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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I stopped walking under the sprawling green leaves of the oak tree and gazed up at my new home. It was as pretty as the pictures we’d seen – a three-storey white timber house with a much-loved garden. But there was something else about it as well. For a split second, it was as though the house were no longer made of timber and glass, but instead were a living thing – with eyes and ears and heart – that had been waiting for me to arrive.

      ‘First one in gets to pick their room,’ said Elijah, my twin brother, before he raced past me, his packing box jiggling around in his arms.

      Elijah may have been bigger and stronger, but I was faster. Even with a box digging into my arms, I caught him on the stairs leading to the veranda, and we dashed through the wide double doors, side by side, and into the house. From the corner of my eye, I saw Mum and Dad in the kitchen. They looked up, small smiles on their lips. I smiled back and before I knew it, Elijah reached the internal stairs before me, his large frame making him impossible to overtake.

      ‘Ha!’ he yelled, taking a left at the top of the first turn in the stairs and claiming – according to the house plans – the biggest of the two bedrooms on offer to us, and the only one with its very own en-suite bathroom.

      I followed him into his pale-blue room with oak floors and wide windows that ran along the front and side of the room. Grinning, he put his box down in the middle of his ridiculously large room and surveyed his kingdom.

      ‘You know, every seventeen-year-old girl needs her own bathroom,’ I snarled, sounding like a five-year-old.

      ‘All’s fair in love and war, sis,’ said Elijah, a goofy smile on his face. I couldn’t help but smile back. Honestly, even after us spending every single day of our lives together, I could never stay mad at him.

      ‘Well, in that case, adios,’ I said, before sighing as I thought about my new bedroom in the attic, at the very apex of the house – no doubt dusty, stuffy, cramped and forgotten.

      I made my way back onto the landing outside of Elijah’s bedroom and looked down at the heavy box in my arms. In large black writing across its top were the words BOOKS – CELLAR and below that in faded writing, the word DESTROY. Clearly, the box had been given a second life. My skin prickled as I took in the word CELLAR. No one had mentioned a cellar.

      After taking one last glance up towards my room, I walked down the stairs. Sure enough, there was another set of stairs twisting down underneath the house.

      ‘I’m dropping this box in the cellar,’ I called out. And then getting the heck out of there, I added silently.

      ‘Okay, honey,’ my mum replied, still in the kitchen, no doubt unpacking. ‘Be careful down there.’

      I made my way down the stairs and opened the creaking old timber door that appeared to be even older than the two-hundred-year-old home. Darkness and stale air greeted me. But there was something else too – something that made me crave light and fresh air. I told myself that I was being ridiculous and made myself stand still as my eyes adjusted to the darkness. Slowly the light turned grey and I saw an empty room – a room with no life and not one happy story to share. A place I had no intention of staying in for longer than absolutely necessary. I took a few quick steps inside, feeling as though some invisible nasty presence had jumped straight onto me. In my haste, I dropped the box and several of the books tumbled out onto the concrete.

      ‘Damn it,’ I grumbled before collecting the books, then shoving them back into the box. I was about to bolt when I saw one large, thick book still on the ground. I leaned over and picked it up. The moment it was in my hand, a pulse of electricity passed through me. Standing, I brought the book close to my face. Dominating its velvet-clad cover was an embossed silver symbol of a star, surrounded by a circle; the same symbol that was on the necklace I’d been given as a little girl, but was never allowed to wear. There were no words on the front or the back. I ran my hand over the soft fabric, the urge to open the cover as strong as the currents in the sea. I was about to do so when Mum yelled, ‘Eva, darling, can you come and help me?’

      My twitching hand froze. Just one peek.

      ‘Eva!’

      ‘Coming, Mum.’ I ran my hand over the symbol one last time before carefully putting the book back in the box and pushing it into the corner of the cellar. I shivered before dashing out the door, slamming it shut, and taking the stairs, two steps at a time, until I was back in the house. I took a few moments to calm my thudding heart and walked into the kitchen, where my mum and her beautiful smiling face waited for me.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I visited my new bedroom, the sun was sliding towards the horizon. I’d spent the rest of the day helping Mum unpack downstairs. My legs ached as I climbed the stairs. There’d been no pictures of the attic in the real estate photos, so I knew the attic couldn’t be good. I told myself that it didn’t matter, that I only had one year left of school before college. It wasn’t as though I’d be stuck there for years and years.

