was talking about more than just breaking the spell linking Dirk and me. She was talking about finding out who murdered my mother.

      “You can’t stay?” I asked. “I’ve barely seen you since I left France. We haven’t been able to catch up. I can go shower and try to wash up as fast as I can.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t. I’m meeting a contact of mine in France first thing in the morning.”

      “I’m jealous over here,” Alina said, taking the final sip from the glass after I handed it back to her.

      “I wish I could say it was for pleasure. One of the most powerful luxra witchlings in all of France has disappeared without a trace. She’s one of the most skilled coven masters in centuries. Mostly because covens are so rare now. She’s a personal friend of mine.” Adeline’s face fell as the words slipped from her mouth.

      She walked over to give me a goodbye hug and stopped dead in her tracks when she turned to me. “Riley, you’ve gone completely white.”

      I opened my mouth to speak but no words came out.

      “Riley?” Alina asked. “Did you have another vision in your dreams?”

      I shook my head. “No. It was in Professor Huxley’s class. But it wasn’t a vision.”

      “What happened?” Adeline asked.

      It didn’t matter how tired I was anymore. I had been cornered into explaining.

      “The link between Dirk and me. I think he must have been close to death. Or he overexerted himself. What does this French luxra friend of yours look like?”

      My question caught Adeline off guard. “Long curly brown hair, pale complexion, sharp eyes, always in a black gown like she’s going to a funeral. Why? What did you see Riley? Tell me.”

      I shut my eyes, knowing I was about to break Adeline’s heart. Something I desperately didn’t want to do.

      “I think Dirk has her,” I said. “Dirk had her at the same ritual circle where Devon took me. He…he tortured her. His vision took over mine and I watched it all as if I was seeing through his eyes. I was sure he killed her. Then out of nowhere she got up and was fine. But she wasn’t herself. It was as if she was possessed. Something inside of her changed. I think he did something to her. I saw him place his hand over her heart. Then a wave of blue magic ripped up from the ground and poured into her body.”

      Now it was Adeline’s turn to go completely white. She leaned up against Alina’s bed frame and ran her hand through her hair, trying to hold in her emotions. I nearly jumped out of my skin when she lifted her hand and slammed it into the frame. The wood of the bed creaked under the pressure of her strength. I’m pretty sure she was swearing in Hungarian as well. It wasn’t like Adeline to get upset. At least in front of others. It was beneath her dignity. She was a woman that prided her self on composure. I watched it slip right before my eyes.

      “What does it mean?” Alina asked.

      Adeline paced back and forth in the room with her hand over her heart. “It means as acting grandmaster of the Dolch Erbe, Dirk is trying to rebuild his inner circle. This is exactly what I feared. When his luxra witchling died he went hunting for another one. I had a list in my mind of who it could be and Margaux Carville was at the top. She united the luxra witchling covens in France as one after centuries of fighting each another. Brutal fights that got many killed. She’s highly respected and extremely well-trained. I warned her this might happen. I told her to leave town. If only just for a little while. But she’s stubborn. And a snob. A lovable one but a snob nevertheless. She either didn’t listen to me or she wrongly assumed she could handle the danger.”

      I could see the pain in her eyes. Adeline was so close to my mom. She felt her loss the same as I did. And now she was being forced to endure more pain. Only this time, it was because of my brother. I couldn’t help but wonder if she resented ever meeting my family.

      No sooner did the thought enter my mind she came right over to me and took both my hands into hers.

      “Write to me,” she said. “Tell me the details of your visions and if you feel the link between you and your brother again. It’s extremely important that you do. Do you understand?”

      I gave her a weak nod. “Yes.”

      She let go of me and went over to Alina’s desk, pulling open the drawer and taking out Alina’s envelope cutter.

      “Woah, don’t-” Alina said a little too late.

      Adeline sliced open her palm just enough to get a few drops of blood. Then she tore a page out of one of my study notebooks and let the blood trickle onto various spots on the page. The skin on her hand healed over in a matter of seconds with the glow of her magic sewing the tissue back together.

      “You know the laws of the vixra, Alina,” she said, putting the envelope opener back in the drawer. “Use this wisely. If you don’t, I’m the one who will pay the price before the vixra council. Do you understand?”

      “Yes. I understand.”

      Adeline turned around to leave. Only being a vixra, she couldn’t leave without a flare. She took her forefinger and dragged it down before her like she was slicing into the air with a knife. More green magic tore through the space and opened up like a zipper dragging down and revealing a hidden passageway.

      “Remember what I said, Riley,” she looked at me one last time before stepping into the vixra tunnel. The wind inside it rushed by me, slapping my blood-stained hair against my back. “Write to me. I want to know what happens. I’ll do the same if I learn anything on my end.”

      And just like that, she was gone. She disappeared into the tunnel and evaporated into thin air. The wind halted the second the tunnel closed and I was back to being alone with Alina. She poured herself another glass of the liquor and refilled Adeline’s for me. She took the blood stained paper in her hand and brought me the glass. I accepted it eagerly.

      “Why did she do that?” I asked, looking at the blood-stained piece of paper.

      “Because vixra blood is the purest blood on the planet. This will help us with the vixra tunnels so we can do our own investigating.”

      My face fell. “Rodrick says I’m not ready for that yet.”

      Alina pouted as though she was offended. “Rodrick may be the Dean of L.I.T. but he doesn’t command the Vontex. We just got permission to use vixra blood from a member of the Prescott family. That usurps Rodrick’s orders by a longshot.”

      “But I’m not a member of the Vontex.”

      Alina shrugged her shoulders. “Meh. You’re practically in training. I’ll cover for you. Only one thing. I want you to work some of your magic.”

      I looked down at my hands.

      “Not that magic, the other kind,” she said with a flirtatious tilt of her shoulders. “Convince Lothar that this is absolutely necessary. He’ll listen to you. And he’s much more skilled with the tunnels than I am. He tends to be more of a stiff when it comes to the rules. So don’t give him too many details at once.”

      “What are you saying? I should flirt with my mentor to get what I want?”

      “I don’t think you have to try hard. You already have all the equipment. But it will help.” Her eyes scaled up and down my body, letting me know that my assets had already been provided. It was hard not to blush. “Oh, come on,” she said. “As if you don’t already know. I saw the stage outfit you had on the night we found you. Or what was left of it. You know how to work it.”

      “That was before this happened,” I said, pointing to my scar.

      She shrugged her shoulders. “It gives you character.”

      I kept my face as straight as possible, not wanting to give the slightest hint that I had just experienced something verging on forward with Rodrick.

      I took a sip of the liquor and savored the flavor. The sense of calm Adeline left me with was already fading. I would need all the liquid courage I could get for what was about to happen. I needed to go back to the ritual site where Dirk cast a spell on me to link our lives. And where he permanently scarred me across my face. The place haunted my dreams and served as a torture site for a luxra witchling. Nothing about this would be the least bit easy.
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      I expected to see all three of the Vontex standing before their usual exit the next night. I was surprised that only Lothar stood by the tall gate leading out of the fortress and toward the bridge into the forest.

      I quietly walked up to him with my trench coat covering my head. I held it tight from the brisk air sending goosebumps over my skin, proving that winter was just around the corner. He waited for me with his hands tucked into his coat and his eyes full of tension. In other words, things were relatively normal.

      “Where are the others?” I asked as I approached him.

      “Waiting in the forest. Alina insisted.”

      I mentally rolled my eyes.

      ‘Figures. She thinks I have to work some magic on Lothar alone. Or whatever she assumed.’

      “I was hoping you might enlighten me as to why,” he added.

      I gave a small shrug of my shoulders, feigning ignorance. “Why would I know?” Then I walked passed him and out of the fortress’s large gate and draw bridge. The guards outside lifted their swords as we walked away, allowing us through the entryway and making me feel like I was some sort of noblewoman walking away from her castle.

      “Alina told me Adeline Prescott came for a visit,” he said.

      “You know her?” I asked.

      “I make it my business to be at least moderately acquainted with the vixra family that patrons the academy. They sponsor the Vontex all across Europe.”

      A slight shiver ran down my spine. I tried pretending as though it was the wind sending a gust of air straight through me and throwing my hood right off my head. My hair went flying out the back and lightly brushed against Lothar’s chest as he walked behind me. “Yes,” I admitted plainly. “She’s an old family friend.”

      “Not too many people have friends among the vixra.”

      “It was my father’s way of looking out for my brother and me when my mum went abroad. He asked Adeline to befriend my mum. I’ve known her for some years. She stopped by for a visit.”

      “And nothing else?” he asked, knowing full and well that I wasn’t sharing the entire truth. “You can go ahead and say it because I already know.”

      “Know what?” I asked, stepping over the grass and getting closer to the massive bridge.

      He reached for my wrist and pulled me in closer. I turned around to face him to see his eyes staring me down like laser beams. A few of his fingers reached over the leather of my trench coat and touched the bare skin over my wrist. His touch was warm. Inviting. I swallowed hard and stood up a little straighter. Something told me I couldn’t fool him. Nor could I lie to him. At least not without him knowing. He didn’t become the leader of the Northern Vontex because he was used to believing everything before his eyes was exactly as it seemed.

      “I received a message from Ellinor Prescott,” he said. “She told me I’m to train you on how to use vixra blood.”

      ‘Okay. So much for breaking the question out softly.’

      “Adeline mentioned something about that.”

      “And Alina said you’ve had dreams of the ritual ground where your brother kidnapped you. That’s the whole point of tonight, isn’t it?”

      A pit in my stomach grew larger as he stared down at me. He was close enough to touch if I reached out my other hand. Anyone watching might think we were having an intimate moment. Far from it. He was prodding me for more information.

      “You demanded my honesty,” he said. “Now give me yours.”

      “It’s not about being honest or dishonest. Rodrick said he didn’t think I was ready to use vixra blood. But I keep having visions of the same place. And then a luxra witchling Adeline has been searching for went missing.”

      Lothar cursed under his breath. “He’s acquiring witchlings for his inner circle.”

      My eyes fell. I wasn’t used to cowering. I needed to stand my ground. Flirting didn’t get me what I wanted from Rodrick. It wouldn’t get me anywhere with Lothar either.

      ‘Alina’s advice will have to wait. I can’t work magic on Lothar or give him small details. I can only be upfront with him.’

      “I want to go back to the ritual ground,” I admitted. “I know we were supposed to hunt down werewolves tonight but the visions are getting more frightening. And there was a thing that happened in Professor Huxley’s class.” I wasn’t sure why but I wasn’t capable of hiding anything from Lothar. At least not for long.

      “What thing?”

      “The link between my brother and I did something to me. It showed me things. I think Dirk found his luxra. The one Adeline was searching for.  Adeline gave Alina vixra blood to travel to the site in the Czech Republic but she didn’t think you’d immediately approve. So she told me to ask you.”

      “You mean she told you to manipulate me.”

      I shook my head. “No. I wouldn’t do that. I don’t think I’m capable of doing that. You’d see through me.”

      The tension in his face softened a bit. It was as if he never thought he’d hear a compliment fall from my lips. Especially about him. Then he covered it up in an instant.

      I watched as he thought through what to do. If he took me to the ritual site he would be directly disobeying Rodrick’s intentions for me. If he didn’t, we might never get the answers we desired. And he would break his vow that he would help me find my brother.

      “Why didn’t you just ask me outright?” he asked. “And why not come to me sooner? I would have taken you. You know I would have.”

      “Alina made it sound as though it would be a mistake to assume you would take me.”

      “Alina and I have a push-pull sort of relationship. I push, she pulls back and vice versa. You and I aren’t that way.”

      I would be a liar if I didn’t admit that I sometimes thought of Lothar and Alina together and how they might have broken up. Maybe this was it. Alina thought being playful and mysterious was more important than honesty. As someone who was routinely lied to throughout her life, I could see why Lothar would eventually lose his patience with it.

      “What are we like then?” I asked, sensing the question might be a bit bold but willing to take the chance.

      “We’re honest. We see things for how they are. We prefer the truth to illusion.”

      “What is the truth then?”

      He loosened his grip on my hand, allowing his finger to slide down the tender part of my arm until his touch fell away entirely. “Tell me what you need and I will do what I can to make it happen. That’s the truth.”

      His answer took me aback.

      “Why?” I asked. “Why would you risk angering Rodrick for me?”

      “Rodrick was trained to be practical. I was trained to be lethal. I do as Rodrick tells me but only within reason. The vixra are the Vontex’s true masters. And I want you to survive. You can’t become a Vontex if the Dolch Erbe finds you or if you end up dead. Few people have passed through the walls of the academy with the amount of fortitude that you have. I don’t want that potential wasted because a group of psychotic beings have you on their hit list.”

      He shrunk back. I sensed he probably thought he revealed too much. Or maybe he took his honesty with me to a level he never intended.

      “Let’s go,” he said, leading the way over the bridge. “The others are waiting.”

      I lifted the hood of my trench coat back over my head, feeling a bit shell shocked by how Lothar reacted to me. Alina made it sound as though I needed to woo Lothar to get what I wanted. Maybe that was the relationship she used to have with him. And maybe it worked. But whatever resided between us was different. He expected more of me. He wanted honesty, just like I wanted from him. I couldn’t help but smirk as we crossed the bridge and got closer to Alina and Jake waiting for us on the dirt road on the other side. Lothar basically told me I was on another level than Alina. Which wasn’t a place I ever expected to be. Alina was breathtakingly beautiful, smart, and a lethal badass. Did Lothar think more of me?

      ‘Is that even possible?’

      “So,” Jake hollered over to us before we got too close. “I hear tonight has the potential to be quite special.”

      I wanted to slap that smile right off his face. The man who once asked if I could be discreet had no qualms about his own lack of discretion.

      “Really Jake?” Alina snarled at him. “I told you to wait and see what Lothar says.”

      “And I told you he wouldn’t be able to resist. For more reasons than one.” Jake winked over at Lothar who thank god ignored him and went straight over to Alina.

      “Give it to me,” he demanded.

      “What?”

      “Don’t act dumb. It doesn’t suit a woman of your caliber. Now hand it over.”

      ‘Her caliber? Alright. Maybe I miscalculated his standards. Alina might always be on top.’

      She sighed and dug deep into her pocket for the small pieces of paper with droplets of Adeline’s blood.

      “All of them,” he said.

      “What?” she asked, clearly mortified.

      “You heard me. I’m the leader of the Northern Vontex and I don’t want you misusing it again.”

      ‘Again?’

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” she snickered.

      “Your affection for Italian leather knows no bounds, Alina. I saw the new set of boots you bought a few months back. I also know your favorite shops are all in Milan.”

      Alina crossed her arms over her chest, not interested in giving in to his accusation.

      “Now, Alina!” Lothar roared.

      “Fine!” she grunted, reaching into a hidden pocket inside her trench coat and handing over a few more pieces of paper. I counted each one as she placed them in Lothar’s hand. She must have had some stashed back in our room or elsewhere because they still weren’t all there. Her eyes locked on mine, begging me not to speak up and knowing I was aware that she was holding back.

      Lothar handed one piece back to Alina and one to Jake. Jake didn’t hesitate to place the piece of paper on his tongue and let it dissolve. I watched him with squinted eyes, wondering what about him would change. From the looks of it, absolutely nothing. He shut his eyes and opened them only to shudder a few seconds later.

      “Damn, that never gets old,” Jake said.

      Alina did the same, taking the piece of paper of Adeline’s blood and letting it dissolve on her tongue. She went from extremely annoyed to looking as though the sexiest man on the planet had just asked her for a date. Her eyes lit up, her jaw dropped, and her skin seemed to glow in the bright moonlight. “Yeah,” she said. “It’s pretty incredible.”

      Lothar turned around and faced me. He took one piece of paper with Adeline’s blood and held it up. I expected him to hand it to me. He didn’t. He reached forward to place it in my mouth.

      “You’ll feel a surge of energy,” he warned me. “Let it roll over your entire body and make sure you keep your focus on the present. Blackatters are particularly sensitive to vixra blood. It will enhance your magic and make you feel far more powerful than you are. But don’t be fooled. It’s fleeting. This is just enough to get us through the night and provide us with an edge should we run into anything or anyone that might mean us harm. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” I answered firmly. “What will it do for you? You don’t have crowning magic.”

      “It will heal us faster if we’re hurt and will make us much stronger. Again, focus Riley.”

      I gave him one solid nod, agreeing to try my hardest. I had gotten better with my crowning magic from Rodrick’s lessons but there was still the occasional hiccup.

      I opened my mouth and let Lothar place the small piece of paper on my tongue. His finger grazed over my cheek as he did so. Then he promptly moved it away.

      I shut my eyes as the piece of paper slowly dissolved. What followed was a sensation unlike anything I had ever experienced in my entire life.

      It started at the top of my head and traveled all the way down to my toes, rolling through my limbs like lightning striking my body, tensing up my muscles then releasing them. Only when they released, they were surging with power. I opened my eyes to see Lothar place the vixra blood on his tongue and go through the same sensation that I had. I took a deep breath once the feeling passed and walked down to the center of the dirt road before us.

      “Come here, Riley,” he said. I followed him and he brought me in closer, taking my hand into his and pointing it upward. “Point out your index finger,” he instructed.

      I did as he said.

      “Now close your eyes and envision the place where Devon took you in the forest. Think of it in as finite detail as you possibly can.”

      I shut my eyes and revisited the god awful memory that haunted me in my dreams and when I was awake. The look of the ruins, the cauldron on the ground, the trees surrounding me, the stake tying me down, and the hidden crypt below.

      Lothar took my hand in his, sending a flicker of goosebumps down my arms as his hand folded over my fingers and our skin molded into one another. I was thinking of the place where I nearly died. And yet, the single gesture of Lothar holding onto my hand was so oddly intimate.

      Then he took my hand and pointed it upward and to the left. “Let out your crowning magic from the tip of your finger. But only a touch of it.”

      I opened my eyes and watched as a spark of red light illuminated from the tip of my index finger. I nearly shut my eyes from the brightness of the scarlet red hue. It was more vibrant and powerful than I had ever seen it before. And the best part of all, I could control it easily. Smoke flared from my hand as my other fingers started to glow. Lothar took my hand and dragged it down and to the right. I did my best to keep the image of the ritual circle fresh in my mind.

      “How in the world?” I mumbled as the magic from my finger formed a gateway right before my eyes. Lothar helped me create a vixra tunnel. The ritual circle in the forest would be on the other side waiting for me. I wanted to go there. I needed to see it once more. And at the same time, a crippling fear took hold of my body. If Lothar hadn’t lowered my hand, I don’t know if I would have moved at all.

      I peered down at his fingers still entwined with mine. “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Hold my hand as we walk through. I understand you’ve been through a vixra tunnel before but you’re still new to it. Let me guide you.”

      I took a deep breath and prepared myself in silence.

      “Are you alright going through on your own?” Lothar asked.

      His words were obviously for Jake given it sounded like Alina had used the vixra tunnels for random shopping trips in the past.

      “Where you go, I follow,” Jake said in a stunning turn of reassurance. Jake might have been a bit of a prick but he was loyal to Lothar.

      Lothar stepped into the tunnel. I watched the wind flap the bottom of his trench coat as he pulled me in along behind him. I nearly covered my eyes with my free hand but I forced myself to keep them open. What I saw stunned me. When Devon took me through the tunnel I didn’t get a good look at what was happening. I was more concerned with the silver vapors that paralyzed my body. Not this time. I had a clear view of what was going on around me. The tunnel was exactly that. A tunnel with a walkway. No rails and no ceiling other than what looked like the night sky above us.  Then I looked down. Big mistake! Below us was the world rushing by faster than anything I had ever seen before. Not even flying on a plane compared to the speed which we were traveling. My hair whipped in my face as I looked back up at Lothar. I gripped his hand a little tighter and he returned my rising tension with a squeeze, letting me know I was alright. Only he didn’t consider the final part. The landing.

      Lothar stepped out of the other end with ease while I was thrown forward from the sudden stop. Lothar managed to catch me just before my face smacked against the stone ground. He lifted me back up on my feet to where I stood right before him with his eyes locked onto mine. His gaze was different from Rodrick’s. He didn’t hide what lay behind his eyes. The intensity wasn’t shadowed by mystery. Lothar was strong, powerful, dedicated, and for some reason, he saw something inside of me that I didn’t see in myself. His emerald green eyes stared back at me, telling me everything his words didn’t have time to say.

      Be careful, be strong, and if the worst should happen, fight like hell.

      He reached inside his trench coat and pulled out one of the many daggers the Vontex used and I was only permitted to hold during my random adventures out with them. I took it in my hand and tucked it away on my belt buckle just as Alina and Jake stepped out of the tunnel and soaked in their surroundings.

      The bright light of the tunnel disappeared behind them, along with the rushing wind. The cool night air was still, the moon was covered by overcast clouds, and I didn’t hesitate to let my hand sit on the dagger as I backed away to take a quick glance of everything around me.

      I was back. I returned to the place where the darkest and most terrifying moment of my life occurred. Before Dirk permanently scarred my face and cast a spell over me, linking our lives, I thought the graveyard where I killed a man would always be my worst memory. That was before my own blood attacked me.

      I walked outside the stones shapes in a circle. If I didn’t have my lycan vision the entire area would have been nearly pitch black without a clear moon in the sky. As it was, I could see everything with more clarity than I wanted to. The center of the stone circle where Dirk tormented Margaux lay before me. I could still see her body convulsing as sweat plummeted down her face if I closed my eyes.

      No one said a word. I think they wanted to get a feel for the place and decide for themselves if anything was menacing other than its general creepiness. The only person that really struck me as being equally disturbed by it was Alina. She stopped at the center of the circle where the cauldron once lay and looked about, examining everything with wide eyes.

      Jake found Devon’s skeleton tossed away to the side of the stone circle. He took Devon’s bones by the ankle, lifting it up and dragging it along until a few of the bones broke apart.

      “I take it this is our old friend,” he said.

      “Wait!” I hollered, walking up to the body. “Don’t do that. Not yet.”

      Jake let go of the ankle and let it drop back down to the ground with a clank. That got his attention. “Silver,” he said. “You weren’t lying, Riley. He was a master shifter.”

      “And he has something I want,” I said gruffly, not really excited about sticking my hands into Devon’s corpse but also knowing I had done far worse. I already stuck my hand inside a stranger’s body in my family tomb. At least this one wasn’t decomposing.

      I searched all over the skeleton. Inside Devon’s hands, his ribs, and his sides. There was nothing. The silver box he used to summon the lightning opened up the crypt below in my vision was gone.

      I walked back over to where Jake took his body by the ankle and dragged him. It didn’t fall away from Devon’s remains. It wasn’t there at all.

      “Damn it!” I swore.

      “What?” Jake asked me.

      “He had something I wanted.”

      “What was it?” Lothar asked me, coming a little closer to look down at Devon’s body and abruptly giving it a kick in the ribs. Lothar obviously had some pent up anger for the man who made his job as my mentor particularly difficult. Or maybe he was angry that Devon hurt me so badly. Either way, he took a little too much pleasure in scattering what remained of Devon’s silver bones.

      “A box. Do you remember it, Lothar? The one he used against us in your chamber? It flashed silver lightning everywhere.”

      “Hard to forget.”

      “Dirk must have taken it.” I stamped my foot onto the ground.

      “Why was it important?” Jake asked.

      “Because its the key,” Alina said in a soft voice. Her eyes were fixated on the ruins outside the stone circle, standing randomly in spots of the forest marking where corners once reached up for the sky. “I thought I destroyed all the evidence,” she mumbled. She swallowed hard and took a few steps away from the center of the circle. Then she peered down at the spot where I placed the box in my vision, right in the middle of the Dolch Erbe symbol.

      I brushed away the fallen leaves and grime on the ground covering up the symbol so the others would see it.

      “What did you destroy?” Lothar asked.

      “I didn’t want my students getting too curious about the Dolch Erbe and unintentionally gaining their attention. So I tore away some pages from books in the library.”

      The piqued my interest. The first time I tried looking anything up about Blackatters, the pages in the library books were missing. Was that Alina?

      “Why would you do that?” Lothar came up to Alina and placed his hand on her shoulder. She nearly jumped out of her skin. “What is it, Alina?”

      “This place. I’ve read about it. In all my research I read of its existence but its never actually been found. This is where they do it, Lothar. This is where the Dolch Erbe murdered the lycanthrope throughout the Dark Ages. And maybe all the way up to the 19th century. The entire circle is drenched with the blood of lycanthrope.”

      I froze in place, not sure if I should ask more questions or let Alina keep talking. I told Alina about the details of my dream. She was one of the few who knew. As I watched Lothar try to encourage her to continue, I saw the fear in her eyes.

      “This entire circle is cursed. It’s protected by blood magic to help the Dolch Erbe. It was always a theory. Just a theory. But…”

      She stopped speaking. Her lips moved as if she wanted to get the words out but couldn’t.

      “But what, Alina?” Jake prodded her. I wanted to slug him. The girl was obviously frightened and he was only making it worse.

      “It’s been a theory for years that not all come to the Dolch Erbe willingly. That there was a hidden location where they use powerful blood magic to force conversion to their ranks.”

      “Force conversion?” I asked.

      ‘That means there’s a chance I was right. Maybe Dirk was forced into this.’

      “There was a scholar from the 1950s at the academy that claimed there might be a cursed location where the leader of the Dolch Erbe lures and torments victims into submission. And once they’re near death, the spirits of the original Dolch Erbe rise from the dead and take their place, passengering themselves into the consciousness of the victim.”

      “Wait,” Jake paced around Alina. His voice was high pitched like he was going to start laughing. “You’re saying the inner circle of the Dolch Erbe aren’t actually betraying their own? It’s some sort of mind control?”

      “More like mind inhabiting,” Alina clarified. “We don’t know if the mind of the previous inhabitant survives. Like I said, it’s a theory.”

      I shut my eyes in defeat, not wanting to accept it if what she said was true. If I managed to get Dirk back, would his mind still be there?

      I moved passed Jake and went directly over to the center of the circle where I placed the box in my dream. I recalled the way the ground beneath me shook and revealed the ancient coffins hidden below. It made sense. The spirit of the dead Dolch Erbe would rise from the ground and inhabit the body of the victim.

      “I was right then,” I said, dusting away the centerpiece where the cauldron had been and where Margaux was tortured. “My brother didn’t do this to me. It was someone else. Someone inhabiting his mind.”

      “Don’t get carried away, Alina,” Lothar scolded her. “You said it was a theory and we have to treat it as such. We don’t know yet.”

      Something moved in the woods. My heightened hearing picked up on it immediately. There were footsteps nearby. And they were far too heavy to be an animal or a bird. Not even the wind could create such a sound.

      Lothar withdrew his sword, as did the others. We were being watched.

      The sound of footsteps slowly came to stand beside me, making me jump away and nearly trip over my own two feet. It was behind me again. Then the steps moved over to Lothar. Then Jake. Finally, Alina swung her sword and nearly took off Jake’s hand.

      “Woah! Watch it!” he snapped at her.

      She stood in a ready position as I took out the dagger Lothar gave me.

      “It’s not in the woods,” she said. “It’s in here with us.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “We walked into a trap. The entire circle is protected by magic.”

      The sound of whispers cradled my ears, mumbling words I didn’t recognize and hissing at me from every direction.

      We intruded on the spirits that rested there. And given how they suffered, I knew they wouldn’t be friendly.
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      The ground beneath me began to shake. Just as it did in my dream. I stretched out my arms, trying to stay steady as the entire circle vibrated under my feet.

      “What’s happening?” Alina cried from the other side of the circle.

      No one answered her. They didn’t know any better than I did.

      Silver beams of light broke through the cracks lining the symbol of the Dolch Erbe in the stones. Followed by the lines between the coffins I knew were right below our feet.

      ‘Is it happening again? Are the stones opening up to the crypt?’

      The silver beams grew brighter. I squinted my eyes through the harsh light to see what was happening. The beams crashed through the air and poked holes in the sky, lighting up the entire forest and revealing us. They crashed back down and stabbed through each of us, striking us like lightning from the sky. The area was protecting itself from intruders. Or a more frightening thought, the spirits of the ancient Dolch Erbe buried beneath us knew who we were and wanted us dead.

      My entire body was thrown down to the ground. I rolled several times before stopping, before seeing the others fall back as the beams assaulted their bodies. Every single muscle inside me went stiff, threatening to stop moving altogether. But the beam didn’t manage to pierce through me like it did the others. Lothar shoved me away from the circle, keeping me clear from danger. Not that it helped much. One of the beams found me.

      We were trapped in the open. Lothar struggled to move his mouth and give everyone orders to flee.

      I strained to shut my eyes. It took effort but they did so. My crowning magic came crashing through my palms and wafted over my body, spinning about me like a saucer getting ready to fire away at anything threatening to harm me. Green light pierced through my bracelet, activating the protection spell Adeline cast over it. I forced my magic to weave over the bracelet, merging the two forces and bursting them from my body. I struck down the beam shining through Lothar, then Alina and finally Jake. The beams dissipated into nothing and they all went still. As though they were only being kept moving by the beam’s torment and quickly passed out once it was gone.

      I heaved as air rushed back into my lungs and I was able to stand up. I reached inside my trench coat for the dagger Lothar gave me and held it before me, ready to fight who or whatever was attacking us.

      “Come on!” I shouted. “You’ve been around for nearly a thousand years and that’s the best you can do? Set booby traps?”

      I spun about in circles in search of my attacker. My magic spiraled around me, creating a force field of protection as I scanned the entire circle and waited to see if anyone or anything would appear. The spirits were there. I could feel them. The trapped souls of lycan that had been captured by the Dolch Erbe and brutally murdered were like caged animals. They gave the ritual site an unholy atmosphere.

      Lothar was the first to come around. He groaned as he gradually stood up and steadied himself. His sword was on the ground. He leaned down to pick it up, keeping his eyes on me and scanning the area.

      I let my magic spread across the stones, like a scarlet red fog rolling in from nowhere and protecting us from whatever else might be lurking in the shadows of the trees. The light from the beams was gone. I was back to seeing everything through my enhanced lycan eyes. I saw Alina move an arm. She reached for her head and bent her knees, then rolled onto her front and stood up. Jake cursed under his breath and got up a little too quickly. I could hear his back crack from where I was standing.

      “What in the bloody hell was all that?” he grunted.

      “The beams came from beneath,” Alina said. “Riley was right. Her vision was showing her an opening under the stones.”

      “There’s more beneath our feet,” I said. “The crypt.”

      “This can’t be it,” Alina shook her head. “This can’t be the actual burial site of the original members of the Dolch Erbe’s inner circle. In all my research no one could pinpoint its exact location.”

      The ground beneath us shook once more as if the spirits had heard her speaking. And they weren’t pleased with the discovery.

      “Get away from the circle!” Lothar hollered.

      We scrambled off the stones just in time to see the beams of silver light return, spreading through the cracks of the ritual circle and seeping through the same lines I saw in my vision. The five compartments with coffins lay below us. The magic inside was meant to help invigorate the Dolch Erbe and kill lycan. It nearly succeeded.

      “I gather they didn’t expect us to have a Blackatter on our side,” Jake shouted over the sound of the beams bolting through the cracks of the stones.

      I tucked the dagger away and stood between the trees just outside the stone circle as the others approached me. Lothar stopped them when he saw what I was doing. I held my hands before me in a circular shape and summoned the magic stirring inside of me, forming a spherical shape like a ball in my hands. Before the beams could find us I projected the magic forward, completely destroying the beams and forcing them back down inside the stone circle so they couldn’t harm us again. The ground beneath us continued to shake. A few of the ruins from what remained of the walls fell to the ground. Dust and dirt came flowing up through the air. The entire area lit up in a soft hue of red light, revealing what we already knew.

      A circle of magic was hiding the ritual space. Like an invisible layer of protection, it created a bubble around the stones and the ruins falling down through the trees. It was enclosing the space in a shadow so no one other than the Dolch Erbe could find it without knowing it was there.

      The red hue of my magic touched the outside layer and collided into it with a loud snap. The blue magic surrounding the space let out a wave of energy, rippling through the air and rolling over our ears like a drum was being struck again and again.

      Then it was gone. The magic disappeared once more along with my own. We stepped right into a hidden space that was never meant to be found.

      Alina came over to stand next to me as I let down my hand. “We can’t break the spell,” she said. “Riley can fight back against it but we can’t break it. We’ll never get down beneath the stones if we don’t find a way to lift the magic protecting it.”

      Lothar tapped his sword on the dirt ground, trying to think of a solution. “Riley, we might need the help of your friend.”

      “I’ll ask Adeline. But she has her hands full right now with that luxra witchling disappearing.”

      “This might be a greater concern to her than you realize. If what Alina suspects is true, the Dolch Erbe found a way to transmit their ancient luxra witchling into the body of her friend. What was her name?”

      “Margaux Carville.” My magic soaked back into my body. The only reason I was able to protect any of them was because of the vixra blood running through my veins. It made my magic more powerful. And it helped me stop the traps from doing too much damage. If I hadn’t been there, the silver beams of light might have killed all of the Northern Vontex. Jake wasn’t entirely wrong when he said I was useful to have around.

      “It’s still just a theory,” Alina said. “We won’t know for sure until we get down there and do some testing. Which I doubt the traps will permit. We have to get rid of them somehow.”

      “With Adeline’s vixra magic, that’s how,” Lothar added.

      The whispers began to creep up on us again, talking through the trees and tempting us to know more. My skin erupted in goosebumps at the thought of what the Dolch Erbe did to them. How they died here and why their spirits became eternally trapped? Did Margaux’s spirit die along with them when the ancient luxra from under the ritual site took over her body?

      “We need to go,” Lothar said as the stones rattled. “We don’t know if these woods are protected by more magic and we have to find a clearing to get out of here.”

      “Why ?” I asked.

      “Vixra tunnels are destructive in small spaces. Only the vixra are skilled enough to use them indoors. We need to find a large clearing.”

      “We’ll do better in finding one if we shift and search separately,” Jake suggested.

      “Not separately. Alina, you go with Jake. I’ll take Riley with me. Meet back here in a few minutes.”

      Alina and Jake shifted into their lycan forms and ran off into the woods.

      “Are you sure that’s the best idea?” I asked. “This place has gotten many lycan killed over the centuries.”

      “The Dolch Erbe did the killing,” he said. “Not the forest.”

      “That we know of.”

      “Shift, Riley. We need to get out of here.”

      I sighed and took a step away from him, shifting into my lycan form better and faster than I ever had before. It was getting easier and less painful every time I did so. In fact, I rarely felt the pain unless I let the shifting happen too slowly. And I wasn’t about to slack off with Lothar watching me. I wanted him to know that his former initiate had the potential to become a master.

      He shifted beside me and we took off into the woods, scanning the area in search of a clearing large enough to open up a vixra tunnel and go home. I knew we were on a mission. We needed to find a way to get back before anyone saw us. Or before we ran into someone we didn’t want to see. Someone who might want to do us harm and had the ability to do so. I tried to take comfort in the thought that Dirk wouldn’t kill me if he was watching nearby. Our lives being linked was a sort of insurance policy that he wouldn’t do too much harm. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t harm Lothar. The thought made me acutely aware of everything around me. I sniffed the air for anything I could smell and listened for footsteps that might approach us as I ran over the random brush of the forest in search of a large enough space to open a vixra tunnel. I stopped dead in my tracks as a single smell drifted through my nostrils and alerted me to danger. My paws dug into the ground and I lifted my snout. Lothar did the same. I couldn’t speak to him. Even so, he seemed to instinctively know. Someone was watching us. But it wasn’t Dirk.

      Lothar lowered his head and growled as the cool night air tumbled in white vapor from his mouth. His eyes glowed in the darkness. It would be enough to ward off even the toughest of men. Our only problem was that our enemies were rarely mere mortal men.

      Leather appeared on Lothar’s back and he returned to his human form in the blink of an eye. He withdrew his sword and listened harder for whatever was lurking in the shadows. I stood behind him still in my lycan form. But I wasn’t about to just sit back like I was helpless. I let my crowning magic roll out of my body. It surrounded Lothar on the ground and swept over the forest floor like a protective fog, ready to lash out at intruders.

      “Unshift,” Lothar ordered me.

      I did as he said and shifted back into my human form, making sure the dagger was in my hand and I was ready for whatever might be lurking in the woods. My magic continued rolling around the thick trees. I could still feel the vixra blood churning inside of me. It was getting weaker. I already used up so much of my magic. But it was still there. Just enough to enhance my senses. I closed my eyes and let the magic inside my body be my guide. It was like an extension of my form, sending me signals as it touched the forest floor and rolled through the trees. Telling me exactly what was nearby and if it was a threat.

      A woman ran through the woods. The long tails of her dress dragged behind her getting drenched in the dirt and rustled by twigs. When I opened my eyes I saw a figure in the distance in a thick cloak. There was a long ivory wand in her hand. The same one that Dirk held in his hand when he emerged from the coffin in my dream.

      A bright flash of blue light exploded in the distance. Lothar’s back was up against mine, defending my six as I defended his. He never saw the blue magic erupt from her hand. Nor did he see her face light up like I did.

      ‘It’s her. It’s Margaux.’

      Only she wasn’t being tormented anymore. Her eyes were dark, focused, and vicious. Her magic erupted in a ball of sparks, shooting balls of blue light right at Lothar and me. I rose both my hands in the air as fast as I could, expecting to have to defend us with my magic. Only when I did, the scarlet red fog rolling through the forest rose up in the air at my command. It launched at her and covered her entire body in a sea of magical flames, threatening to consume her just as it had Devon.

      “Watch out!” Lothar shouted once he turned around and saw her in the distance.

      “I’m already on it.”

      Or so I thought. Margaux took control of my magic with her wand and spun it in a tornado of light over her body. She gathered it up in a ball to shoot right back at me.

      ‘Okay, so that definitely won’t work.’

      Whatever power her wand had, it was beyond what my magic could stop.

      “Shift!” Lothar ordered me. “Shift right now.”

      ‘Wasn’t it your idea to unshift in the first place?’

      “And then what?”

      “Run!”

      I shifted and took off into the distance. Lothar chased after me in lycan form. I could hear the hammering of his heart. If he was panicking, that meant only one thing. I should be afraid. Whatever power Margaux had, it wasn’t something we could fight back against.

      I heard the magic channel through Margaux’s wand and shoot out directly at us. I swung my body up in the air and tried catching onto a tree branch, getting out of the way just in time. Her magic caught my foot and singed the fur on my back right paw, setting my skin ablaze. I howled from the pain and let go of the branch, crashing back down to the forest floor. Lothar came up beside me and tried to get me to stand back up. I hobbled onto my feet and kept running. Only I wasn’t healing fast enough. I was holding him back.

      I wanted to tell him to keep going. To run away without me. I had enough vixra blood left inside of me. Not much but enough. It might have to do.

      He wasn’t having it. He snarled at me and latched onto my shoulder with his bare teeth.

      ‘Hey! Watch it!’

      I could feel his jaw clench down on my skin as he tried to get me to move faster.

      ‘That’s not helping!’

      “Get over here!” Jake screamed from the distance in human form. “We found a clearing!”

      Alina and Jake both shifted back into their lycan form. Lothar and I followed them through the trees. Well, Lothar followed them. I limped along, getting stronger with each passing second as my foot gradually healed from being struck by Margaux’s powerful magic.

      We were running down a hillside by the time Margaux got close enough to send more streaks of her magic in our direction. I fumbled my way down until we reached a valley with no trees. Alina and Jake managed to find a space where we could open a vixra tunnel.

      Lothar was the first to unshift and gained control of the situation. I shifted back into human form as he dragged his hand down before him and opened up a tunnel. Then he turned back toward me with the wind from inside wafting through his short hair and surrounding his body in a glow of golden light. He looked more angelic than human. And far stronger than any other man I had ever seen.