      I stopped on the landing at the top of the stairs outside my new bedroom, surprised that both sides of the door had long panels of stained glass with patterns of the moon and the stars, sunlight reflecting through them.

      Taking a long breath, I entered the open door and stepped into my room. As I looked around, my mouth dropped open. For starters, my room was not small and stuffy – it was what real estate agents would call spacious. It spanned the whole width of the house and was generous in size and proportions. And it was full of light.

      Running all the way across the front of the house and down both sides were enormous casement windows. I strolled across the empty room, my every step drawing a groan from the honey-coloured floorboards. One by one, I pushed open the perfectly-cared-for windows. Sweet, warm summer air that smelled like roses and freshly mowed grass blew into my room. Outside, the sturdy branches from the oak tree sat just under my windows, leaving an uninterrupted view of our quiet street, which was soaked in pale-pink afternoon light.

      I turned, a smile spreading on my face as I took in my simple, beautiful white room with a stunning crystal chandelier that hung in its centre. Warmth surged through me; I knew that I was welcome here and this room – sans bathroom – had claimed me as much as I had claimed it.

      As I walked around my room, I pictured where my furniture would go and how it would look. In the far corner of the room, I saw a flash of light and the face of a young woman staring back at me. I gasped as I realised I was staring into a mirror and the young woman – with long dark hair that was untamed and curly in the heat, ivory skin, and the same violet-blue eyes as Elijah’s – was, in fact, me.

      It dawned on me that with my braces gone, my skin cleared and my curves eventually showing up, I had FINALLY lost my awkward teenage look that had hung around for years. I had grown into myself and was sitting on the edge of adulthood.

      When had I changed? Over a day? A year? Just now, in this moment? Would I finally fit in?

      My entire life I’d felt one step behind or ahead of everyone except for my immediate family. It was as though everyone knew something I should and nothing of what I did. A tiny bud of hope bloomed in my chest. Maybe my parents were right. Maybe moving house, school and life in my final year of school, away from our extended family and all that we had ever known – a concept I had fought belligerently – would be a good thing after all. I’d tell my parents it was all going to be okay – take them out of the misery I’d put them in. Maybe it would stop their anxious late-night conversations that had been creeping through the cracks in my bedroom door and windows.

      I heard Pearl’s soft purring before her pure-white body strutted into the room. As she sidled up to my leg, I squatted beside her and started to gently pat my cat, who looked as though she’d lived in this house forever. ‘And what do you think of our new room, precious Pearl?’

      Pearl purred even louder, as though she knew exactly what I was saying, making me laugh out loud. That was impossible, of course. Pearl stepped forward, the floorboard under her feet rising from the ground. I moved her aside and raised the floorboard to find a cavity that would easily fit a few books or a box. As I looked inside this secret cavity, I realised what I’d sensed in the cellar. It was something that no one in my family spoke about, yet felt as familiar to me as the skin on the backs of my hands. Just like this cavity, inside the darkness of the cellar lay secrets that were hidden from the world, just waiting for the right moment to come to the light.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I took one last glance at my new home sitting there so sweetly in the morning sunlight before I closed the front gate behind me. Every part of me wanted to climb the stairs to my attic and slip into bed with a good book, just as I’d done every morning in the two weeks since we’d moved in.

      But not today. School holidays were – devastatingly – over. Today was the first day at our new school and the first day of our senior year.

      I glanced up at Elijah, who was humming a tune beside me. ‘How can you be so…happy?’

      ‘Well, it’s not like we’re going to war.’

      ‘Are you ever unhappy?’ I said before groaning. ‘I mean, we won’t know anyone, not a single soul.’

      Elijah turned and smiled at me, his eyes clear and bright. ‘Well, you know me – at least one living soul.’

      I rolled my eyes, knowing that from the moment we arrived at school, Elijah would be surrounded by girls batting their eyelashes and boys jostling for him to join their sports teams.