      Alina and Jake shifted back and ran through the tunnel’s opening without looking back. Lothar held his hand out for me and didn’t move an inch until I was fully transformed back into my human form and reaching out for his hand. His fingers clasped over mine, pulling me in and guiding me into the tunnel as it closed up behind us. We barely managed to get inside and seal it shut before flashes of blue light threatened to strike and keep it open so we couldn’t escape. Or worse, so Margaux could follow us back to the lycan realm and do even more damage.

      I ran through the tunnel with Lothar at my side. He didn’t let go of my hand. Not even when we reached the other side and the wind stopped ripping through our bodies. We both fell back down to the ground, hitting the dirt road and rolling repeatedly until we both came to an abrupt stop.

      I rubbed the dust from the dirt road out of my eyes and waited for them to adjust from the brightness of the tunnel to being back under the moonlight. When they did, I was horrified by what I saw. Lothar was only an arm’s length away from me. And he wasn’t moving.

      I rolled over and gathered myself up on my hands and knees, crawling to him and checking to see if he had a pulse. His skin was warm to the touch and his chest was rising up and down. That was a good sign. I could hear his heart rampaging in his chest and gradually calming down.

      “Lothar!” I pushed against his chest. “Lothar, it’s me! Wake up! Please don’t be hurt. Wake up!”

      ‘I did this! I caused him to get hurt. I should never have taken the Vontex to the ritual site!’

      His emerald green eyes cracked open, looking back at me and nearly making me blush at how intimate we must have looked. I was leaning over him with my hand on his chest, peering down and desperately trying to force him awake. When he did, his hand reached up for me. He brushed away some dirt on my face and pulled back a strand of my long black hair, setting it behind my ear and staring right back at me.

      It was almost the exact same gesture Rodrick had shown me. Only Lothar’s touch brought out a sense of relief I hadn’t felt in weeks. And along with that relief came a sudden realization. One I didn’t want to admit or even think about.

      ‘It’s not in my mind. Or Alina’s. He’s attracted to me.’

      Every time he gave me a cold glare or I saw tension gather in his features wasn’t what I thought. He wasn’t angry or impatient with me. He was trying to hold something back.

      ‘You and Rodrick have that in common.’

      Footsteps hurried down the dirt path. Lothar gently pushed me away and got up to his feet. I held onto his arms and made sure we were both steady as we gradually rose back up. Once we were both able to stand on our own he let me go at the sight of Alina and Jake getting closer.

      “That damn tunnel dropped us both nearly half a kilometer up the road,” Jake complained. “Those things can’t be trusted.”

      “Only because you never used them properly,” Lothar said. “Don’t ever run through one unless you want to land somewhere you don’t intend.” He brushed passed me and went over to Alina. She must have taken a tumble as well because her cheek was stained with blood. Only her skin had already healed.

      “What was the point of all that?” Jake went on.

      “There was a huge damn point,” Alina fired back at him. “We have a workable theory now. And we know just the vixra to get in touch with to help us remove the spell over the ritual ground. We’ll know more if we can get to the crypt below.” Alina’s eyes wandered over to me.

      I was examining what was left of my black leather boots. The heel had been seared off from Margaux’s magic hitting my foot. Lucky for me, the skin had already healed over. My shoe, however, didn’t survive the encounter. I would have to walk back with one foot covered and the other one bare at the sole.

      “I’ll write to Adeline,” I said. “I can’t imagine she’ll be happy to hear from me. Not about this.”

      I walked right by Lothar, determined to head back to my chamber before dawn. Not just because I needed to rest or to write to Adeline. I needed to think.

      I had been in the cross-hairs of men before. Growing up among the sophisticated artists my mum had me around in my teen years made me very familiar with the prospect of men going out of their way to get my attention. Rodrick wasn’t like that. Nor was Lothar. My senses were on fire when I was near the two of them. Which wasn’t good. Not only for me, but also for them. If I decided to act on the fire burning inside of me, it could destroy my opportunity to join the Vontex. Or worse, my opportunities at the academy.

      I didn’t have a choice. I needed to keep Lothar and Rodrick at a distance. And yet, I was forced to work with both of them.

      ‘This isn’t going to end well for me.’

      I never felt so powerful and helpless at the same time. I was a lycan. I had ancient magic stirring inside of me. And I was in a position to lose all of it. Not just because both Rodrick and Lothar were powerful men but because whatever I cared for most could become a target.

      Both Rodrick and Lothar took a chance on me. They protected a young woman they didn’t even know. I didn’t have a choice. I had to do the same for them. And that meant refusing to give in to the feverish heat burning away inside me like an oven every time I was near them.
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      When I woke up, Alina was already out of her bed, hurriedly writing at her desk. By the time I was showered she had already left. I dragged myself to the dresser and pulled out some clothes, relieved to have some time off from the Vontex and to get back into the routine of going to class. My finals for the current semester were nearly here. My grades were among the top in my classes but that was at the expense of my sleep. Not just because of my adventures with the Vontex or my lessons with Rodrick but also because my dreams were getting more and more terrifying. I didn’t know what to believe. Were my dreams always visions? Or were nightmares simply that? Just nightmares?

      I shrugged off the thought and reached for my trench coat before leaving the bedchamber. That was when I saw the note Alina left me by the door.

      

      Going out to investigate more details about what we saw. Will return by dawn.

      -Alina

      

      ‘I guess that means my first class is canceled.’

      Alina confessed that she was the one who tore out pages about the Dolch Erbe from the library. It must have been in books I hadn’t gotten my hands on. Could she be the one who tore out the pages on information about the Blackatters as well? And if so, why did she do it? She claimed she didn’t want students getting too curious and falling into enemy hands. That could only mean that she knew more about the Dolch Erbe’s tactics than she was letting on. Which wasn’t a comforting thought. She was a professor after all. It was her job to know such things.

      By the time Professor Huxley’s class came around I was able to get an extra few hours of sleep. Hours I desperately needed. Especially when McKenzie appeared right outside the tower of my bedchamber and blocked my exit. Her arms were crossed over her chest as though she was irritated. Which honestly, seemed like most of the time when it came to me.

      “What?” I asked, slapping my hands against my thighs in agitation. “I have to get to class before you have the chance to contaminate my supplies with corspine again.”

      “Why so rude? I was the one who helped you out of your fit,” she snarled.

      She wasn’t wrong. For whatever reason, she held my head when I was possessed by my brother in Professor Huxley’s class. I was seconds away from doing my best to appear grateful. Then in McKenzie-like fashion, she opened her mouth again.”

      “Must be nice,” she said, blocking the doorway with her arm extended across the frame. “Rooming with a professor while she does her lesson plans.”

      My brow furrowed. “Are you suggesting that I’m cheating?”

      “No one comes to the academy and rises to the top as quickly as you have.”

      “I’m not on top.”

      “You’re in the top ten, so that’s sufficient enough.”

      “Sufficient enough for what?”

      “To suggest you have extra help. Or rather an unfair advantage. I’ve seen how close you and Professor Alina Sokolova have become. And now you two live together.”

      I scoffed. “Maybe because unlike you she befriended me when I first arrived.”

      I ducked underneath her arm blocking me and scurried away from her.

      ‘I have enough problems on my hands without you poking your nose where it doesn’t belong.’

      “No one gains this kind of favor with the Dean and the Vontex so quickly,” she snarled. “It simply doesn’t happen.”

      “I don’t think you’ve been here long enough to know if that’s the case,” I argued, refusing to turn around and face her. I had to get to class whether she liked it or not. And given we shared that class, I doubted I could getaway.

      “I’ve been here longer than you.”

      “That doesn’t make you an authority.”

      “What about being a Blackatter is so damn special anyway?” she hollered at me a little too loud. “You’re more of a danger than anything else and yet you get special treatment.”

      That finally got to me. I stopped and turned around to face her. “If you honestly think that being a Blackatter is anything short of an inconvenience that’s almost cost me my life numerous times you’re very mistaken. I’ve been a target for years without ever knowing it and I don’t see that changing any time soon.”

      With that, I darted off to class and left her wondering what I meant. I was feeling far too impatient to fill in the gaps. Not that she would ever understand a word that was coming out of my mouth. I was in danger since I was a child and I never even knew it. Being a Blackatter put a mark on my back. If not for the Dolch Erbe then definitely for my father. He kept me hidden away. And my mother made decisions that affected both my brother and me as a result of knowing what we were. My brother was taken from me. And now he was hunting me. Along with only god knows who else. On top of all that, I knew the inevitable truth now. It didn’t matter who I wanted to be with. I would always put them in harm’s way given what I was. I had no choice but to resist whoever caught my eye. Which only made being a lycan more difficult.

      ‘She can have my Blackatter abilities for all I care. It’s brought me more bad than good..’

      Class began only seconds after I got inside the room and plopped down on my seat. I opened up my textbook before me provided by the academy and turned to the page number Professor Addair had written on the board. I was intrigued when I saw the title of the chapter.

      Enticing Prey.

      ‘This might be a good one.’

      McKenzie walked in a few minutes later, pretending as though she didn’t see me.

      ‘Good. Keep your distance.’

      “Alright, let’s begin,” Professor Addair said. If there was ever a professor who threatened to cross the line a little too much it was Professor Addair and her wardrobe. Today, she wore a tight corset that made her breasts look particularly perky along with skin-tight black trousers. Her hair was up in an intricate braid and her nails were freshly polished. I wondered if this was how she was actually dressed or if it was a part of her abilities as a master shifter. There was no way of knowing who else in the class knew about her remarkable ability. I was probably one of the few. I knew the truth. She was much older and her face was covered in wrinkles. Her fancy hair was nothing more than long gray locks. Whatever vanity she possessed, she wasn’t about to let old age get in the way of how she wanted to appear.

      “I hope you have all completed the homework on the previous chapter and your essays are ready to be passed forward,” she said as she motioned for everyone to take out their homework. We did so with a groan and began passing our parchments to the front of the class. “Today we will move on to the intricacies of enticing prey,” she continued. “One of the most useful ways of doing so is through the use of our scent. As lycan, we can project our scent across rooms, across streets, and even across the boundaries of human and lycan barriers. The barriers we place before ourselves as a sort of protection. The part of you that tells you no when someone is pursuing you, that it doesn’t feel right, or you’re not attracted to a certain individual can be completely shut off when a lycan uses their scent to the best of their ability.”

      A few students whispered among themselves. I could tell they found the prospect intriguing.

      “Tell me,” Professor Addair cut off their whispers with a higher pitch to her voice. It was her way of letting students know she was agitated. “What led you all toward being bitten and down the path of becoming a lycan? Were you attracted to any particular individual?”

      I sank deeper in my seat, not wanting to participate and suddenly not keen on the subject of the lecture. The way Devon ensnared me was a black stain on my pride.

      Apparently, a few other students agreed with me. Not a single person answered Professor Addair’s question. Nor did they raise a hand.

      Professor Addair leaned forward on the podium with her elbows planted on the surface, showcasing her chest to everyone from a rather suggestive angle. “Really?” she encouraged the men in the room. “Not anyone can tell me that you noticed your hunters smelled rather… intoxicating?”

      A few girls laughed uncomfortably. I wasn’t one of them. I remembered the way Devon smelled with perfect clarity. He imitated Rodrick’s scent with utter perfection, drawing me in closer for the kill.

      “That’s only the start of the hunt,” Professor Addair continued. “Projecting your scent toward your prey is the first step in gaining their attention. It’s a form of forcing prey to make eye contact. And once you’ve accomplished this, you can do what lycan refer to as mind tapping. Once you’ve tapped into the mind of a human or even another lycan, you can set a trap for them that few ever escape.”

      Sweat trickled down my backside. My stomach flared up with fire raging inside my gut. It wasn’t the most pleasant feeling in the world. It reminded me of the shame I felt for falling into Devon’s arms in a greasy pub bathroom. The way he caught my attention on the train then followed me out of the station. And how he found me in the pub where I was performing.

      ‘Did he mind tap me?’

      “Once you’ve mind tapped a human,” Professor Addair continued, “their scent is forever marked inside your mind. You can find them in any large city no matter where they run.”

      ‘Oh holy shit! That’s how Devon found me in the pub that night!’

      “Now,” Professor Addair said as she moved away from the podium and placed a single hand on her hip. “I want all of you to close your eyes.”

      We did as she instructed.

      “Take three deep breaths, in through your nose and out through your mouth. Once you’re finished I want you to focus on your skin. Smell the area right above your wrist to get a whiff of your own scent.”

      I definitely knew when I needed a shower or if I had broken a sweat by my scent once I became a lycan. My sense of smell was incredibly enhanced. But I had never gone so far as to sniff my own skin. When I did it was something rather remarkable. There was a definite uniqueness to my body. The scent of pine along with sandalwood. And another smell that I hadn’t expected to be there. A lingering powder that my mom used to use on herself when we lived abroad. It was a special French one that she routinely bought at a Parisian pharmacy. Only it was on me. I wasn’t sure how, but the scent attached to me in some way. I started using it after she died and even ordered it on the Internet when I couldn’t find it in England. Somehow, it was there.

      Memories of my mother flooded my mind. The pain of her loss. The promise Adeline made that she would help me find her killer. It all came rushing back to me at once. I opened my eyes to realize that the scent was around my body like an aura. It was apart of me. Like an extra limb. Just how I felt when I shifted with objects in Professor Huxley’s class.

      “Good,” Professor Addair said, clasping her hands together. “Now I want each of you to project your scent outward. Push it away as though you’re flexing a muscle. Only this muscle is a part of your senses.”

      I shut my eyes before Professor Addair could notice I wasn’t entirely focused only to take a peek when she wasn’t looking. But opening my eyes gave me a glimpse of what everyone was experiencing. I couldn’t see their scent or their aura. And yet, I could see and sense my own. As soon as other students tried projecting their aura as Professor Addair instructed, our auras clashed against one another.

      “Do you all feel that?” she asked.

      I opened my eyes once more at the feeling of another student’s aura, his scent, touching my skin. I instantly gravitated to his eyes and we locked our sights on one another. Somewhat startled, the young man let his aura dissipate instantly. I did the same. The last thing I wanted was for some stranger I had only seen in passing around the academy to follow me around like a love sick stalker because of a mishap in class.

      Awkward laughter broke apart the tension in the room.

      “It’s hardly a laughing matter,” Professor Addair said, moving away from her podium and walking between the center aisle of desks. “Now you understand the full power of your scent and how it can attract humans and lyc-”

      “How dare you!” Maribeth Carter shouted at the front of the classroom. Her shrill voice was followed by the sound of her thick textbook smacking against the head of the guy sitting next to her. “Don’t think I didn’t feel that!”

      Maribeth was sitting in the front row, attacking the student next to her. When the textbook didn’t prove heavy enough to do sufficient damage, she threw it to the side and used her fists.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” he cried, trying to block her strikes.

      “Don’t act like you don’t know!”

      “Mr. Robert Donahue,” Professor Addair shouted from down the aisle of desks. She closed the gap and approached the two of them. “Would you care to tell the entire class what you just attempted?”

      “It wasn’t just now!” Maribeth shouted. “I can sense it. He’s been doing this to me since I first arrived! For months!”

      “You mean to say that he’s been projecting his scent onto you?”

      I recognized the young man. To me, he was just another face in a classroom. I occasionally saw him with Maribeth, walking hand in hand around the courtyard. It was enough for me to understand the gravity of what just took place.

      “Oh, please!” Robert said once Maribeth finally stopped hitting him. “She enjoyed every second of it!”

      Professor Addair’s eyes widened. She rushed over to Robert and reached for his throat. As it turned out, Maribeth wasn’t the one he had to worry about.

      “We don’t allow projection of scent outside the classroom at this academy, Mr. Donahue.” Professor Addair had him pinned against the wall by his neck. This sort of treatment toward a student certainly wouldn’t be tolerated in the human realm. It would be enough to get a professor arrested. But this was the lycan realm. The rules were much different here. “Did he do anything else untoward, Miss Carter?” she asked.

      Maribeth swallowed hard. I could tell she wanted to speak but she refused to admit anything too personal in front of the entire class. I secretly hoped she hadn’t given herself to him. She shook her head. “Nothing too much, I swear it. I’m not like that.”

      “But he projected his scent onto you, did he not?” Professor Addair asked, tightening her grip on Robert’s throat as he squirmed to get away from her. Professor Addair wasn’t about to let that happen. She shifted her arm so it was in lycan form. Her claws gripped tight around his neck and scratched into his skin. I could hear him groan as her claws dug deeper.

      “Yes. He did,” Maribeth answered. “I never realized it until now.”

      Professor Addair shook her head in grave disappointment. Then she let go of Donahue’s neck, allowing him to topple to the ground in a heaping mess of coughing and gasping for air. “Report to the Bloody Tower, Mr. Donahue. I’ll have one of the guards show you how we treat those who break academy rules.”

      “I didn’t know it was against the rules!” Robert argued.

      “To manipulate our women by projecting your scent before a student can graduate and know how to defend herself is indeed a grave offense here at the academy. It’s no different than trying to drug a woman in a pub to get her to come home with you. Do you understand, Mr. Donahue?”

      He got up in a huff and went over to grab his leather bag before heading for the door.

      “I’ll tell the guards inside the Bloody Tower to come collect you if you don’t show up within the next few minutes,” Professor Addair warned from across the classroom. “Do you hear me?”

      He didn’t answer. He didn’t even look back. He simply walked out with his chin held high, not even considering for a moment that he was in the wrong.

      “Well then,” Professor Addair said as she clasped her hands together. “Now you all understand the depth and implications of your actions should you attempt to attract another lycan with the use of projecting your scent. And given some of you aren’t aware, it is indeed an offense at L.I.T. to project your scent upon another student without their expressed consent. And even if they do give consent, it’s not an honorable practice against our own kind. Once you graduate, it’s not our concern. Until then, do well to remember that it’s not tolerated here.”

      The students were silent for the rest of the lecture. We learned how to sense for when someone was projecting their scent onto us so we could defend against it, per Maribeth’s personal request, of course. I didn’t mind. I had been a victim of it too. The second Professor Addair described it, I knew. That’s exactly what Devon did to me on the train. Then again when I saw him in the pub. He angled his scent directly at me. He had me in his sights and he didn’t let go. Only he was masking his own scent with Rodrick’s.

      One thought haunted me once the class was finished and everyone was packing up to leave. Rodrick definitely had his own unique scent. As did Lothar. I had already decided that whatever I might come to feel toward anyone would put them in danger. Devon was aware of it. He was even aware that I would be drawn to Rodrick. Did that have something to do with the scent that Blackatters give off? Is that why Devon’s trickery against me worked so well given Rodrick was a Blackatter?

      I couldn’t go back to my room and sleep properly without knowing.

      I waited for everyone else to walk out of the classroom and approached the podium where Professor Addair was gathering up her lesson plan.

      “Professor Addair?” I said her name softly.

      “Yes, Miss Blackburn. What can I do for you?”

      I cleared my throat, trying to buy time as I thought of the proper words. “I have one question. A somewhat personal one that I didn’t feel the entire class needed to hear.”

      She leaned forward on the podium with an arch to her brow. I had piqued her curiosity. “Go on,” she said.

      “Well… about the scent thing. I’ve definitely noticed it. I mean, on the men around the academy. And I was wondering if it worked differently for Blackatters.”

      She cocked her head. “What a strange question. Why?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “I’ve just noticed that my senses tend to be a little more drawn to…um…”

      “Ah!” she understood my meaning before I had to go through the discomfort of speaking Rodrick’s name. “I see. Well, you wouldn’t be the first,” she said with a wink.

      I immediately thought of turning around right then and there as a touch of pink struck my cheeks, but I pressed on. “I just want to know if there’s anything I can do to prevent it.”

      “Prevent it?”

      “Yes. I don’t like it. It’s distracting.”

      ‘And I can’t afford to care too deeply about anyone right now. Anyone close to me could get hurt. I can’t go through that anymore.’

      “No, dear girl. I’m afraid not.” She gathered up her bag and slung it around her shoulder. “Curses are generally designed to be complex so they can’t be broken.”

      “Curses?”

      Professor Addair stopped dead in her tracks. I watched her bite down on her lip and risk ruining her perfectly applied berry colored lipstick. Or perhaps it was a part of her master shifting facade. Either way, she knew she had messed up.

      “What curse?” I insisted. “What are you talking about?”

      “I-it… well, many Blackatters consider having crowning magic a curse. Nothing more.” She walked right by me and hopped off the platform. She was halfway through the aisle between the desks when I ran after her.

      “Wait!” I hollered. “No, no, no! You’re not walking away.” I grabbed onto her shoulder and forced her to face me. When she did, she was back to her normal self. Nothing more than an older woman with long gray hair tucked in a bun and her trench coat covering her wrinkled arms all the way to her fingers.

      ‘Nice try. I won’t be distracted. No matter which appearance you take.’

      “Professor Addair, please tell me. I need to know! What curse? What are you talking about?”

      She tapped her foot on the wood floor. Now it was her turn to pick her words wisely. “Dean Everleigh will be angry with me.”

      “I’ll never speak your name.”

      “If you are indeed attracted to him then you likely won’t be able to lie to him. Few women can when they lust for someone. Especially lycan.”

      That caught me off guard. It was exactly what I had experienced with Lothar. I couldn’t lie to him. Nor could I entice him in the way Alina wanted me to.

      I shook my head, refusing to get distracted even though my mind was running amuck. “Tell me the truth,” I said to her, taking her arms into mine and refusing to let go until she answered. I might have been breaking some sort of professor and student relationship rules by approaching her in this way, especially if she felt threatened. But she was a master shifter. That meant she had to have a unique set of skills. If she wanted to thrust me away and refuse to tell me more, she could certainly do so.

      To my surprise, she didn’t.

      “Miss Blackburn, having such knowledge can be dangerous,” she muttered even though the classroom was seemingly empty. Not that I minded her lowering her voice. After being eavesdropped on by McKenzie I definitely understood the need to be discreet whenever necessary.

      “I have a feeling that the more people keep from me, the more danger I’ll be in,” I said, trying to encourage her to keep going. “So please, Professor Addair, tell me. What curse?”

      One look into her eyes told me that she was engaging in some sort of inner battle. And she was losing. Perhaps I applied the perfect amount of pressure.

      “You’ve felt drawn to Dean Everleigh since you first arrived?” she asked. “I take it you know what he is. And that he prefers to keep it private.”

      “Yes.”

      She swallowed hard. “Blackatters aren’t simply drawn to one another to procreate and prolong their lines of crowning magic. They’re drawn toward one another because the Dolch Erbe placed a curse on their family lines. If Blackatters partnered with one another, their bloodlines would be easier to trace. And if they’re easier to trace-”

      “They’re easier to hunt down and kill.”

      She sighed. “Correct.”

      “So what I’m feeling for the Dean is nothing more than a curse?”

      She scoffed. I didn’t see the humor but apparently, she did. “Every girl here has a crush on Dean Everleigh. He’s handsome, masculine, and carries an air of mystery. You wouldn’t be the first young lady to attempt winning his heart. Which I can tell you right now is surrounded by steel. Women far more attractive than you have entered these walls and failed to snatch him up.”

      “I don’t want to snatch him up,” I said. “I already told you, I want to prevent it. I know what I am is dangerous. It will place anyone I care about in harm’s way. I can’t have that. So please, tell me if there’s any way to stop it.”

      She motioned away from me, pulling out of my hands and backing up to leave. “You can’t prevent it, my dear. I would be lying if I claimed your discipline to prevent such entanglements won’t be far more difficult than others.”

      “But I’m right?” I asked. “It’s nothing more than that? A curse?”

      “I fear you may never know. Now if you excuse me, I must return to my study. I need to plan next week’s lessons. Keep our conversation here between us, if you will be so kind. I don’t fancy losing my place. A woman of my age and my kind won’t easily find employment elsewhere.”

      ‘With your facade as a young babe teaching a class you could likely get a job anywhere you pleased.’

      I kept my mouth shut as she left, not wanting to give her cause to believe I might betray her.

      Did Rodrick know that’s what was happening between us? Was I drawn to him because of the curse? In addition to our magic wanting to survive the two of us long after we were dead? Did I even stand a chance in trying to fight it? And most of all, was that why Rodrick resisted me? Aside from the obvious reason. The Dean of L.I.T. taking up with a student was an offense probably worthy of his removal from the academy. And mine as well.

      I could restrain myself. I could even keep a secret. I couldn’t, however, keep going without more answers. I was a lycan now. And when I had a scent for something being wrong, I wasn’t willing to divert my path away.

      ‘Rodrick owes me some answers. Right now!’
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      If there’s one thing in this world that I had begun to hate, it was secrets. Adeline never told me who she really was, Lothar never told me he suspected I was a Blackatter until magic was pouring out of my hands, and my own father never told me that he knew where my mother was the entire time we were on the continent. I wasn’t going to tolerate it anymore. I wanted the brutal truth no matter how much it might hurt me. If anything, I needed it to stay safe. How else was I supposed to make the right decisions if I didn’t have all the information?

      At least that’s what was running through my messy mind when I scurried out of Professor Addair’s classroom and went right for the hidden passageway that led to Rodrick’s study. We didn’t have a lesson planned and he wasn’t expecting me. I didn’t care. I was done with the lies. And omitting information was the same as lying.

      I pushed my hand into the stone that revealed the floor moving down toward a hidden staircase. With one final glance around, I made sure I wasn’t being watched. Then I went down the steps and barged into Rodrick’s study. The fire lit torches on the side of the long hallway didn’t have time to magically light up. I was practically running through the hall. I burst open the door of his study without even knocking.

      “Rodrick!” I shouted when I didn’t see him at his desk. He had to be around somewhere. “Rodrick, get out here! I need to speak with you.” I long suspected his bedchamber had to be close by. Hidden just like the rest of his quarters. Maybe he would hear me if I yelled loud enough. “Rodrick!” I screamed, walking around his desk and checking behind the tapestries to see if there were any other hidden rooms. I placed my hand on the stones behind pictures to make sure. Nothing moved. Maybe I was wrong.

      I reached for one tapestry toward the corner of the study. It was longer than I was, depicting a man kneeling before a queen as she knighted him. The entire court looked on with dazzling eyes. I didn’t take time to admire it. I wanted to see if there was anything hidden behind it. To my surprise, there was. But it wasn’t what I suspected. Behind the tapestry was an enormous mirror. It scaled from the ceiling of Rodrick’s study down to the wooden floor. Only I couldn’t see my reflection very well. There was my silhouette and traces of my long black hair but it was foggy. Even creepier, the fog inside it wasn’t dirt, grime, or dust. It was moving. It swirled around and turned a bright shade of blue, spinning about in a circle of light and turning the fog into a storm getting ready to lash out with strikes of lightning. Which was why it probably wasn’t the best idea to reach out of touch it. But that’s exactly what I did. I reached toward the blue spirals of cloudy light and touched it with the tips of my fingers. The result was nothing short of a surprise.

      The cloudy light zapped me in the finger, moved up through my arm, and lurched into my chest. I went flying off my feet before I even realized what had happened. My legs flew over my head as I landed hard on Rodrick’s desk and rolled off the back, crashing onto his large chair and knocking it backward onto the ground. I was flat on my stomach and struggling to get a single breath of air in my lungs for the first few seconds. I got up and peered over the desk, seeing the clouds of light in the mirror calm down once more until they were back to their regular murky gray shade. I ducked behind the desk once more when I saw the mirror turn blue.

      ‘It’s gonna zap me again! Rodrick’s freaky mirror is going to kill me!’

      I heard something like water moving about, splashing into rocks and then coming to a stop. I didn’t dare look over the desk again. But under the opening to the bottom where Rodrick rested his legs, I could see what was happening near the mirror. Two feet stepped through the blue light and gently settled onto the wood floor. Leather boots echoed and made their way over to me. Someone had walked through the mirror. As though it was a portal to something or somewhere I wasn’t allowed to witness. And it made sure I couldn’t pass through.

      “Miss Blackburn?” Rodrick said my name.

      This time I didn’t have a choice. I had to come back up whether or not that damn mirror was going to zap me again. When I finally revealed myself from behind the desk, Rodrick stifled a small laugh.

      “I can’t say this look suits you,” he said.

      I raised an eyebrow, uncertain of what he meant. When I peered over to the knight’s metal armor he had displayed in the corner I got a brief glimpse of my appearance in its metallic reflection. My hair was nothing but static, sticking up over my head like a frizzy halo. I ran my fingers through it to get it to calm down, feeling a rush of red stun my cheeks.

      Rodrick moved around the desk and pushed the chair aside so I could get through. He didn’t appear angry. On the contrary. He reached for my hand and helped me move out away from the desk. The second his skin touched mine the same sparking embers began to burn inside of me like a furnace. His fingers folded over mine, making the tension inside of me wind up like a spring. I took a deep breath, trying my best to ignore it.

      ‘If this is indeed a curse, whoever cast it did a good job.’

      “Do you mind sharing with me why you broke into my study uninvited, Miss Blackburn?” He let go of my hand. My skin went cold the second our skin wasn’t touching anymore.

      I couldn’t lose my nerve now. Even if I looked like I had stuck my finger in an electrical socket and went flying across the room only seconds ago, I didn’t want him sensing any weakness inside me.

      I stiffened my back and stood up straighter, refusing to break eye contact with him even though it only made my insides warmer. “Because you and everyone else can’t help but keep secrets from me and I’ve had enough.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “The curse,” I said simply, letting the words sit between us and watching his expression for any hints of deceit.

      He was a man of few expressions. And those he did have, he guarded well. Only now I could see them fade. He raised his chin in defiance and looked away from me.

      “Tell me,” I said. “Is it true?”

      “Who told you?”

      “I don’t think that matters.”

      “It matters a great deal to me.”

      “Why? Because you think punishing the person who told me is a better way of handling this than just being honest? I want to know if it’s true.”

      I could see him clench his jaw. His lips opened slightly. He was about to speak but he stopped himself.

      I reached for his hand once more. This time, he tried to pull away as though he was offended. I wouldn’t let him go.

      I let the magic in my fingers pierce through my hand and touch his. His magic did the same, mingling with mine and swirling about our fists as though it was a rope tying between our hands, binding us together and pulling us in tighter. He strained to pull away, not liking that I was potentially making him vulnerable.

      “I asked someone how to stop this,” I said. “And you know what this is. The tension between us, the… the attraction,” I blurted out, figuring there was no going back. In a twist of events, he looked back at me. “I know you feel it as strongly as I do. And you don’t like it any more than I do. I don’t want anyone forcing my hand. So much has been taken away from me already. I can’t have my future toyed with any more than it already has been. And that includes the man I choose to be with.”

      He didn’t speak. Nor did his lips move as if he had something to say. So I kept going.

      “There hasn’t been a moment when I pushed that you didn’t pull back,” I added. “Some part of you must not like this either. I tried to ask someone if there was a way to get rid of it. It already placed my life in danger and thrust me into Devon’s arms where I could be his perfect victim. I don’t want something like that happening again. And I doubt you do either.”

      He shook his head and let out a long sigh. “No, I don’t.”

      “Then help me get rid of it.”

      He finally managed to loosen his hand away from mine. Our magic stopped dancing between us and faded away into nothing. He stepped away from me and toward the mirror behind him. Then he crossed his arms over his chest and stood there in silence. I couldn’t decide whether I should speak or not. I had already let too much slip out of my mouth.

      “There’s nothing we can do to lift the curse,” he said. “At least for now. Certain individuals are trying but it’s not even necessary for us to hold out hope as long as we’re able to practice the utmost discipline.”

      “Discipline?” I muttered. “Are you kidding me? You know how I became a lycan.”

      “That wasn’t entirely you’re fault. You were preyed on.”

      “Because Devon transformed into you. He knew that you and I were…I don’t even know the right way to put it.”

      “You think I was any different?” He walked back over to his desk and placed both hands down on it. His eyes shut and flashed back open as though he was being tormented by memories. “I was preyed on by a lycan as well. A Blackatter. A woman who lived in Spain. There’s nothing unique about the way you were ensnared, Miss Blackburn.”

      “Then why did you go out of your way to make me feel like I was incompetent for allowing it to happen? You made me feel like I was a dumb slag that wandered into the arms of a madman with no control over myself.”

      Our eyes met once more. This time, there was sympathy in his.

      “Her name was Clara,” he said. “She found me in much the same way Devon found you. Only I was attending a festival with my mates. She pursued me with little effort. Not that much effort need be applied when two Blackatters of an appropriate age enter a room.” He shook his head, forcing the memories away from his mind. “I imagine the curse was why your father intentionally married a regular human away from the Blackatter bloodlines. To throw off the Dolch Erbe from his lineage and keep you and your brother safe.”

      “It didn’t seem to help him much.”

      “I’m sure he realizes that now. The Dolch Erbe’s curse over all Blackatter lines will always cause Blackatters to find one another. And its the same curse that allows them to fall prey to our enemies.”

      I blinked a few times, not sure I heard him properly. “What?”

      “It’s their way of punishing the vixra for creating strong lycan bloodlines that can fight back against their efforts. They cursed all Blackatter bloodlines to be drawn to one another so they will breed. And once their children reach the appropriate age, the Dolch Erbe finds them and brings them into the fold. It helps them to learn our secrets. To find more lycan and kill them. Which is why you and I can never act on anything we may feel. It’s not real. It never was and we will never know if it will be. Giving into it will only cause us suffering.”

      “Was it real with Clara?”

      He went quiet, perhaps not expecting me to be so blunt. “I’ll never know.”

      “And there’s no way to break the curse?” I asked. More like pleading but I was about to reach my wit’s end. Everyone could present me with problems but so few seemed to have viable answers. I didn’t want to settle this time. I would prod Rodrick in any way necessary until I got more answers. “If there’s even the slightest chance of breaking the curse then we need to investigate it more.”  I moved closer to him, feeling an energy brew the second I was only an arm’s length away. I suddenly understood why he almost always remained behind his desk when we did our lessons. He knew proximity was the enemy. I could sense him. Smell him. There wasn’t a single tangible feature that I didn’t like. Was this just a curse drawing me to him? Would I know the difference if it was ever lifted?

      He moved away from the desk with a look of defeat in his eyes. As though he had finally come to a conclusion but didn’t like it. “Come with me,” he said. “We can’t discuss such matters here.” He took my hand in his once more. My skin set ablaze, scorching through me and making me want to eliminate the space between us. I played with the sleeve of my trench coat on my other hand, resisting the urge and forcing myself to pay attention to what he was saying.

      “Where?” I asked.

      He pulled me toward the mirror.

      I tried letting go of his hand. “No way! That thing doesn’t like me.”

      He refused to loosen his grip. “It doesn’t like you because I wasn’t here to permit you to enter. You have my permission now.”

      Without another word, he led me to the mirror. The cloudy swirls inside turned blue once more. I saw the shapes ripple like a stone being dropped into a pond. He stepped through and disappeared. There wasn’t a single trace of him except for his hand pulling me forward.

      I took a deep breath and closed my eyes as I let the cloudy swarm of magic inside the mirror envelop me with Rodrick leading the way.
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      I’m not sure what I was expecting. A grand tower? An enchanted forest? More of the same as far as mysticism and magic that both enchanted and frightened me since I first arrived at L.I.T. When I opened my eyes after stepping through the mirror, we were back in Rodrick’s office. Only it didn’t look like a petite heavy metal rocker chick went flying over the desk with her feet whipping over her head, knocking down everything in her path. It was clean and put together.

      “Is this some sort of joke?” I asked a bit confused.

      “No. It’s not a joke,” he said, letting go of my hand. The instant he did the cord between us broke once more.

      “Then what is this?”

      “A space the vixra created for the previous Deans of the Academy, only known to the Deans and those they deem worthy of seeing it. You’re one of the few who have passed through the mirror’s enchantment.”

      “But it doesn’t look any different from the other side.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” he said with a smirk as he went over to the door of his study and opened it for me to leave. “I think you’ll notice the key difference.”

      I followed him out of the long hallway and up the stairs leading back to the courtyard. It was empty. And most of all, it was quiet. No students were walking about. Not a single voice stirred around us. The entire fortress was abandoned.

      “Do you see now?” he asked.

      “It’s more like what I hear. It’s so quiet.”

      “Exactly. This space is a realm within a realm. A passageway to a mirror image of the entire academy. Only it’s empty. There are no professors or students. It gives the Deans of long past, including myself, a place to sit and think quietly without being disturbed. And a place to sleep where we’re safe from intruders.”

      “The vixra created the ultimate man cave for the Deans of the academy?” I asked, trying to stop the temptation to laugh.

      “Only there’s no big-screen television or Manchester United football game playing in the corner of my study.”

      He walked down the hallway and out into the courtyard. He wasn’t lying. This area was truly private. We could speak freely here without intrusive ears or the risk of being discovered. Once we were in the center of the courtyard where the benches stood, he sat down and welcomed me to join him. I did so but left a fair amount of distance between us, setting my hands on my lap and trying to display more manners than I showed him when I burst into his study while he wasn’t present. I felt as though I had embarrassed myself. Especially after he was trusting me with a secret such as this.

      “Your concerns are no different than mine have been for several years,” he said, stretching his arm over the back of the bench while he faced me. “I’m not the first or likely the last Dean who has searched for a way to break the curse. Blackatters are indeed drawn to one another. Our magic does the work for us as far as making connections to reassure its survival. It’s why many witchlings partner with other witchlings. Magic is a living and breathing soul inside of us. It wants to thrive as much as we do. That includes surviving by way of procreating. The more magical beings veer away from their own kind, the more their magic is diluted. And with that, magic begins to die away.”

      The red in my cheeks was returning. I did my best to push it back. Lothar didn’t make me a bundle of nerves the way Rodrick did. Rodrick was older, sophisticated, and in all likelihood, too good for me. Or at least it felt that way when I was near him. As though I was reaching for a height that I would never measure up to. He was unattainable. That didn’t stop everything inside of me from wanting to try. Almost like he was a challenge that I had to meet. And eventually, conquer.

      I shut my eyes and gave my head a small shake, breaking away the thoughts stirring about inside my mind and hoping to God he didn’t notice.

      “Ellinor has been helping Deans of the Academy and certain powerful witchlings gather the resources to break the curse for over a hundred years,” he said. “It was cast sometime during the 19th century but no one is certain of the exact date. It’s a topic rarely discussed because not much progress has been made. I think it embarrasses the vixra that they haven’t been able to break it.”

      “A hundred years? That’s not possible. Ellinor doesn’t look a day over sixty.”

      “The magic inside vixra is some of the purest in the world. It heals them the same way ours heals us but on a much grander scale. That includes slowing down their aging process. The vixra age one year for every five human years.”

      ‘So when I sat in your office with Ellinor I was speaking to a woman who was born in the late 17th century?’

      I had to make a conscious effort to keep my jaw from falling to the ground.

      ‘Wait! That would mean Adeline is old too. She appears in her mid-twenties or so. That would mean she’s over a century old!’

      Suddenly, I felt smaller than I ever had since first arriving at the academy. Perhaps people weren’t always trying to keep secrets from me. I simply hadn’t been apart of this world long enough to know all of its secrets. And maybe I never would. There was so much to learn.

      “She wasn’t alone,” he said. His eyes downcast toward the ground. Whatever he was about to say made him increasingly uneasy. “Your brother was helping her. It’s one of the reasons Operation Shift was created. Its purpose goes beyond bringing Blackatters together to give them a safe place for their training in Hungary. Its primary function is to break the curse. Ellinor wasn’t about to share this detail with you until you survived the trials and perhaps even after you completed your education at the academy. Your brother was committed to the cause. He asked for the position specifically so he could pursue a lead in Paris. From what I was told, it was meant to be his final test before becoming an official Vontex. I believe our enemies got to him before he could verify his lead and report it to Ellinor. The Dolch Erbe found him and somehow converted him. Whether by free will or force, they managed to break his bond to the lycan.”