      ‘You don’t count,’ I said.

      ‘Is that so?’ said Elijah, wrapping one of his long arms around my shoulder. ‘Oh, come on, Eva, how bad can it be? A sweet little town like this.’

      I remembered back to my last school, where I’d always felt as though I was the odd one out. Butterflies took flight inside me.

      ‘Bad,’ I whispered.

      Elijah squeezed my shoulders. ‘It’s going to be okay, sis, I promise. I’ll be by your side. In fact, I’ll be like a sticky fly you can’t get rid of.’

      I laughed despite myself. He was right – if he was by my side, I’d get through the long day ahead.

      ‘And besides, you totally underestimate yourself,’ he said. ‘I’m going to be swatting boy flies off you.’

      I pulled down my cap further. ‘Yeah, right.’

      Elijah raised an eyebrow at me. ‘I don’t want to give you a big head, but I haven’t forgotten the trouble you cause.’

      For years boys had actively steered clear of me, avoiding my pimples and mouth full of silver. But lately…lately, things had changed and not for the better. I let out a sigh and blocked out that train of thought, which went absolutely nowhere.

      I glanced at the houses along the street: old weatherboards and brick homes all tucked in perfectly beside each other and decorated with their pretty gardens and shady trees.

      ‘This place, it’s almost too perfect,’ I said as we crossed the quiet tree-lined street.

      Elijah laughed. ‘How can a place be too perfect?’

      ‘I know, I know. It sounds a bit strange, but you have to agree – every house, every street, even the old cobbled town with its cutesy shops – it looks like something in a storybook.’

      ‘It’s something, isn’t it? But let’s face it, nothing is perfect. You know that.’

      I nodded and looked past the facades and into the windows of the houses we passed. No one was spared from the ups and downs of life, not even people who lived in perfect houses.

      ‘Hey, is it just me, or have Mum and Dad completely lost it? Telling us not to talk to anyone about our family back home?’ asked Elijah, his voice turning serious.

      I recalled the conversation we’d had around the dinner table the night before. Our parents had been acting strangely lately, even for them. But that family chat had been one of the strangest of all time.

      ‘Yep, they’ve lost it,’ I said, picturing our parents’ fake smiles that did nothing to hide the fear flashing in their eyes.

      ‘I mean, why would they even care what we said? It’s not like Uncle Jack is Jack the Ripper, and the only thing Aunt Mira ever bakes in the oven is her cakes.’

      I laughed, but still, their conversation the night before had niggled at me all through the night. I could still picture my parents telling us how important it was to have a fresh start and that our business wasn’t anyone else’s business.

      ‘It must be to do with the troubles with that new mayor. What’s his name again?’ I said, picturing his dark hair, dough-like skin, small eyes and bushy eyebrows.

      ‘Orpheus Blackthorn,’ said Elijah.

      ‘Yeah, him. He seems to be stirring up all kinds of trouble with the new laws he’s bringing in every five minutes.’

      ‘You might be right. I mean, everyone seems to think he’ll be good and may even know how to run the country for once. And, for bonus points, he even possesses charisma. But still.’

      ‘But still,’ I said, remembering the way Orpheus’s pale-blue eyes in no way matched his picture-perfect smile. ‘Come to think of it, I’ve heard Mum and Dad talk about him. Or, should I say, whisper.’

      ‘I know. What’s with all the whispering and worry?’ said Elijah.

      ‘It’s not like them. Something is up.’

      ‘Maybe we should grill them like they grill us.’

      ‘No, like they grill you,’ I said, laughing.

      I saw the school gates in the distance, and my laughter died in my throat.

      Elijah looked between the school gates and me, his face softening. If I were a little girl, I would’ve clutched his hand. But I was seventeen, a senior now, and I would have to make do with knowing he would stay by my side. For the millionth time in my life, I said a silent thank you to the universe for sending me a twin brother who was more angel than human.

      I had just dropped my shoulders when a car squealed down the street behind us. We stopped as a black convertible slowed down and its occupants stared – no, gawked – at us.