      “If that was his true intent, surely you must know that this wasn’t by choice. It has to be the curse. The Dolch Erbe targeted him because he was helping to break it. If we break it maybe there’s a way to free Dirk from the hold the Dolch Erbe has over him.”

      “You can’t get your hopes up, Miss Blackburn.” His voice was deep and anything but reassuring. He was preparing me for disappointment. “Many Deans of L.I.T. and powerful vixra witchlings have tried and failed to break the curse. Pursuing it has resulted in many deaths. We have to tread carefully.”

      “We?” I muttered. “You mean you’re going to help me?”

      “Only because I think I’ve known you long enough to understand that once you catch a scent you’re unlikely to let it go. The second I turn my back you’ll run to Paris to pursue Dirk’s lead there. Which will certainly result in your death. Especially since you don’t even know the conditions that must be applied for the curse to be broken. Conditions that have prevented us from breaking it for centuries.”

      “What conditions?”

      “Nearly every curse has a crack. A way to break it. It may be finite but it almost always exists. Most aren’t willing to look hard enough and believe most curses are too complex to break. Which don’t get me wrong. Many are. But in all the recent research performed about this particular curse, I’ve been given hints of information. The only known conditions that are needed to break it are to gather the same tools that were used to cast it. A witchling from each echelon, a kruxa, a luxra, a vixra, one vampire, and one Blackatter lycan with crowning magic. They reflect the original highest inner circle of the Dolch Erbe under the grandmaster. He was a fallen Blackatter. Just like your brother. The witchlings of this inner circle created the curse in an unknown location inside Paris in the 19th century. Much of the city has changed and it’s made it incredibly difficult to discover the original location where the curse was cast. We can’t break it without knowing where that location was. Or without the wand used to cast it. An ancient ivory wand known as the svethulka. The counter-spell to break it must be conducted on the exact same spot of land with a luxra that can wield the svethulka. Only the most powerful and well trained luxra are said to have the skill to master it. It took Ellinor centuries to discover its existence was real.   I suspect your brother might have discovered the location of the curse’s origin and the location of the svethulka. Perhaps that’s what brought him on the cusp of danger.”

      I tried to force the pieces of the puzzle together inside my head. Dirk made this cause his life purpose. He wanted to help break the curse. For so many months, I felt nothing but rage for what Devon did to me. It was as though my entire life had been stolen. Every pursuit and desire I had for myself was ripped away. Only now, I felt a hint of gratitude toward Devon. Because I understood now more than ever that becoming a lycan was the only way to get my brother away from the Dolch Erbe and continue the work that he started. Devon turned me into a lycan for his own selfish reasons. And yet, he unknowingly created an enemy.

      “What can I do?” I asked, wanting Rodrick to see the determination in my eyes. “How do I track down this location?”

      “We must track down the svethulka if we can. And search for the original location where the curse was cast. When Dirk changed allegiances, those secrets went with him.”

      I opened my mouth to speak and found myself without words. A memory flashed before my mind with perfect clarity. The vision I had of Dirk in my dreams was more significant than I ever imagined. He crawled out of that coffin beneath the ritual site in the forest with a long ivory wand in his hand. The same wand I saw in Margaux’s possession when she attacked us near the ritual site.

      “I think I saw the svethulka,” I said. “The Vontex and I went back to the ritual site where Dirk and his luxra witchling cast the spell on me to link our lives.”

      “You mean you disobeyed my orders?” Rodrick stood up from the bench and stared down at me.

      ‘Whoops.’

      “Um…”

      “You used the vixra tunnels with vixra blood against my consent?”

      “We found answers. Answers that you neglected to tell me.” I stood up and stared right back at him, refusing to let him get away with making me feel small. “You said yourself once I catch a scent I’m unlikely to let it go. And I wasn’t about to let this one go. I had a vision of Dirk tormenting a luxra witchling that Adeline Prescott was searching for. A woman named Margaux Carville. Dirk somehow managed to convert her to the Dolch Erbe. And when we went back to the ritual site, she was there guarding it. I saw the wand in her hand. The same wand I saw Dirk holding in one of my dreams. It must have been buried with the original luxra witchling of the Dolch Erbe and passed onto Margaux Carville. Alina said there’s a chance that the original members of the inner circle are passing their consciousness into people so they can never truly die. It’s how they plan to finish their work. And if that’s true, Margaux has the Svethulka. We need to find her and capture her somehow.”

      I stood there before him and waited for a response. One I was ready to take with dignity if he decided to scold me. I could only hope that having such valuable information might be seen as more important than punishing me or the Vontex for going against his wishes. If he was any sort of pragmatist, he would see reason.

      He folded his arms before him. “Give me your word that you won’t relay what I have told you to the Northern Vontex,” he demanded. “Not even Lothar.”

      ‘Why did he add Lothar to the end of that sentence?’

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “Because Operation Shift is the business of the Eastern Vontex and the vixra witchlings trying to aid in the effort to break the curse. I don’t want the Northern Vontex intruding on their efforts. They must respect that their business is in the north. The fewer who know about the curse, the better. But since you’re not officially a member of the Vontex, you may help.”

      I took a deep breath and released the tension building in my shoulders. The intensity in Rodrick’s eyes was making me stiff. Or maybe that was my effort not to melt right then and there. If it was taking me extra effort, I knew it had to wear on him too. Only he was more equipped not to show it.

      “What can I do?” I asked.

      “l need you to come to Paris with me. I’d normally make the trip on my own but two Blackatters with crowning magic stand a much better chance of surviving than one. I’m trusting you to do as I say. Especially since you’ve already proved your willingness to go against my orders. Do not cross me this time.”

      I swallowed hard. If I went against him I wouldn’t get off easy this time around. “I promise.”

      “I’m very familiar with Margaux Carville,” he said. “She’s the leader of a powerful luxra coven. And she had peculiar tastes in allies.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She was the lover of a very old vampire named Alexei Ibragimov. He lives with her in Paris. If what you say about Margaux is true and she has indeed fallen to the Dolch Erbe, we need to find Alexei and protect him.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he was the vampire she intended to have help us with breaking the curse.”

      “She was in on Operation Shift?” I asked.

      “Don’t you remember me saying there were individuals already working on breaking the curse? She’s one of them. Along with Alexei. Which might be why she was made into a target. I’ll make all the arrangements. Be ready to leave at a moment’s notice. I’ll make the proper excuses for your professors and the Vontex.”

      I somehow went from being eternally on the outside to feeling as though I knew too much. But it was worth it if I successfully got on a trail that would lead me to more answers about freeing Dirk from the Dolch Erbe’s long arms.

      “I’ll escort you back,” Rodrick said, placing his hand on the back of my shoulder and leading me to the mirror inside his study. The spot where his hand lay on was warm long after he let down his hand and I was walking to the dining hall for dinner. Even through the leather of my trench coat.

      I went to bed that night with my normal routine. I laid down the special mixture to prevent any dreams I had from controlling my magic, said the proper incantation, took a sip of the liquid silver Rodrick gave me, and slowly drifted to sleep.

      Rodrick quickly entered my mind, doing everything in my dreams that he wouldn’t do in reality. Things I only remembered him doing when Devon was disguised in his form.

      We were alone in a large bedroom with a four-poster bed. The sheets were white with long sheer material draping down from the bed’s high rails. A fire was burning in the corner with countless candles lit about the room. The window was open with the beauty of Parisian lights pouring in behind us. But neither of us cared about the fire or the view from the window. He was focused on me. His shirt was off, thrown to the floor without any reservations. I was in nothing but a white cotton nightdress.

      Rodrick had me pinned up against the wall with his hand trailing down my cheek, my neck, then down my side until it caressed my bare thigh. He brought up my leg to wrap around his waist, opening me up for him as he placed his lips on mine. I didn’t resist him. He tasted of mint and smelled of rich musk. My hands ran down his back, feeling his body press into mine and wanting him to come in even closer. I got what I wanted as he deepened the kiss. He played with my hair, untying the band I had pulling it back until my long locks fell down. Then he ripped the nightgown over my head and lifted me up in his arms, taking me to the bed and laying his long muscular body on top of mine. It had been ages since I felt a man like this, wanting me, and pressing into me until I couldn’t resist him. I had no reason to believe that if Rodrick decided to throw caution to the wind and do exactly this to me, there was little I could do to stop it. I would let him have me in a heartbeat. Curse or no curse, Blackatter or not, Rodrick was one of the sexiest men I had ever laid eyes on.

      My eyes opened and I sat up straight in my bed, feeling my crowning magic tingle over my body. I absorbed it back in and made sure it didn’t do any damage. That didn’t stop the heat inside of me from taking a few minutes to cool off. I could still feel Rodrick’s touch and the pressure from his body on mine. This couldn’t have been a normal dream. It might have been a vision. And if that were the case, I was in deep trouble.

      I was going to make a journey across the channel to the continent with Rodrick, the Dean of L.I.T. To Paris no less. The city of romance and light. If there was ever a time to practice discipline it would be now. I thought my exams would be the ultimate test of my abilities. Far from it. I had to get through this trip alive and somehow resist Rodrick at the same time.

      ‘It was only a dream,’ I told myself. ‘It wasn’t a vision. It couldn’t have been. Rodrick wouldn’t let something like that happen. He’s much more controlled than I am.’
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      Being homeschooled by my mum for the majority of my youth made me uniquely unprepared for the type of studying I would need for the months I spent at the private school my father chose for me and Dirk when we came back to England. Over time, I learned various techniques from a personal tutor. Even so, nothing could have prepared me for the level of intense studying L.I.T. would require. Mostly because written essays and exams were only a small fraction of the work. The academy was for practical training. Theoretical studies weren’t the biggest priority over being able to control one’s senses and shifting.

      Alina was the exception. And I was grateful. I could spend hours in the library with numerous historical texts in front of me, feeling the paper in my hands as I slowly turned the pages and read the words of lycanthrope that came before me. I nearly had my essay for her class complete when the chair next to me scraped against the library’s tile floor and Lothar sat down next to me at my study table in the far corner, disturbing my focus as he folded his hands before him and stared daggers at me.

      I moved uncomfortably in the chair and pretended not to notice that he was being exceedingly rude. I flipped a couple of pages as I continued skimming the primary sources in my essay. Lothar took the book out of my hand and closed it. Then he placed it just out of my reach.

      “Do you mind?” I scolded him in a low voice.

      “No, I don’t.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Maybe I should sit here and let you figure it out. Especially since you’re the one who told me you didn’t want to keep secrets.”

      That got my attention. I set down my pen and glared right back at him. “What are you talking about?”

      He sat there in silence like an insolent child, refusing to tell me what was wrong. Something about his scent had changed. It was more aggressive than usual. He was irritated with me. That much was clear. I thought back on everything that happened in the last few days and came up completely empty as far as what I could have done that annoyed him so much.

      ‘Except maybe having naughty dreams about Rodrick. He can’t know that! Can he?’

      I blinked a few times, trying to get the image of Rodrick’s body against mine out of my head.

      ‘Focus!’

      He leaned in toward me and spoke in a very hushed voice, knowing that the few lycan in the library would hear if he wasn’t careful. Whatever was on his mind, he didn’t want everyone knowing.

      “Why did Rodrick send me a note excusing you from your witness participation in the Vontex this coming weekend?”

      I shuddered slightly and hoped to God that he didn’t notice. I should have known this was coming. Rodrick did tell me he would get me away from my classes and other responsibilities for our trip to Paris.

      “Well?” he urged me to confess, seeing the reluctance written all over my face.

      ‘Guilty as charged.’

      “I can’t say,” I whispered back to him.

      “You can’t say? You told me not to keep secrets from you and now you can’t say what’s going on? Unless Rodrick is taking you on a special trip to the Alluring Forest to practice more with your crowning magic, you have no excuse to miss this weekend.”

      “It’s not my secret to tell,” I whispered back to him.

      “But you could tell Rodrick?”

      I took my leather messenger bag from the side of the chair and started tossing my things inside a bit rougher than necessary. If I couldn’t study properly in the library, my dorm room would have to suffice. I reached for the book I was using before he snatched it away only for his hand to clamp down on mine the second I grabbed it. His skin sent hot prickles up my arm.

      “I need you to tell me what’s going on, Riley,” he said.

      “This is childish,” I scolded him. “Give me the book.”

      I flinched away from him as the tiny hairs on the back of my neck stood up, sending a blistering feeling down my spine. We were being watched.

      I eyed the corner of the library to see McKenzie sitting at a nearby table with several books sprawled out before her. She was pretending to be focused on them. I knew better. She was listening. Maybe she didn’t get every word but a few would be enough for her to put the pieces together. She might know now that I was being permitted to go along with the Vontex. An activity few people were permitted to do before actually becoming one. And she already thought I was receiving special treatment. Which was true. But it wasn’t because I was extraordinary. It was because I was a danger to others unless I got control of my crowning magic.

      I yanked the book away from Lothar and placed it in my bag.

      “Don’t walk away from me,” Lothar demanded. “I’m still your superior within these walls.”

      “We’re not alone in here,” I said.

      I walked down the aisle of books and back toward the door. He followed me. I heard the door slam into the wall as he thrust it open when I didn’t hold it for him. The second it closed behind us he reached for my arm and made me turn around to face him.

      “Whatever you’re doing with Rodrick needs to stop,” he insisted. His voice was deep, demanding, and forceful. He wanted to have his way as though I was his to command. And I didn’t like it. “These lessons you’re having with him are preoccupying your mind and probably affecting your studies. He might be doing more harm than good. I already told you that he can’t always see the forest for the trees. You need to remember that.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “Can you?” he asked. “You already set your old dorm room on fire, got kidnapped, and fell into the arms of a man who shifted into Rodrick’s form.”

      “Wow, I almost forgot. Thanks for reminding me.”

      “Can you honestly look me in the eye and tell me you don’t enjoy it?” he snarled down at me. I could feel his grip on my arm getting tighter. As if he thought squeezing it would make me listen harder.

      “Enjoy what?”

      “Your lessons with Rodrick,” he said, leaning in a little closer. I could feel the warmth of his breath hit my skin. “You look forward to them. Is that why you’ve had a sudden change in priorities?”

      I nearly shrank away from him. As it was, he was making me blush. Something that abhorred me almost as much as it annoyed me.

      He nodded as though he just got the confirmation he was looking for. “That’s it, isn’t it? Well, let me remind you that the Vontex is extremely serious work. Work that saved your life and could have ended it just as quickly. I took a chance on you. One I don’t want to regret. I’ve made bad calls in the past and I don’t want you to become one of them.”

      ‘Are you suggesting you should have killed me the night you found me?’

      I stepped away from him and pried my arm out of his hand. I could still feel the heat of his touch like a radiator through my clothes, tempting me with submission. He was using his position above me in the hierarchy of the academy against me. And his position as an alpha lycan. It might have been his right to do so but for whatever reason, I thought perhaps he and I had evolved beyond such tactics. We had an understanding with one another. I would follow his instructions and he wouldn’t belittle me when I made a mistake. Well, at least not to the point of embarrassing me.

      The rush of his oppressive glare dissipated when I realized what he was hiding beneath it. And when I did, my jaw nearly dropped in shock.

      “You’re jealous,” I said, not quite able to believe the words leaving my mouth. “This isn’t about the Vontex. You think I’m prioritizing Rodrick over you.”

      He shook his head. “Don’t be ridiculous.” It was the first time since he sat down next to me in the library that he allowed his gaze to leave mine.  The slightest hint that I was right had just been handed to me on a silver platter.

      “You are. You’re jealous of him. And you’re trying to make me feel as though I’m ignoring my duties with the Vontex. I’ll have you know that I’ve always taken my time with the Vontex very seriously. And what’s worse is I think you know that. You’re letting this pettiness cloud your judgment.”

      A vein on his forward bulged. Lothar clearly wasn’t used to being called out on whatever rubbish came flying out of his mouth. Or at least he wasn’t used to someone seeing through his words.

      “You’re the last person in the world with the right to tell me that my judgment is the least bit clouded,” he hissed down at me. “You’re only here because of your less than spectacular judgment.”

      “That wasn’t my fault! Devon did this to me deliberately. Professor Addair taught us how to use our scent to our advantage against prey. I know that’s what Devon did to me. I didn’t stand a chance. And why do you keep using that against me?”

      The second the words left my mouth I understood the reason. My entire body went rigid at the thought.

      “Of course,” I said. “Because Devon took Rodrick’s form. That’s why.”

      “Are you honestly going to tell me that you’re not attracted to him?”

      I admired his boldness and despised that he was directing it at me. Most English guys took weeks just to ask for my cell phone number. Lothar, on the other hand, asked me right out if I was attracted to Rodrick. A question he already knew the answer to before asking. He just wanted to hear me say the words. I wasn’t about to give him what he wanted.

      “I spent my first week here attracted to every man I laid my eyes on.” I yanked my hand away and dug into my pockets. “It’s part of being a werewolf and a lycan. You know that.”

      He came closer to me, daring me to lie with his squinting eyes and letting me know he would see through my answer if I tried deceiving him. His scent struck me once more, forcing a crisp sting to hit my senses and tempting me to obey his every command. His position as an alpha was practically a weapon against me in more ways than one.

      “I’ll ask again. And try to answer me this time. Are you attracted to him?”

      I swallowed hard. Butterflies were dancing around in my stomach and making me regret the large raw steak I had before heading to the library. “I…”

      He waited for an answer with unflinching eyes.

      “The curse forces it. I can’t control it.” I hung my head in shame.

      “The curse?”

      I guess it didn’t matter anymore if I was supposed to keep the curse a secret. And like Lothar said, we weren’t going to keep secrets. At least not the ones that were ours and didn’t belong to other people. Rodrick could hardly claim ownership of a curse meant to help destroy all Blackatters.

      I opened my mouth to speak a few times before I could collect the right words in my mind. “I learned recently that the Dolch Erbe cast a spell on all Blackatters to make them especially attracted to one another so they would procreate. It helps to prevent their bloodlines from going undetected so they can become an easier target. And when we have children, they can acquire them for the Dolch Erbe to learn our secrets and hunt down more lycan. If Alina’s theory is true, this might be why my brother was targeted. And for your information, the only reason I found out was because I was researching how to prevent being attracted to other Blackatters. I don’t like feeling this way all the time and I’d prefer not to get involved with the Dean of L.I.T. and potentially get expelled!”

      I watched as he drew in his bottom lip, considering my words and trying to decide how to process them.

      “Rodrick is certain this curse is real?”

      “Yes. It’s real. He thinks it might be why my father decided to marry my mother. She was human. And she might have helped to prevent the Dolch Erbe from finding our bloodline. At least until Dirk showed up here.”

      “What is Rodrick having you do when you should be with the Vontex?” he asked.

      I took a deep breath, knowing that telling him would betray Rodrick’s trust. But then again, Rodrick had willingly withheld the truth from me. Lothar promised not to. I needed to do the same for him in return. So against my better judgment, I told him everything. Well, not everything. I left out the dream where Rodrick and I caved to our more carnal desires. He didn’t need that detail. Not that it would have changed anything. I could see his jaw clenching the more details I gave him about my upcoming trip with Rodrick.

      “Do you really think it’s a good idea for you to be alone with him?” he asked. “Especially if this curse is real?”

      “What are you saying? That I need some sort of escort? This isn’t the 18th century.”

      “Stop with the attitude.”

      “This from the man that swiped my book away and gave me the silent treatment when he discovered I wasn’t coming along with the Vontex this time?”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. His muscles tightened under his trench coat. “If what you say about this curse is true then we might have a real lead on what happened to your brother. It could be why he was targeted. But if more answers come at the expense of you placing yourself in harm’s way then yes, I’m going to have a say in it. I’m your mentor. I have been from the start and I will continue to be so until you’ve been inducted into the Vontex properly. But if there’s one thing I won’t tolerate from you it’s treating everything as if its some sort of adventure. A game that won’t end up affecting your entire life.”

      “You think I’m being trivial while I run around searching for who did this to my brother and potentially murdered my mother?”

      “No,” he said, leaning in closer and placing his hand to the back of my neck. His touch took me by surprise but not nearly as much as the heat from his skin. It was always warm. Only now it was scorching. And my body liked it. Every single lycan sense I had caught fire and heightened to a degree that made me excited. And yet, it was different from how Rodrick felt when he touched me. It was manageable. It didn’t consume my every thought and make me prone to complete distraction. “I think you’re denying to yourself that your attraction to Rodrick could end up getting you in a situation that I won’t be there to protect you from. Rodrick has his own ambitions. A set of goals he’s determined to accomplish. He didn’t become the Dean of L.I.T. because he lacks ambition. No one does. It’s a highly coveted position because of the benefits it brings. He’s allied with the vixra and they permit him special privileges. His priorities will always align him with the vixra and he will do their bidding above all else.”

      I searched his eyes for more answers only to find that I couldn’t see them. Was he being intentionally vague? Or did he want me to come to the same conclusion as him without being led to the answer?

      “I don’t know what you mean, Lothar.”

      “I know,” he said, removing his hand and backing away from me. “Just remember that not everything Rodrick does is in your best interest. It’s in his own. The vixra give him their bidding and he follows it. Every time.”

      “Are you trying to tell me that I won’t be safe with him?”

      “I think your instincts will allow you to believe you’re safe even when you’re not.”

      The door to the library opened and I dodged away. Lothar pulled me around the corner as we watched two students leave and head to the dining hall. Neither of us spoke again until they were out of sight.

      He lowered his hand from the back of my neck but didn’t move away.

      Of all the knowledge I possessed, the one thing that remained true was my instincts when a man wanted me. I had to test Rodrick because he wasn’t giving me any hints. I only knew now that his actions were deliberate. He didn’t want me getting too close. Lothar was different. My instincts weren’t betraying me. Lothar wanted me on some level.

      If I was right and he was jealous, I needed to know for sure. Lothar kept me at a distance. He was formal and professional. Especially when he wasn’t sure if I would pass the trials. Alina lied to me and said he might have feelings for me. But was she really lying? Did she see something there that I didn’t? I decided to test the theory and placed my hand directly on his chest under his trench coat, feeling his heartbeat a little faster when my skin touched his. He didn’t push me away. I veered my eyes up at him through my thick lashes, waiting to see if he would do something. Anything!

      He didn’t disappoint me. His other hand came up to my waist and pulled me in closer until he was pressed against the wall and I was pushed up against him. His forehead touched mine. He brought his hand up to caress my hair. His scent was intoxicating. It made me want to submit to him. The same way Rodrick’s scent did. Only Lothar’s scent didn’t consume me. It invited me. I could say no. With Rodrick, I wasn’t certain if I would even know the word no existed in my vocabulary if he decided to turn the tables on me.

      Lothar’s lips were dangerously close to mine. I thought he would bring me in closer. And part of me wanted him to. I needed to know more. Was his concern for me just jealousy? A need to control his student? He barely knew me. And yet, the first time we met he saved my life. He saw something in me. Something I didn’t even see in myself.

      I drew my lips up close to his, letting him know that if he wanted to kiss me, I would let him.

      He pulled away and withdrew his hand. A brisk breeze assaulted my body and tore through my trench coat as the heat of his skin abruptly lost contact with mine. I watched him walk away from me without looking back. He wasn’t playing it cool. He was angry with himself. I could sense it. He let things go too far. And maybe, so did I.

      I stood there like a fool as Lothar disappeared into the distance through the courtyard only to have a less pleasant face greet me when I moved to leave.

      “So I was right!” said McKenzie, appearing from around the corner with her arms folded across her chest. “You’re tagging along with the Vontex.”

      ‘Really? Lothar and I nearly kissed and that’s the part you clued in on?’

      “If you have a problem with my extracurricular activities, maybe you should take it up with Ellinor Prescott,” I said with a victorious smirk. “That is if she’ll take a meeting with you. It was her idea. Not mine.”

      I stuck around long enough to see her face contort into a scowl that didn’t suit her delicate features before brushing up against her shoulder and pushing her out of my way. I had more important things to worry about than McKenzie constantly feeling the need to pry into my business.

      At least the girl had her priorities straight. She seemed to care more about my outings with the Vontex than Lothar showing me more attention. Maybe she really did want to become a Vontex. Only one problem with that. If she was assigned to the same Vontex pack that I was, we’d have to work together.

      ‘What a harrowing thought.’
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      Two essays, an exam, and one oral presentation of my newly developed shifting abilities in my classes and I was nearly through my mid-term exams. I was also more exhausted than I had been in months. The amount of physical preparation was endless. The mental focus I developed was getting better each week. And I was beginning to think that I might come out the other end of this semester at the academy in shining colors.

      That was before I walked into my dorm room after an evening walk through the gardens outside the fortress to see a note pinned to my pillow. It was sealed with a fancy gold wax stamp and the crest of the academy. I opened it to see some of the best penmanship I had ever seen. It was a note from Rodrick.

      

      We leave tonight. Gather enough belongings for the weekend. Meet me by the front gate at sunset.

      -Rodrick

      

      I checked my watch to see the current time and let out a sharp gasp.

      ‘Sunset? That’s only a few minutes from now!’

      If I didn’t hurry I would be late. And the last thing I wanted was to be late to meet Rodrick. I missed our usual meeting time for a lesson by four minutes one night and he hung it over my head for the following week. If there was one thing he truly valued, it was punctuality.

      I didn’t exactly have an overnight bag. So I rolled up an extra shirt and underwear into the giant pockets of my trench coat and hoped my blue jeans would get me through the weekend. I didn’t have much of a choice otherwise. I could always buy a toothbrush and soap in Paris.

      I left the room, walked down the spiral stone steps and quietly closed the door behind me without disturbing Alina. Then when it was clear that only a few students were awake to see anything, I walked through the main courtyard, passed the Bloody Tower, and toward the front entrance of the fortress. And all the while, I did my best not to think of Devon. It wasn’t long ago that I was fooled into following him to the unknown so he could betray me with a knife to my gut. When I saw Rodrick waiting with his leather trench coat pulled over his head and an expectant look on his perfectly chiseled face, I stopped dead in my tracks. He hadn’t seen me yet. I was free to stand back and take a deep breath before he caught a glimpse of me.

      ‘Breathe. Just breathe. I can do this.’

      My heart was racing. The memory of my dream came shooting back into my mind. The sight of his bare chest, the pressure of his body pushing into me, the taste of his kiss when he pressed his lips against mine… I could recall it all with perfect clarity. Even at a distance, his scent struck me. The same alpha scent that Lothar possessed. But so much stronger.

      ‘I won’t let anything happen,’ I silently promised myself. ‘I’m in control. I can say no. I need to say no. Only pain will follow if I don’t.’

      I lowered my shoulders, refusing to let tension gather between my shoulder blades. I had to remain casual.

      I walked up to Rodrick to see his piercing blue eyes settle on me. When I reached him he didn’t speak. He simply turned around and walked away, expecting me to follow. I did so in complete silence, not wanting anyone to hear us conversing if they might be around and catch wind of what was going on.

      We walked through the path over the moat then down the dirt road leading to the bridge. He didn’t say a word as I trailed along behind him to the other side. There was only the sound of the Thames rushing below our feet with splatters of water crashing into the sidelines.

      Once we were nearing the forest where the Vontex hid their motorcycles, Rodrick took out a small piece of paper with a red spot on it.

      ‘Vixra blood.’

      I watched as he placed it on his tongue and let it dissolve, fully expecting that he wouldn’t give me any.

      He closed his eyes and waited for the effects to take hold of his body. I watched as his posture changed. He breathed deeper and opened his eyes after a few seconds, relishing in the sensation. One that I fully understood now and felt a twinge of jealousy that he wasn’t going to share some with me.

      He raised his hand before him and pointed a finger toward the sky. Then he dragged it downward in the same way I saw Lothar do when we went back to the ritual site in the Czech Republic. The space before us glowed bright gold as the line where his finger once was opened up like a zipper unfolding to the unknown. I squinted my eyes as the luminous gold light got brighter by the second.

      “Don’t be afraid,” he said to me, breaking the silence between us.

      “I’m not,” I said.

      “Oh yes, I forgot. You have a little experience.”

      I could hear the sarcasm dripping from his voice, reminding me that I disobeyed his orders when I used the tunnels with the Vontex.

      ‘Point taken.’

      Then in an unexpected turn, he took my hand into his and wove his fingers through mine, holding me tight with trust just as he had when we walked through the mirror. He stepped across the opening of the tunnel and took me with him. We walked over the bridge and I did my best not to look down. Not only because it made me nauseous but it was still a bit terrifying. When I looked down the world went by with such torrential speed that I might lose my footing if I spent too much time staring. So I kept my eyes forward until we made it through to the other side. Rodrick set one foot out and brought me along, holding tight to make sure I didn’t trip on my way out.

      When I stepped out of the tunnel and heard it seal up behind me, it took several seconds for my eyes to adjust to the darkness again. Even with lycan eyesight, the bright glow of the magic inside the vixra tunnels was too spectacular for words.

      By the looks of it, we did nothing more than step into another forest. Only this one wasn’t quite as green or lush as the one we left behind.

      “Where are we?” I dared ask. “I thought we were going to Paris.”

      “We are.”

      He let go of my hand and walked away once more. I followed to see a small platform and an opening in the trees. It was a train station. A small one, but a station nevertheless.

      “Not one for using the tunnels to go direct?” I teased.

      “I prefer caution when using vixra magic. There are many witchlings in Paris and I don’t want any unnecessary attention. Especially regarding our reason for being here. If what you say about Margaux is true, witchlings will be watching their territory with great diligence. They’re more than willing to use aggression to defend their territory.”

      “Paris is their territory?”

      “It is if you’re a member of the Sorlin-Vontaine. One of the most powerful vixra covens in Europe. All due to Margaux Carville’s hard work.”

      “And I take it we can’t be aggressive back if they get a bit too nervous?”

      “If you’re asking if you’re permitted to shift without my permission, the answer is only if you feel your life is in immediate danger. Is that understood?”

      “Yes,” I mumbled.

      I heard screeching on the railroad track. The RER train was headed our way. I knew the train lines well enough to know we had to be several zones out. We were in for a small journey across the suburbs into the city. But if Rodrick was right and the luxra were watching the area, it was best not to use excessive magic once we reached any urban areas.

      I took a seat next to Rodrick and folded my hands on my lap, trying my best to make it clear that the hand holding would only be appropriate if for some reason we needed to open a vixra tunnel again to make a great escape. I wasn’t used to them yet and needed a helping hand. Otherwise, I was perfectly composed on my own and didn’t need my hand held like a child.

      ‘Who am I kidding? His skin is smoldering when it touches mine. Even more than Lothar’s.’

      I winced as the thought hit me and forced my mind to focus on anything else but Rodrick.

      We got off near the Latin Quarter and exited the train station. I was dying to see Paris again. Even though part of me always wanted to live in the country and I unintentionally inherited my father’s love for the forest, I still had a soft spot for Paris. Along with many of the smaller towns my mum took us to. Only tonight the streets weren’t alive with tourists or Parisians walking about. The streets were quiet. Too quiet. I couldn’t smell the scent of fresh food or wine in the cafes. The lights didn’t appear as radiant. There was a sadness to the area. Even as we walked over the cobblestones of the Latin Quarter and passed various bistros, I wasn’t tempted to enjoy any of the sights and smells Paris had to offer. They brought back too many memories of my mum.

      “What is that?” I asked, feeling the air getting increasingly oppressive as we approached the more expensive area of the quarter.

      “The entire street has been spelled to repel strangers. I don’t think Margaux’s coven wants visitors.”

      “Is it safe for us to be here?”

      Rodrick walked up some steps to a large door with a huge iron lock. Before he wrenched it open with his bare hands he stopped to glance back at me. “You don’t feel safe with me?” he asked as though he was insulted.

      I threw my hands up in my defense. “You were the one who said the local luxra coven is rather aggressive when defending their territory.”

      “I also told you not to be afraid. I’m with you.”

      ‘My dreams tell me that might not be for the best. Along with Lothar.’

      I walked up the steps to the large decorative front doors, feeling as though each step was leading me up to a hanging noose. The entire area was ominous. Not bubbling with tourists like it normally was. And certainly not where I imagined a powerful luxra witchling living out her days. It was by far one of the more expensive areas.

      The interior hall was dark with only a dim flickering light above us, threatening to go out at any moment as Rodrick walked up the spiral staircase scaling the entire hall. I followed along behind him, wondering how he knew exactly where to go.

      “You must have met Margaux quite a few times,” I said. “Or at least you’re familiar with the area.”

      “I’ve been here several times actually. To visit a friend.”

      “You have friends?” I shot him a sarcastic grin when he peered back at me with a sneer.

      “Indeed. In high places that you would benefit from if you worked on your manners.”

      “My manners are fine.”

      We continued walking until we reached the suite at the top of the stairs. Rodrick didn’t bother knocking. Only once I reached the door did I realize why. The door was slightly ajar. He pushed it open without moving forward and took a quick glance around. Margaux’s home was lavish. The furniture looked like something an aristocrat would buy in the early 20th century. The curtains scaled from ceiling to floor. The walls were decorated with paintings I was certain couldn’t be of any recent century. And most of all, it was completely trashed.

      “What the hell?” I whispered under my breath as Rodrick took a step inside, making sure to hold out his arm and prevent me from walking too close.

      “Wait here,” he ordered.

      I stood there waiting as he walked throughout the main living area, listening closely for anything nefarious. The mirrors hanging from the walls were broken, the paintings and expensive furnishings had been slashed with knives, and the walls appeared as though someone took a sledgehammer to them, making sure there weren’t any secret compartments where something could be hidden.

      I listened closely for any sign of movement. The only thing my lycan senses noticed was a breeze picking up speed outside. Otherwise, the flat was completely abandoned. And might have been for weeks.

      Rodrick reached for the light switch on the wall. The power line lighting up the room blew up the bulbs in the ceiling, shattering the glass and sending sparks all over the place. For a moment, I thought it might catch what was left of the furnishings or the decorative rugs on fire. Fortunately, it didn’t. But the flash of light from the bulbs did show the room to the back. The white paneled door leading to another room was broken from the hinges and dangling from one latch. Rodrick stepped over it to see the back room was in equal disarray. I was careful to avoid breaking anything else as I took each step carefully behind him, trying my best not to make a single sound. With so much destroyed, it was a difficult task. Glass broke under my toes as I carefully weaved around the shredded remains of a few broken picture frames.

      I nearly gasped when I saw the room. It was the bedroom from my dream. The dream that I was reluctant to admit might have been a vision of the future. I was relieved to see that the room was only a vague likeness to the memories flashing through my mind. The large bed with the beautiful comforter had been busted apart and torn up with knives, digging about the mattress for anything that might be hidden. More of the curtains had been slashed. The tall tapered candles lay broken on the floor. Even the bricks inside the fireplace were dislodged and crumbled over the iron log holder.

      ‘Well, I can rest assured that this isn’t particularly romantic.’

      I scooted the slashed pillows from the floor with my foot to make room for me to walk around. “What were they searching for?”

      “Probably the svethulka.”

      “But Margaux already has it. I saw her with it.”

      “Then we can’t truly know what they were searching for. Or what Margaux might have been hiding.”

      “Do you think this was the Dolch Erbe?”

      “Most likely.”

      A shiver traveled from the back of my neck and down my spine, making sure every single hair wasn’t shown a bit of mercy as they stood up straight.

      ‘Dirk might have been here.’

      “Doesn’t that mean we need to know what they wanted to find?” I asked.

      “Who’s to say they didn’t find it already?”

      Something flashed in the corner of my eye. A faint glint of light as though the moon had touched a piece of glass and sent a glare directly in my line of sight. It was coming from a painting to the left of the fireplace. I took a closer look to see the slash of a knife through the painting had gone deeper than the canvas. Whoever cut through the painting of a tall gentleman in a Regency-era suit didn’t realize they had cut a piece of the wall behind it. I peeked through the sliced remains to see what had caught my eye.

      “There’s something back here,” I said, reaching for the painting’s heavy gold frame and removing it from the wall.

      “Let me,” Rodrick said, taking it from my hands.

      “I’m not completely helpless, you know.”

      Rodrick shook his head. “You modern women. Always refusing help with anything.”

      I didn’t give him the satisfaction of a glare. I simply looked through the hole in the wall. There was indeed something that caught my eye. Something blue and shiny. When I peered through the drywall, there was a large glass bottle on the other side holding a luminous blue light. It could only be one thing.

      ‘Magic!’

      “Do you see what I see?” I asked.

      “Move aside.”

      Rodrick took the toppled side table to his right and thrust it into the wall, creating a bigger hole and ripping apart the wallpaper. He threw it again and again, raising it above his head and hammering it down until there was a big enough hole for me to dig my hands into what was left and tear open a big space to climb through.

      I placed my foot through the hole, ready to explore what I had found.

      “Be careful,” he said, taking my hand into his and helping to prop me up as I went through. Part of me was surprised he was letting me go in first. Another part of me would have been offended if he hadn’t. I wasn’t helpless. I was a lycan with crowning magic. Perhaps he was finally starting to see that I was capable of handling myself and didn’t need his constant protection.

      When my feet hit the floor I swooped my long black curls back to get the dust out of my face. I was surrounded by tables with what looked like swirling balls of enchanted light. I had done enough reading on witchlings in the library to know exactly what this was.

      ‘A potion room!’

      Tucked away where no one could see and Margaux could work with some privacy.

      I heard a groan. Rodrick busted through more pieces of the wall and climbed inside. He passed by me and went over to one of the tables where candles towered in long black tapers and placed a single finger on the wick. A small bright spark of his crowning magic lit the candle and proceeded to light up every other one in the room all at once. What was a dark and gloomy room with no windows turned into a large study with countless leather books laying open, potions stacked up on shelves in empty wine bottles, and a large cauldron to the left of the massive hole in the wall behind us. The fireplace worked from both sides so Margaux could heat her cauldron from inside the potion room or her bedroom.

      “I take it whoever was searching her flat didn’t know about this room,” I assumed, looking at one of the many leather-bound books she had lying about with her elegant penmanship lining the pages. They were filled with her notes and so many words I had never seen before. An entire world of mysteries that hadn’t yet been revealed to me. Her elegant penmanship listed everything from potion ingredients to logging the results of various spells and rituals. I tossed about a few of the books, not really seeing anything noteworthy on her desk full of empty glass potion bottles, waiting for her to fill them with magic. That was until I moved a few of the books to see one sprawled open to a certain page. The word at the top was definitely one I had grown to recognize. Blackatters.

      I peered over my shoulder to get a hint of what Rodrick was doing. He was busy searching through some of Margaux’s potions. Even observing a few close up like he knew what they were just by looking at them. And for all I knew, maybe he did.

      I took the small leather-bound notebook and folded it closed. Then I tucked it away deep inside the inner pocket of my trench coat.

      I was against stealing. And I never wanted to stoop down to the same levels that our enemies obviously saw as necessary when they trashed Margaux’s flat. At the same time, I was relatively certain that Rodrick would be dead set against me borrowing a notebook scribbled with notes about our species. Especially since he was one to keep things from me.

      ‘If you’re allowed secrets, so am I.’

      Rodrick cleared his throat and for a split second, I thought he had seen me discreetly tuck the notebook away inside the folds of my trench coat. On the contrary. He was trying to get my attention away from the desk. He lifted his finger to his lips, telling me to be silent. I finally got the message. He heard something and wanted to know if I could hear it too.

      There was nothing. Not the sound of people on the streets below or even cars in the distance. The flat was oddly quiet. After a few seconds, I realized Rodrick didn’t want me to listen. He wanted me to smell. I sniffed the air a bit harder and understood what got his attention. Blood. Human blood. And it was fresh.