      I glanced down at the ground, but not before I caught a glimpse of the cool, leather-clad driver who looked like one thing and one thing only: trouble. A long and loud wolf whistle came from the car. I wanted the ground to open up and swallow me whole. The car tyres squealed again and the car shot off towards school.

      ‘I told you, sis. Just think of me as your personal fly swat.’

      ‘Oh, do shut up.’

      ‘At least not everyone here is perfect,’ said Elijah before laughing and continuing down the path as though he were going for a stroll down a country lane.
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        * * *

      

      As we entered the large iron school gates, every head turned in our direction. I looked straight ahead and tried to breathe while Elijah smiled and casually waved at those around us. Clearly, they didn’t get many new kids here.

      Great, just great.

      We made our way to the stairs to the main building. I forced myself to walk up them slowly, resisting the temptation to bolt as every part of me screamed to do. Elijah opened the door and I stepped inside, bumping straight into a guy trying to leave.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I said as he lurched backwards. I rushed forward and grabbed his arm, stopping his fall.

      He turned, his dark-brown eyes finding mine. I expected to see anger or at the very least annoyance, but there was only a cute grin on his handsome face.

      ‘Nothing to be sorry about,’ he said. ‘Can’t remember the last time a girl knocked me off my feet.’

      ‘I can arrange that more often if you like,’ said a soft female voice behind me. I turned and there was the female version of the guy I had just run into. Blonde hair, brown eyes and a big happy smile.

      I smiled shyly back at her. I turned to Elijah, but his gaze was lasered in on the admittedly beautiful young woman.

      Typical.

      I cleared my throat and introduced Elijah and myself.

      ‘I’m Noah and this is Anna,’ said Noah. ‘And you must be the new twins from… Where was it?’

      The name of the town where I was born, where I was raised, sat on the tip of my tongue.

      ‘Emerald,’ said Elijah, the lie slipping out like oil.

      ‘Oh right, lucky you guys. An actual city where there’s something to do. Not sure why, exactly, you would leave there?’ said Noah.

      ‘Mum’s work,’ said Elijah. ‘She was transferred.’

      ‘Lucky us,’ said Anna, her voice kind and soft.

      ‘Are you…twins by any chance?’ I said, my gaze flitting between them.

      Anna laughed and nodded.

      ‘This is all a bit strange,’ I said. ‘Kind of the last thing I expected.’

      ‘And what were you expecting?’ asked Noah.

      I remembered back to all my fears that had kept me awake for nights. ‘Not you.’ The moment I said these words, I wanted to shove them back in.

      I was saved by the school bell, which rang out through the wide halls. Suddenly there were students everywhere, gawking at us as though we were animals in a zoo.

      ‘Well, we’d better go find the office,’ I said, risking a quick glance at Noah, who had a satisfied smile on his face.

      ‘It’s at the end of the hall.’ Anna pointed down the long corridor. ‘Want to meet up for lunch?’

      I glanced at Elijah, who looked like a puppy dog as he stared at Anna.

      ‘That would be nice,’ I said, gently nudging Elijah. ‘See you then.’

      ‘See you then,’ said Noah and Anna at the same time, making us all laugh as we went our separate ways.

      ‘Put your tongue back in your mouth, Elijah,’ I said the moment we were out of earshot.

      ‘Oh, I didn’t expect to meet you,’ he said in a falsetto.

      I nudged him harder this time. ‘I didn’t mean to say that.’

      ‘Yeah right,’ said Elijah, laughing again without a care in the world.

      Oh, to be him.
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        * * *

      

      The cafeteria was chaos. People were clustered together everywhere, laughing and talking as they caught up after the long summer’s break. My breath shortened as I looked around the busy room, searching for Elijah. We’d been split into different classes, but he’d promised to meet me here.

      I felt eyes on me from every direction, and I recalled the snippets I’d overheard throughout the long morning; questions about where we’d come from, was it true I was a twin, why on earth was I wearing a hat? But mostly, there were the giggles and whispers from girls about Elijah.

      As I swept my gaze across the room, my hands started to sweat.

      ‘Hey, pretty girl,’ yelled a voice behind me, and the next thing I knew my hat had been taken from my head, my long brown hair falling down my back and shoulders. The offending male was running away, laughing at the top of his lungs.

      The cafeteria fell quiet and every person turned in my direction. I knew my face was blazing, and I narrowed my eyes at the offender, who was still running.

      I was about to turn on my heels and bolt when a male voice said quietly in my ear, ‘What a jerk.’

      I turned and looked up at the boy who had spoken. I don’t know what I was expecting, but I certainly wasn’t expecting him.

      Boys had always been on the periphery of my life. I had admired them, sure, I mean, who hadn’t, but I had never even been on a date or had a boyfriend. I simply wasn’t interested enough.

      So when I locked eyes with his, my dormant heart stuttered to life. Time stood still as my gaze ran greedily over his chiselled olive face with its smattering of freckles, his thick eyebrows and eyelashes the same colour as his dark-blond hair, flecked with the sun-kissed blond of a surfer. His full lips with a Cupid’s bow parted as we continued to contemplate each other.

      ‘There you are,’ said Noah, bringing me back into the room from wherever I had been.

      ‘Oh, hi,’ I said, realising that the room was still quiet, far too quiet.

      You have to be kidding!

      I had slipped inside my own personal nightmare. Every single person had just seen me drooling over a complete stranger.

      Noah glanced between me and the mystery boy, a single crease marking his forehead.

      ‘Hi, I’m Noah.’

      ‘Ezra,’ he said.

      So, we aren’t the only new kids.

      An awkward silence followed, and I risked a quick peek at Ezra. He was staring across at the boy who’d stolen my hat.

      ‘We’re sitting in the corner,’ said Noah. I turned to where he was pointing, but couldn’t see Elijah past all the people.

      ‘Oh, right,’ I said, my voice sounding strange in my ears.

      ‘Would you like to sit with us, Ezra?’ asked Noah as though he were asking him to go to the dentist.

      ‘I’ve eaten, but thanks,’ said Ezra, taking one long last look at me before walking off in the direction of the boy who was now throwing my hat up in the air.

      ‘Well, okay then,’ said Noah, his smile returning as though the sun emerging from behind the clouds.

      I started walking – more like sprinting – towards my brother. Finally, the cafeteria erupted into conversation again, no doubt laughing at what a love-struck fool I’d been.

      As my brother came into view, my racing heart slowed. He turned towards me, the smile he reserved for me beaming up from his goofy face.

      ‘What kept you, sis?’ he asked as I sat down, with Noah sitting down beside me.

      ‘A couple of boys,’ said Noah, his voice flat.

      Elijah cracked up laughing, but one glance from me silenced him.

      ‘Situation normal then,’ said Elijah, picking up his sandwich. ‘Glad you had Noah here to save you.’

      I stared down at the food before me, my appetite gone.

      ‘Would you like one of these?’ said Anna, her kind voice a balm to my soul.

      In front me was a chocolate-chip cookie. ‘Made them this morning. Hopefully they taste okay?’

      We smiled at each other and I bit into the cookie, the flavour of chocolate exploding in my mouth.

      ‘Amazing,’ I said, looking over at the girl I had only exchanged a few words with, yet I knew from years of meeting new people, that she just got me. In that moment, I felt that Anna was going to be one of my closest friends.
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        * * *

      

      Finally, the last bell of the day rang out, and relief poured from me. Apart from the exceptionally mortifying lunchtime experience, everything else had been just as I’d expected – only mildly mortifying.

      As I gathered my books, I pictured my little attic tucked away from the rest of the world; a place where I could finally shed my layers and be myself.

      Before I knew it, I was at my locker. I unlocked it and inside, sitting there on top of my belongings, was my cap.

      What the…?

      I blinked a few times before looking around me; everyone was chatting away, not even noticing me. I picked up the cap as questions exploded inside my head – who had put it there, and how did they get it into my locked locker?

      As I packed my books into my dodgy locker, a guy appeared next to me – the driver of the sport car I’d seen on the way to school.

      ‘So, Eva, how was your first day?’

      ‘How do you know my name?’ I said, my face heating.

      ‘Honey, we don’t get many new people around here. Everyone knows your name.’