      Rodrick reached inside his trench coat and pulled out a gun. Then he motioned for me to get behind him as he sniffed the air harder to figure out where the smell was coming from. He led me back through the hole in the wall and into the bedroom. Then down the trashed hallway and up to a wide set of stairs. The smell was getting stronger. Only I couldn’t smell any flesh. It couldn’t be a dead body. I had been hunting with the Vontex enough times to know better.

      “Stay here,” Rodrick whispered to me once we reached the top of the stairs. He proceeded down the hallway, careful not to make too much noise as he walked over broken picture frames that had been torn down from the walls along with more drywall from what looked like sledgehammers. Whoever invaded Margaux’s home was desperate to find whatever it was they were searching for.

      I blinked and the hall flew away from me. Something hard struck me directly in the ribs and flung me down the staircase into the wall on the middle landing. My left shoulder exploded with blazing pain. I crashed into the wooden floorboards and raised my hands up before me. I was blocked. A pair of ice-cold hands latched onto my wrists and pinned them over my head with impossible strength.

      I tried getting up only to get struck down so fast that I didn’t know I had fallen until I was down. The air inside my lungs abandoned me. The back of my head pounded against the landing. A shadow loomed over me. He was nothing but a blur until my head cleared from the impact against the floor. A man with short blond hair and deathly pale skin glared down at me. His eyes were icy and cold. But most frightening of all, his teeth flared with a large set of fangs ready to plunge right into my neck.

      “Rodrick!” I screamed.

      ‘He won’t get here fast enough.’

      Before I could stop him, my attacker’s fangs sank deep in my throat. I never realized how tender that part of the body was until I had a man with fangs draining me of blood. I could feel it rushing from my veins and spilling into his mouth as he sucked harder, stealing my life force right out of me.

      Rodrick told me to defend myself if I felt I was in danger. I figured this was one such occasion.

      I spread my fingers out and let my crowning magic rip through my palms, shooting a spiral of scarlet red light right into the man’s chest and forcing him off of me. He let go of my wrists and flew into the wooden staircase behind him, breaking a few of the floorboards and cracking the side railing.

      I didn’t give myself time to think about it twice. I shifted as fast as I could until I was towering over the man in my lycan form with scarlet red smoke barreling from the floor and weaving in circles around my arms and legs. He moved almost too fast for my eyes to see, backing up over what was left of the staircase and slamming into the wall on the upper floor with wide eyes. I could see his veins through his deathly pale skin. The smell of human blood churned inside his stomach. Only one feature set him apart from any other being I had yet to encounter. I didn’t hear a heartbeat.

      ‘Is this the vampire Rodrick spoke of?’

      “Your kind shouldn’t be here!” the man said in a thick Russian accent. His fangs peeked below his upper lip. My blood dripped from the tips onto his chin.

      I launched my body up over the broken steps of the staircase and landed on my hind legs. My claws were ready to drive right into him if he so much as tried to hurt me again. The tendons inside my shoulder mended back together. I could hear the fibers of muscle stitch closed. The skin on my neck sealed shut, healing the mark of his fangs. He didn’t manage to hurt me in any real way. He did, however, manage to make me furious. Something that definitely wasn’t good when I was in lycan form.

      I roared into the air. The remaining unbroken glass on the pictures hanging from the walls shattered to the floor. The vampire put his arms before him, trying to protect himself from the crowning magic spiraling from my paws and coming right for him. I wouldn’t be caught off guard again. He held me down. I would do the same to him. Only my magic would hurt far worse than his icy cold skin.

      “Riley!” Rodrick shouted from down the hall. He stomped with each foot on the floor as he neared me. “Shift back this instant.”

      I growled at him. Not the best choice to make but that’s what I did. He, naturally, didn’t see what the vampire had done to me. Or he didn’t care. I would amend that.

      Rodrick’s magic poured from his hand and danced about my body, pinning my massive arms to my side and scorching the fur on my legs. He was trying to force me into submission with his magic.

      My senses came back to me like a rock hitting me right on my head. What was I doing? Had I really just growled and resisted the Dean of L.I.T.?

      I shifted back as fast as I could. My bones returned to their normal size. All the power I felt from towering over the vampire fled from my body and left me feeling vulnerable.

      Rodrick wasn’t focused on me anymore. Thank goodness. He was watching the vampire before me as he marveled at the young woman shifting from a lycan back into human form right before his eyes.

      Rodrick casually approached the vampire and sighed once he reached him. The vampire stared up at him. The fear I managed to evoke inside of him quickly faded.

      “Rodrick?” the vampire mumbled.

      “What did I tell you about picking out your prey, Alexei? Stop stalking in patterns.”

      “But young women are always so enticing. And willing. Especially in Paris.”

      Rodrick shook his head as though the man beneath him was a sorrowful disappointment. Then he veiled his discontent with a half-smile and reached out a hand to him.

      ‘This is Alexei?’

      “I didn’t think you would come,” the vampire said.

      “I didn’t know I needed to until recently,” Rodrick responded, giving his hand a firm shake.

      I shuffled backward and nearly hit the corner of the wall. “This is him?” I asked a bit stunned. “This is the vampire you wanted us to protect? Doesn’t look like he needs help.”

      Alexei pulled his hand away from Rodrick and raised a brow at me.

      “Riley, this is Alexei Ibragimov,” Rodrick said. “Alexei, meet Riley.”

      “A Blackatter?” Alexei asked.

      “Yes. The Northern Vontex found her only a few months ago.”

      Alexei scanned me with apprehensive eyes. “A novice student? Can you trust her?”

      Rodrick shot me a smirk as Alexei squinted at me with judging eyes. “For the time being. But she’s much like you now. She needs help. That’s one of the reasons why we’ve come here.”

      I didn’t know what made me more irritated. The fact that Rodrick was friendly with a man he only referred to as a mere acquaintance or that he seemingly didn’t care that his friend had thrown me down a flight of stairs and bit me in the neck.

      ‘So much for being protective of me.’

      I blinked a few times as the thought came and went. I didn’t want Rodrick hovering over me like a protective guardian. But then again, I didn’t want him to appear so unconcerned either.

      ‘Christ. This won’t end well, will it?’

      I wanted Rodrick’s attention. I longed for it. I was familiar enough with the feeling to know what it meant. I was developing feelings for Rodrick. And as long as this curse over Blackatters remained, it wasn’t something I was likely to shake off.
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      I was still relatively new to this world where supernatural beings I only ever read about in fairy tales and horror stories were a walking and talking reality. Even so, I read enough about vampires and their morbid history in Alina’s class to know that I would be a fool to feel anything other than uneasy as I sat across from Alexei at Margaux’s kitchen table. Alina’s class might have had a focus on the history of lycan but the relevant books I read to prepare for my most recent essay told a much darker story than I was ready to read. Stories of rabid vampires, willing to kill anything and everything for a single taste of blood, driven mad by their thirst, and desperate to kill any kruxa witchling they could get a hold of. Apparently, some believed kruxa blood provided the ability to walk in the sunlight. I had no idea if it was true or not. And I wasn’t bold enough to go ask Nurse Roslyn.

      Alexei stared at his hands as Rodrick prepared tea in Margaux’s electric kettle. He poured us cups then took out a blood bag from the refrigerator and handed it to Alexei. I might have enjoyed the taste of human flesh but the scent of old blood was enough to make my nose curl.

      Every few seconds Alexei’s eyes would find their way back to me. As if he was trying to sneak glances at a potential meal he started but had yet to complete. A shiver ran down my legs and gave me goosebumps. I pulled my trench coat in tighter from the shivers coursing over my skin.  I knew he noticed just how much he set my teeth on edge. And worse yet, I think he enjoyed it.

      ‘Are all vampires this creepy?’

      “Don’t worry, mademoiselle,” he said through his grinning fangs. They shined through the faint moonlight piercing through the tall balcony door’s sheer curtains, glimmering off the gold-rimmed teacups. “I’m not the one you need to worry about.” He flashed a glance in Rodrick’s direction. “Besides, I’ve already fed.”

      ‘Yeah, arsehole. On me!’

      Rodrick stiffened at his words, throwing Alexei an equally irritated look and giving him even more amusement. He finished pouring some tea and placed the cups on a large tray. I took the steaming tea from his hands and tried not to let my discomfort show when his thumb accidentally grazed mine. There was enough tension in the room already.

      Alexei must have noticed because he stifled a small laugh. “I didn’t know you liked your women scarred, Rodrick.”

      “Don’t be so coarse, Alexei. We’re here to help you. Perhaps we can benefit from each other.”

      “Should I be more worried about this?” I asked, pointing to my neck and the two large holes that already healed over from Alexei’s fangs piercing through my skin.

      “It doesn’t work that way,” Rodrick answered. “Becoming a vampire is much more complex than simply getting bitten. Regardless of what Hollywood films portray.”

      “I take it this particular friend of yours is an acquired taste.”

      He made a face at me, letting me know that he didn’t appreciate my attitude. I made a face right back to let him know I couldn’t care less. His friend drove his fangs into my neck and now I was being forced to sit down for tea with him.

      “Why did you wait so long to come, Rodrick?” Alexei asked, his thick Russian accent curling around each word with harsh judgment. “Having fun with your new Blackatter, were you?”

      I gulped down a sip of the steaming tea. His eyes were undressing me as I sat in front of him. I wanted to reach my foot over to crush his toes with the heel of my boot. I restrained myself.

      “I didn’t know there was a need until recently,” Rodrick replied as if he didn’t even notice Alexei’s rude assumption.

      “Do you mean to tell me that the vixra don’t keep you informed like they used to? Did you do something wrong?” He sipped from the blood bag, waiting for an answer as Rodrick took his time to consider his words carefully. I was left wondering if their friendship was rather uneasy.

      “Ellinor gave me the more finite details about Operation Shift, if that’s what you’re asking. Adeline informed me Margaux was missing. And Riley here started having visions in her sleep about what might have happened to her. Over time, I believe I’ve been able to put the pieces together.”

      Alexei licked his lips. I wasn’t sure if it was because he dribbled some blood from his bag or if he anticipated a different answer.

      “So we can speak freely around her,” Alexei added.

      “Very freely. Especially since I’m sure she’ll be keen on learning your part in Operation Shift.”

      “I only know what Margaux told me,” Alexei dropped the empty contents of the blood bag on the table. “It wasn’t just about the Eastern Vontex acquiring Blackatters. It was about breaking the curse over them. The vixra keep most Blackatters close so they can monitor them and prevent them from being turned over to the Dolch Erbe.”

      “Like a form of protection?” I asked.

      “An inconvenient one,” Alexi asked. “The Blackatters were created as a special and rare breed within the lycan species. It doesn’t suit their abilities to be couped up in Budapest with the vixra. The vixra would rather they be spread out across Europe to help the lycan population. That’s when they sent a Vontex in training here to live with Margaux and me. He was trying to form a safe house for other Blackatters while searching for information on the curse. It was supposed to be the first of many across the continent.”

      “A safe house?” I asked.

      “Yes. He was well-acquainted with the city and said it would be a good place for Blackatters to live while Margaux and I tried finding what we needed to break the curse. She was the luxra. I was the vampire. And he was the lycan. Adeline Prescott offered to be our vixra if we found the svethulka. All we needed was a kruxa. We nearly had everything to break the curse before Dirk disappeared overnight. And now my Margaux is gone too.”

      I nearly choked on my tea. As it was I spilled the hot liquid all over my chest and nearly yelped from the hot water hitting my skin through my blouse. “Dirk?” I choked. “Dirk Blackburn?”

      Alexei’s brow furrowed. “Yes. He went out one night and never returned. Margaux spent weeks searching for him.”

      I slumped in my chair. The last thing I wanted was to explain everything all over again. The way Dirk’s death was faked, how he kidnapped me, and worse yet, that he was the one to kidnap Margaux and force her to succumb to the Dolch Erbe.

      “Alexei,” Rodrick saved me from having to speak. “How long ago did Margaux disappear?”

      Something changed in Alexei’s demeanor. I had only met the man a few minutes ago and he introduced himself by throwing me down a flight of stairs and biting my neck. He wasn’t able to sit still. The thought of Margaux disappearing immediately sent him into distress. He tossed away the blood bag from the table and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Three weeks ago,” he answered. “I told Adeline. She says she’s investigating it but I don’t think any vixra is too keen on keeping a vampire informed. It’s not on her list of priorities.”

      “Well, it’s on mine,” Rodrick insisted. “I know how important she was to you. That’s one of the reasons why we’re here.”

      Alexei leaned in, eager to hear anything Rodrick had to say if it gave him more answers.

      “I have to warn you, Alexei. It’s not pleasant.” Rodrick set down his teacup and gave Alexei his full attention.

      I could feel the atmosphere in the room thicken as Alexei waited for the answer.

      “Margaux was kidnapped by the new leader of the Dolch Erbe,” Rodrick said. “We have reason to believe she’s alive but not in the form we would prefer.”

      “Form?” Alexei repeated. “What form? What do you mean?”

      “One of the Northern Vontex investigating the Dolch Erbe has a theory that the original founders of the grand master’s inner circle have discovered a way to transfer their consciousness into newly acquired recruits to the Dolch Erbe. We have reason to believe Margaux was tortured into submission and then her body was possessed by a luxra witchling from the grand master’s original inner circle.”

      Alexei scooted his chair out from under him and paced around the kitchen. He ran his hands through his hair, trying to digest Rodrick’s words. “All this time I thought she was dead.”

      “We don’t know if her consciousness survived the process,” Rodrick said. “There’s no way of knowing if it’s recoverable unless we find her. And the Dolch Erbe’s new leader.”

      “Who is their new leader?” Alexei demanded, setting his hand back on the chair and squeezing it so hard the wood threatened to break under his hand. I suddenly wondered if Margaux’s apartment was actually invaded by intruders. Did Alexei do the damage himself? The more the thought sat in my mind the more it seemed plausible. His eyes were wild, dangerous, and I didn’t doubt he was capable of just about anything in that moment.

      ‘Please don’t tell him! Please, please, please!’

      Rodrick took a deep breath and I knew he was going to do it. I shut my eyes as the words slipped from his mouth.

      “Dirk Blackburn.”

      ‘Okay. The damage is done. Now if you don’t mind, please don’t tell him he’s my brother.’

      Alexei shook his head. “No, that’s not possible.”

      “You said yourself he disappeared one night. Neither you nor Margaux considered the possibility?”

      “A deaf teenager with a childish crush on Margaux? You can’t possibly be serious! I gave him one glare and he never looked me in the eye again. He wouldn’t have the nerve! Or the strength! I’ve never even seen such a reserved Blackatter much less a deaf one.”

      If there was one thing I don’t tolerate, it’s anyone talking down to or about my brother because of his disability. Even if Dirk and I weren’t currently on the best of terms.

      I slammed both hands on the table and stood up to meet Alexei’s harsh gaze. He might be a vampire, but I was the one with magic flowing through my veins. I cast him aside once. I could do so again.

      “Listen, you sociopathic wanker!” I hollered. “Dirk had far more grit than a man who had to be turned into a vampire to develop any sort of muscle behind his crude mouth!”

      “Says a little girl who had to be bitten by a lycan to even know she had muscles?” Alexei snarled. “I became a vampire over a century ago. I fought in two world wars, infiltrated the KGB, and helped defeat Communism in my own country before your father managed to convince your mother to spread her legs.”

      English manners be damned. I let my magic tear through my palms only to discover I was a second too late. Rodrick punched Alexei square in his jaw. Only it wasn’t an ordinary punch. He let his magic rip through his knuckles and give him more power than Alexei could easily dodge.

      Alexei tumbled down to the floor and spat blood all over Margaux’s white kitchen tile. Then in a rather disgusting act of defiance, he took his hand and snapped his jaw back into place with one loud crack of his bones. I watched it heal in a matter of seconds. He was left on the ground holding himself up on one hand, far too embarrassed to look either of us in the eyes and too proud to admit he was in the wrong.

      “I lost the only woman I’ve loved in nearly fifty years and this is how you treat me?” Alexei grimaced after he finally regained enough pride to look up at Rodrick.

      “You will not speak to her that way again, Alexei. Do you understand?”

      Alexei pushed his shoulders back with his chin held high. “Your protective of her. The curse is working its magic, I see. That’s the real reason why you’re here. Not because you’re concerned about me or Margaux. You want the curse broken so you won’t be tempted by her. What’s the matter, Rodrick? Don’t you remember how to conquer a woman for pleasure and not for breeding? Am I to believe you haven’t the experience with all those young thots walking about your academy?”

      Rodrick didn’t speak. Perhaps he was too taken aback by Alexei’s boldness. Or maybe he was trying to figure out a good defense. Regardless, I only knew one card to play. And it was one I didn’t want to use.

      ‘Desperate times call for desperate measures. We can’t let this whole trip end up being pointless.’

      “We’re here because Dirk Blackburn is my brother,” I said, molding my hands into fists should he react in a way that I didn’t like. “He’s the new grandmaster of the Dolch Erbe. He kidnapped me and gave me this scar on my face. And he tortured the woman you claim to love until she betrayed her own. I watched him lead a ritual as he tried creating his former inner circle. I saw the brand of the Dolch Erbe marking his body. And I witnessed the power he wields. If you have the slightest hope of ever getting Margaux back, you must help us finish her work. We have to gather what we need to break the curse. It’s the only way we can weaken the Dolch Erbe.”

      Alexei was stunned into silence.

      “If we break the curse and create safe houses for Blackatters across Europe like Dirk intended, we will stand a better chance of defeating them,” Rodrick chimed in. “They are strong because Blackatters have no choice but to remain in hiding and isolated among the vixra in Hungary. Help us fix that, Alexei. And we will do everything possible to get Margaux back.”

      Alexei shook his head. “You know as well as I do that the vixra council won’t let her live if she’s joined the Dolch Erbe.”

      “If we can prove that those who join are doing so against their will, we might not have great opposition in seeking leniency. The vixra are strict but they aren’t illogical. They’ll give us a fair hearing if we can prove Margaux isn’t in her right mind. Or if her mind isn’t even residing in her body at all. Now can we please find something more productive to do rather than tearing apart Margaux’s flat? I’m sure she won’t appreciate it. She takes great pride in her home. You know that more than anyone.”

      Alexei gathered himself up. “I’ll have you know that it wasn’t for no reason.”

      ‘So it was him after all.’

      “Then what was it for?” Rodrick asked. “Because I’m pretty sure Margaux went to great lengths to find some of those original Regency paintings.”

      “Who do you think stole them for her?”

      “What was it for, Alexei?”

      “She said she found it.”

      “Found what?”

      “The svethulka,” Alexei said as though it was obvious. “She said she hid it in a safe place. Not a single apartment in Paris is guarded heavier with magic than chez Margaux Carville. I searched everywhere I could think of.”

      I wasn’t sure if I should speak up. When I saw Margaux at the ritual site she was holding the wand from my vision. The same wand Dirk used to torture her. If Dirk was the one who kidnapped her, he made sure he took the wand with him.

      I squinted my eyes as red light flashed through the room. I raised my hand to see my magic piercing through my palm.

      Rodrick opened his mouth for what I assumed would be a lecture on controlling my magic. Only a second later his magic was stirring in his palm as well.

      Alexei’s hands went up before him defensively. “I told you the truth. Keep your woman under control! Don’t you Englishmen know how to keep a woman in line?”

      ‘How in the world did the most powerful luxra in France fall for this misogynistic prick?’

      “It’s not her,” Rodrick said. “Witchling magic sometimes comes out without warning. Especially for kruxa.”

      “That doesn’t look like any kruxa magic I’ve ever seen,” Alexei shrieked.

      Rodrick looked out the window and cast his arm over me, warning me to back up as I relentlessly tried to contain the magic pouring from my palm. It was beginning to scale up the length of my arm when he looked back at me.

      “Magic will sometimes warn witchlings when danger is near,” Rodrick explained. “It has its own way of protecting itself.”

      “You’re saying we’re in danger?” I scowled at Alexei. The man already tried hurting me once. Given his attitude toward me, I didn’t doubt for a second that he would do so again.

      “Don’t look at me,” he said. “I can’t take two Blackatters at once.”