      Honey? Enough with the personal invasions.

      ‘And who, exactly, might you be?’

      ‘Oh, she has a temper. I like a girl with a temper.’

      ‘You know what, leave me alone.’

      I turned to leave, and in one quick move, he placed his hand on the locker in front of me, blocking my path.

      I took a deep breath. ‘I want to go.’

      ‘Look, I think we’ve got off on the wrong foot. I’m Jet.’ This time when he spoke, I glimpsed past the charade and saw the real him. It made me step back.

      ‘I don’t bite, you know,’ he said and smiled, his devilish good looks and charm drawing me to him against my will.

      ‘Did you put my cap in my locker?’ I said, snapping myself out of his spell.

      He glanced between me and my locker, the side of his mouth pulled in. ‘The hat that goofball stole from you at lunch?’

      ‘Yep,’ I said.

      ‘Nope, but I wish I had.’

      ‘Good to know,’ I said, realising that we were the only ones left in the hall. ‘Look, I have to go. My brother will be waiting.’

      ‘Last time I saw your brother, he was not waiting for you.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘His eyes were glued to Miss Goody Two-Shoes.’

      ‘Anna is lovely.’

      He put his hands up in front of himself. ‘No arguments from me there.’

      He flicked his fringe across his face, and his bad-boy persona was back.

      ‘Whatever, I have to go,’ I said, ducking under his arm, but not getting more than two steps before he was there again, in my face.

      ‘Fast one, aren’t you?’ he said.

      All of a sudden, my hands felt hot, boiling hot, and I pictured myself placing them on his chest, burning him.

      ‘Look, before you go, I have to ask you something,’ he said.

      ‘One question and then I’m going.’

      His eyes opened a little wider. ‘Come out with me. Friday night? I know a…’

      ‘No!’ I said, shoving him as I walked past, causing him to stagger backwards.

      I raced to the doors, pushed them open and ran through them. Elijah, who was standing alone under a nearby tree, stepped out into the light, his face set in steel.

      I was halfway down the stairs when Jet emerged behind me, calling my name in a way that meant he was pissed, really pissed. I stopped in my tracks and Elijah stepped forward.

      ‘Leave me alone. I mean it,’ I said.

      Jet burst into laughter, his anger vanishing. ‘Quite the little minx, aren’t you?’

      Elijah strode forward and up the stairs to stand by my side.

      ‘You heard my sister. Leave her alone.’

      The smile slipped from Jet’s face as he sized up my buff brother.

      He raised his hands up in defeat and smiled, but his eyes were like hard black rocks. ‘A misunderstanding is all.’

      ‘Come on, let’s go,’ said Elijah.

      I took one last look at Jet, who watched me as though I were his possession being stolen from him, before I turned back around, a strange push-pull sensation filling me.

      ‘He’s a creep,’ said Elijah. ‘Steer clear of him.’

      ‘Don’t worry, I will,’ I said, intending to avoid Jet like the plague.

      A very handsome creep, said another voice I didn’t even recognise inside my head.

      I ignored it and put my cap back on. But that didn’t stop me feeling Jet’s hawk-eyes as we walked down the street.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Elijah and I were nearly at the restaurant when the rain started, sprinkling softly but each drop holding the promise of a freezing-cold winter, still months away.

      I opened my umbrella and we walked faster.

      ‘I’m not sure this is a good idea,’ I said, looking around into the darkness.

      Elijah laughed. ‘Bit late to chicken out now, don’t you think?’

      I let out a low groan. Coming on a double date with Noah and Anna had been a no-brainer for Elijah, but I’d hesitated, only agreeing after seeing disappointment on Elijah’s face. And I’d regretted it ever since. It wasn’t that Noah wasn’t nice – for the last two weeks since we started at our new school he’d been attentive, funny and I had to admit, extremely good-looking; I just wasn’t sure I liked him that way.

      ‘I don’t want to lead him on, Elijah.’

      ‘Poor fellow,’ said Elijah. ‘But I think he’ll survive. And who knows, you might even decide you like him.’