      “You can’t even take one,” I snapped. “I nearly had you before Rodrick told me to unshift.”

      “Alexei, what happened to the rest of Margaux’s coven?” Rodrick interrupted our quarrel.

      Alexei shrugged his shoulders. “They didn’t share much with me. Damn luxra witchlings never trust vampires. Except for Margaux.”

      ‘Then she needs her head examined.’

      “But they remained in Paris?” Rodrick asked.

      “Yes, some of them. They’ve been searching for Margaux everywhere they can think of.”

      “Does the area have a charm over it for protection?”

      “Only the one Margaux put up in case strangers came through.”

      Rodrick’s eyes instantly shot in my direction. Was it me? Company was coming. And my magic wanted me to know it wasn’t friendly.

      “No, not her,” Alexei scoffed. “Your little toy isn’t a threat. Margaux wouldn’t have a charm spell ward away a random lycan unless they were hunting in her territory.”

      “I didn’t trigger it,” I said softly. My heart hammered in my chest. I could hear it in my ears. “Dirk did. He must have felt it when Alexei attacked me. He knew my life was in danger and he knows where I am. Just like I knew where he was when he was torturing Margaux.”

      Rodrick’s eyes darted back to the window as he ushered me out of the kitchen and away from anywhere someone could see. “We have to get you out of here.”

      The last thing I saw before Rodrick pushed me down to the ground and I barely caught myself with my hands was a blinding blaze of blue light shooting through one of the hallway windows and shattering shards of glass in every direction.

      I unintentionally triggered the spell protecting Margaux’s home. And not because I entered it. Because Dirk was coming to find me.

      I wasn’t even worried about him hurting me. He couldn’t. Our lives were linked. But he would definitely hurt Rodrick. And that I could not allow.
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      The only time I witnessed luxra magic was when one of Dirk’s minions cast a spell to link our lives. My second time wasn’t any less terrifying. Balls of bright blue light fired off like missiles launching inside Margaux’s flat, shattering anything and everything that hadn’t already been destroyed.

      Rodrick summoned his crowning magic and created a shield around the two of us. Not that it would help. If we didn’t get out of there we wouldn’t last long. And we couldn’t open a vixra tunnel without a clearing of some kind. We were trapped.

      His heavy hands gripped the top of my trench coat and led me down the hall as we darted from side to side, dodging the magic balls of light hurling into the hall and cracking open the walls.

      “Get to the roof,” he cried as he let me go. Thank goodness too. His magic was burning me from outside my trench coat.

      “What? I’m not going up there without you!”

      “Riley, do as I say!”

      I wasn’t sure if it was the shock of the crown molding on the ceiling crumbling to pieces at my feet or Rodrick using my first name but I darted up the final set of stairs to the top floor of Margaux’s attic space.

      “Alexei, get her up there!” Rodrick cried.

      Before I could even take another breath, I was up the stairs and in the train wreck of Margaux’s attic filled with books that had fallen from the countless shelves.

      ‘This must be Margaux’s study. The one for non-magical purposes.’

      My textbooks didn’t lie about one thing. Vampires were incredibly fast. I suddenly understood how Alexei was able to take me by surprise. He let go of my back and stepped away from me.

      I covered my ears as the sound of lightning crashing into the floor beneath us continued to assault my eardrums.

      “Rodrick!” I screamed.

      Alexei disappeared in the blink of an eye. Before I knew it he had Rodrick in tow behind him as he rushed him upstairs with his impossible speed.

      It wasn’t good enough. The walls shook on all four sides. At this rate, I wouldn’t have been surprised if the entire flat came tumbling down.

      “Are they mad?” I shouted.

      “No, they’re frightened,” said Rodrick. He took a few steps as he tried to regain his footing. Alexei’s speed wasn’t something either of us were used to. “Margaux’s coven thinks the Dolch Erbe has invaded their territory.”

      “What did your woman mean by Dirk felt me attack her?” Alexei demanded.

      Rodrick didn’t have the time or patience to answer. One of the timbers from the roof came flying down into the floor and made a hole through Margaux’s corner desk. Sparks of blue light funneled up the stairs in a whirling wind of chaotic spirals, each settling around us on the wood floor of Margaux’s flat.

      Rodrick’s back touched mine as we realized what was happening. They were surrounding us with their magic in a circle of balled light. Only these balls of light whirled up from the floor in human shapes as they appeared, one by one with their cloaks over their backs and wands in hand. I counted seven of them. Two struck out at Alexei before he had time to run, forcing him to his knees and latching their magic around him like ropes restraining a wild horse.

      “Should I shift?” I asked Rodrick, keeping my voice barely to a whisper so only he would hear me with his lycan senses.

      “No, not yet,” he said.

      Rodrick turned around and shoved me behind his body, protecting me as though he was my guard and I was the vulnerable one. That made me nervous. If Rodrick thought there was a reason to shield me, I should be afraid.

      A tall slender woman with perfectly tanned skin, dark hair tied in a messy bun, and bright green eyes took three stoic steps toward Rodrick with her wand before her. She scaled him up and down before settling the top of her wand in her opposite hand and letting the blue glow of her magic dissolve back into her skin.

      “Daniella,” Rodrick spoke softly, giving her a small bow of his head.

      She did the same but didn’t speak a single word. She locked eyes with me and then back to Rodrick.

      “I must survey her,” she said with a tilt of her head in a thick French accent. She wasn’t from Paris. I could hear the difference in her accent just in the few syllables she spoke. If I were to guess, she was from the south of France. Perhaps Marseille or another part of the coast.

      Rodrick shook his head. “You know I can’t let you do that.”

      “Pourquoi? What does she have to hide?”

      “She is my student,” Rodrick answered. “I’m responsible for her. I wouldn’t let you or anyone else perform magic on her, regardless of your intent.”

      ‘Perform magic on me?’

      She spoke French to the other luxra witchlings in the room surrounding us in a tight circle. They all laughed. Alexei grunted from his knees. He understood them. And little did this Daniella lady know that I did as well. She was mocking how Rodrick was already attached to his new Blackatter. The same as the old one. And how that didn’t work out well for him the last time.

      ‘Does she mean Clara?’

      “You know I can stop you if I have to,” Rodrick hissed at her. “I don’t care if you’re Margaux’s second in command. You’re not my coven master nor my inquisitor.”

      “The two of you entered our territory without consent,” she spat back at him, daring to step even closer.

      “I’ve never needed permission before.”

      “That was when Margaux was in charge. She’s not here now. We’ve had to change the rules for the protection of the coven.”

      “Enjoying power a little too much, aren’t you, Daniella?”

      She sneered at him and pointed her wand directly at his face. “Let me survey the girl now, Rodrick.”

      “Try it and you’ll answer to Ellinor Prescott!” Rodrick took hold of my arm and gripped it tight. I could feel his crowning magic begging for release beneath his skin, wanting to warn him of danger and needing to protect him. Or was it wanting to protect me? Either way, it was searing hot through the leather of my trench coat. And I wasn’t sure if he could draw either of his hands up fast enough to beat Daniella’s wand.

      “Who do you think we first contacted after Margaux disappeared?” she sneered. “You’re not the only one with allies, Rodrick.”

      “No, but I am the only one in this room who has regard for decorum and respect for authority. You forget who you’re speaking to.”

      “And you forget that you entered my territory without consent. These are dangerous times, Rodrick. We are without our coven mistress and I must do what I see as right to protect my own.”

      “Consider your values met with equal reverence,” Rodrick muttered just before all hell broke loose.

      Rodrick flared his magic up from the floor, creating a fog with scarlet red light that burst through the cracks of the wood and burned the hem of their long black cloaks. The second they looked down to see the bottom of their cloaks on fire, they forgot about us for just long enough. Rodrick turned to me and extended his arms outward, creating a circular shield around the three of us and releasing Alexei from the blue magical binds restraining him.

      Alexei stood and watched with glee as the luxra tried to contain the magical fire consuming their clothes. The room lit up in an array of red and blue magic, giving everything a strange purple hue.

      “Shift!” Rodrick demanded.

      The luxra recovered from their brief moment of surprise and tried taking down Rodrick’s shield around us. Bolts of blue lightning erupted from their wands and shook the room until more timbers threatened to fall from the ceiling.

      I shut my eyes and focused all my energy on the center of my body. My ribs started to break and transform. My eyes jutted open. My center stopped moving. I couldn’t shift. Daniella breached the shield and struck me with her magic, creating a cord of blue light from the tip of her wand like a hook right into my core. Then she yanked her wand back like it was a fishing rod and pulled me forward. Rodrick tried grabbing me by the ankles but it was too late. Daniella created a hole in the shield and before I knew it, she tore me right out of it and pinned me to the wall. Rodrick couldn’t hold the shield around himself and Alexei and get to me at the same time. And if he let it drop, their magic would descend on him like a plague.

      I smashed into the wall behind Daniella with my feet dangling below me. My hands reached for my center, trying to fight back against Daniella’s magic still brutally entangling inside my gut. Magic poured from my hands and fought back against her. A growl left my throat and echoed throughout the room as the light changed into a bright red through my eyes. It took all the focus I had to get to it, but my magic responded. Along with my bracelet. Green light ripped from wrist, protecting me just like Adeline said it would. I held my hands over the cord she created and snapped it like a thick log, sending splinters of her magic flying throughout the room and causing everyone to duck away.

      I tumbled down to the floor and tried shifting again. Before I could finish taking my lycan form, I saw Daniella’s face change. She went from confident and controlled to gasping for air with her eyes practically popping out of her head.

      “Elle est Dolch Erbe!” She screamed. “Tue-la! Maintenant!”

      Whatever magic she used on me tapped into the spell Dirk had his luxra witchling cast. Daniella knew Dirk and I were linked. And if she killed me, she would kill the leader of the Dolch Erbe. She would cut the head off the snake and possibly get Margaux back. But she had to kill me first.

      Rodrick must have come to the same conclusion because the second I started to shift, he did the same. I was in full lycan form by the time Alexei ran for the balcony window and shattered the glass, flying to the opposite rooftop across the lane with a perfect landing and running for his life.

      I roared from where I stood and let the crowning magic inside me tear through my lycan skin and cast light on everyone in the room. Then I ripped their wands right out of their hands, turning them against them just like I did to Dirk after his ritual binding our lives as one. The only luxra who resisted me was Daniella. She gripped onto her wand with more force than I expected and readied herself to strike back.

      ‘Good luck, bitch.’

      With one swipe of my paw, I threw her clear across the room. Her legs flew over her head as she crashed into a huge bookcase scaling up to the ceiling. I didn’t wait around to see if I had done any real damage. Rodrick led the way and jumped through the broken door to the balcony right along with me. He leaped from edge and flew through the air, landing on a nearby rooftop and waiting for me to follow. I aimed true and soared above the streets, landing beside him with a few pieces of the roofing below my feet coming loose and dropping to the cobblestones below.

      The both of us took off, running above the rooftops in lycan form, leaping from one building to the next and refusing to look back. I could see Alexei standing on a chimney in the distance waiting for us. Swirling blue light hunted us through the night sky. The luxra were chasing us. I didn’t have the courage to look back. I kept running with Rodrick by my side. I didn’t stop even when I heard people down below screaming at the sight of two wild beasts running across rooftops and tearing through whatever we had to. Anything to getaway.

      We caught up with Alexei when I fell forward, landing hard against a roof and tumbling several yards before stopping. My limbs flailed around me with no control. My back tore open like an explosion of raging fire had detonated from my spine. Or at least that was how it felt. I knew immediately what had happened. One of the luxra managed to hit me with their magic.

      I landed on my front with Rodrick looking down at me, standing on his hind legs and growling into the sky as more funnels of blue light chased us through the Parisian night. The city of lights had become the city of magical light. And if Rodrick didn’t move fast, we would both get knocked down.

      He leaned over and picked me up. I didn’t know how much I weighed when I was in lycan form, but I knew it had to be a ton. Rodrick barely slowed down as he scooped me up and continued to run with me in his arms. I was completely paralyzed. My eyes were frozen shut. My magic was trying to heal me but it wasn’t fast enough. After a few seconds, I could move a foot, a hand, and my eyes opened. That was it. I was helpless. Rodrick wouldn’t survive this unless we got away from them. And even with him running as fast as he could, he needed his hands to summon his magic and truly fight back. I was slowing him down.

      ‘They want me. Not you! For god’s sake, just save yourself!’

      But he didn’t stop. Not until I heard his feet slam into the tiles of the roofing.

      Alexei came to a halt beside us. I tried to veer my head to see what caused them both to stop dead in their tracks. When I got sight of it, my heart sank to the bottom of my chest.

      ‘Margaux!’
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      Alexei stepped forward with caution, not quite believing his eyes as the woman he loved stood there with a straight face. She was unfeeling, cold, and seemingly unaffected by seeing the man who was supposedly her lover.

      ‘I can’t blame her. I’d have that reaction to him too and I’ve only known him an hour.’

      Alexei must have sensed something was wrong because he didn’t go all the way up to her.

      She stood there motionless on the rooftop with her long black dress blowing in the light breeze behind her. She didn’t speak and she didn’t move. If we were in danger before, there was little doubt in my mind that it just increased by a level of magnitude that we might not escape.

      Alexei kept his distance, unsure if he should approach her any closer.

      ‘Hate to break it to you, Alexei, but I don’t think the Margaux you knew is in there right now.’

      She peered behind Alexei to Rodrick and me. Rodrick stood there trying to catch his breath with me still cradled in his arms.

      “Unshift,” Margaux ordered us in a thick French accent.

      Rodrick shook his head and growled at her. I saw his breath swirl about over my form in the cool night air.

      She narrowed her eyes at him and let a touch of magic light up at her fingertips. Only her magic wasn’t blue like the other luxra witchlings. It was red.

      ‘What the hell? How does Margaux have crowning magic?’

      “I said unshift!” she hollered.

      Sparks of blue light of the luxra chasing after us finally caught up, encircling us on the rooftop and standing about with the burned hems of their cloaks wafting at their knees. They didn’t appear quite as arrogant as they did before. Now they were angry. And perhaps a little embarrassed. Daniella’s orders to kill me were probably still potent in their minds. Until they saw Margaux standing before us.

      We were outnumbered and we were surrounded.

      Alexei was the only one not to realize it. He took hesitant steps toward Margaux, trying to see her closer after weeks of being apart.

      “Where were you?” he begged to know. “I searched for you!”

      Margaux lifted her arms and launched a spiral of red magic right into Alexei’s body, making him go rigid and fall to the ground.

      My eyes widened. Margaux had crowning magic inside of her. And she was using it against the man Rodrick claimed she loved.

      ‘Maybe their affection isn’t as deep as he thought.’

      Rodrick set me down on the ground gently, making sure I was alright and breathing fine before he stood back up and faced Margaux. Then he slowly shifted back into his true form as the luxra witchlings watched on with acute fascination.

      “Unshift, Riley!” Margaux demanded. “Do it now!”

      “She can’t,” Rodrick snapped. “Her magic is still trying to heal her.”

      Daniella broke through the circle of witchlings with their wands pointed right at us. Her shoulder was dripping with blood. My claw managed to draw blood when I threw her across the room. She didn’t hesitate to walk right up to Margaux and demand an explanation. Or so I thought.

      “You lied to me!” she spat. “You told me you needed my help.”

      “And I do,” Margaux stated bluntly.

      “You cannot allow her to live! Not when the stakes are this high. Dirk has given us the perfect weapon against him. We’d be fools not to use it.”

      Margaux clenched her jaw. Daniella’s words made her furious. So much so that Daniella quickly shrank away as Margaux wielded more crowning magic in her hands. And for whatever reason, Daniella backed down. She was afraid. There was clearly a line between her and Margaux. She crossed it. Her head craned down in a small bow.

      My magic traveled through my veins and healed me one body part at a time. I moved my other hand. Then my fingers. And finally, I was able to unshift. I could hear a few of the luxra groan in disgust as my bones broke and remolded back to their normal state.

      ‘It isn’t exactly pleasant for me either, you twats!’

      Rodrick leaned down and help me up to my feet, making sure I was steady and refusing to let go of me until I could stand on my own.

      “Forgive me…I-” Daniella stuttered.

      “Forgive you?” Margaux snarled, approaching Daniella with narrowing eyes. Margaux’s face changed in an instant. Her long hair became short. Her eyes were cobalt blue. And her clothing molded into a finely tailored suit.

      ‘Oh my god!’

      “Tell me, Daniella,” a tall man with a deep voice talked down to her. “How am I supposed to forgive a woman who proposes to murder both my children just to see the end of the Dolch Erbe?”

      ‘Dad?’

      My father stood before us, his usual cold expression gracing his face as he glared at Daniella with a gaze that frightened me as a child. He had the power to make even Margaux’s second in command to a powerful witchling coven cower in his presence.

      ‘My dad is a master shifter?’

      His eyes didn’t fall on me. They went right for Rodrick. He walked up to him and for a brief moment, I thought my dad might strike him. He didn’t. He stood before him with venomous eyes as all the luxra witchlings surrounding us, waiting to see what would happen and for orders from Daniella.

      “Stand down,” she told them.

      They lowered their wands and gave us some space. I allowed myself to breathe, knowing the immediate danger was over. Well, maybe the danger of death. The danger of my father’s temper was another story entirely.

      “I wrote to you! I told you not to come here,” my dad said to Rodrick. “Not only did you do so but you brought my daughter along?”

      “We didn’t have a choice. The game has changed. Too much has happened and we needed to find Alexei.”

      “There are plenty of vampires to be found if we need a new one. Why him?”

      My father pointed down to Alexei who was still frozen on the ground beside me. Then his eyes fell on me. I swallowed hard, not sure how to react to him appearing out of nowhere much less being a master shifter.

      “Adeline told you to stay at the academy!” he fumed. I had seen the look in his eyes one too many times over the years. He wanted to see me cower as Daniella had. Unlucky for him, I spent a few months getting to know just how strong I was. I wouldn’t be intimidated by him anymore. Or if I was, I refused to show it.

      “Why are you here, dad?” I asked, refusing to be belittled before a bunch of strangers that wanted me dead only seconds ago.

      “Why do you think?” he snarled. “You’ve been at the academy long enough. Surely you learned about the curse.”

      “You mean the one you didn’t bother to warn me about? Yeah, I’m up to speed. Thanks for keeping me in the loop.”

      “Then you know a lycan is required to break it. I offered Margaux my services before she disappeared.”

      “Your services?” Rodrick asked with a mocking tone. “What would Margaux want with a washed-up Blackatter that hides under the guise of a normal human life and lives in the countryside away from his own kind?”

      I had a hard time believing what I just heard. No one spoke to my father that way. No one. He wasn’t afraid of my dad. Which only made me admire him more.

      “I remain hidden because I know the consequences of giving in to the curse and allowing it to control my life.” My father was inches away from Rodrick. Rodrick didn’t back down. “And from what I’ve heard, those consequences are something you’re acutely familiar with, Mr. Blackbane.”

      ‘Blackbane? I thought his last name was Everleigh.’

      My father scoffed and peered over to me then back at Rodrick. “No wonder. You’re here with my daughter because you don’t want history repeating itself.”

      “Your daughter knows her own mind more than you give her credit for!” Rodrick hollered, clearly offended by my dad’s brazen accusation. “It was her who sought to break the curse. She approached me. It was her wish to continue her brother’s work and further investigate how to break it. That’s the reason we’re here.”

      “And by coming you put her in danger.”

      “Enough!” I fumed, letting my magic seep through my palms and placing it between the two of them before they came to throwing fists.

      “Why are you here, dad? You’re particularly good at keeping secrets but its a little late to think you can get away with it now.”

      My dad stiffened. He couldn’t keep whatever secrets he had anymore. Not if he genuinely wanted me to live. He took a hold of my arm and pulled it down, forcing my magic back into my skin with the power of his own. I grunted as it struck my flesh and retreated before I could focus hard enough to keep it out.

      “I’m here to make a deal,” he said firmly. “One that was nearly fixed when Margaux vanished.”

      “What sort of deal?” I asked.

      “One to save your life.”
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