      The headlights of an approaching car shone in the distance. I was still surprised how quiet this town was. Having come from a country town far smaller than this one, I’d been expecting lots of people, noise and traffic. Apart from the packed cafeteria at lunchtime or the afternoon frenzy at the lockers, it was slow and sleepy.

      I was so lost in my thoughts that I didn’t realise we had made it into the heart of the town, where the picture-perfect shops and cafés ran in two perfect rows down to the large and beautiful harbour.

      And then we were there, at the agreed meeting place. I looked through the water-splattered windows and saw the double booths, open fire, dimmed lights and candles on every table. I started to back away.

      ‘Oh no you don’t,’ said Elijah, placing his hand on my elbow while he opened the door and shuffled me inside.

      I spotted them instantly. It was impossible not to. Their blond hair looked more like halos, and their smiles of double perfection beamed at us from the booth in the corner of the restaurant.

      ‘After you,’ said Elijah, holding out his hand.

      ‘You owe me,’ I whispered before I put on my smile and walked to greet our ‘dates.’

      Noah and Anna shuffled out of their seats and kissed us on our cheeks. I found myself sitting next to Noah with Anna and Elijah opposite us, their arms already touching. I shuffled a little further away from Noah.

      ‘So, how are you enjoying it here, Eva?’ said Anna, her brown eyes sparkling in the candlelight.

      I thought back how I’d dragged myself out of bed each and every morning since school started, dreading yet another day as the token ‘new girl.’

      Elijah laughed. ‘Eva doesn’t really enjoy being the centre of attention, do you, sis?’

      ‘You could say that,’ I said, remembering all the stares I’d seen and whispers I’d overheard. And most especially Jet, my own personal stalker, never taking no for an answer.

      ‘Well, I’m sure it will get easier, hey,’ said Anna.

      I smiled at Anna, warmth spreading through me. ‘It already has.’

      ‘So, what can I get you lovebirds?’ asked a waitress who appeared next to the table and handed us our menus.

      My face heated, and I was glad to be under the cover of semi-darkness. We made our orders and settled back into our chairs, conversation leading from one thing to another. Time slipped away smoothly. When a chocolate brownie was placed between me and Noah, I realised I was smiling and had been smiling the whole night. It was an unfamiliar sensation that I had no idea what to make of.

      I looked over at Anna and Elijah, who were sharing a chocolate sundae, feeding each other and laughing as ice cream dripped onto their clothes and the white tablecloth. Over dinner, they’d inched closer and closer until they were nearly one person. Elijah’s face was soft as he gazed at Anna.

      Elijah had had a few girlfriends back in our old town, but they were always far more smitten with him than he was with them. Until now. He was gone – hook, line and sinker. And I was glad for him; he’d chosen well, very well.

      Noah inched closer to me – again – making it impossible for me to move without falling off the seat. I glanced over at him, and he looked at me shyly. He really was the whole package. Part of me knew I should be leaping into whatever it was we could be, but another part held back. The same part that kept thinking of Jet, who was arrogant, pushy, selfish and gorgeous.

      ‘So, what do you guys think of these new laws?’ said Anna before taking another mouthful of ice cream in her full pink lips.

      It was as though someone popped my balloon. Those new laws, that new mayor – Orpheus Blackthorn… It was all very strange and more than a little scary.

      ‘I don’t like it,’ I said. ‘I mean, what right does anyone have to insist we start going to church?’

      ‘Apparently they’re going to record who goes and who doesn’t,’ said Anna, the expression on her beautiful face heavy.

      ‘It’s like Santa, checking whether we’ve been naughty or nice,’ said Noah, making us laugh, but it was a hollow-sounding laughter.

      ‘What do you think he’ll do to those who don’t go?’ I asked, trying to remember whether I’d ever gone to church.

      ‘Why don’t you start coming with us? That way you don’t have to worry,’ said Noah.

      ‘You guys go to church?’ I said, nearly choking on my brownie.

      But of course they go to church!

      Noah and Anna exchanged glances. ‘Yeah, sure we do,’ said Anna.

      ‘Sorry if that sounded rude,’ I said. ‘I guess I don’t know anyone who goes to church.’

      ‘Well, you do now,’ said Noah, his brown eyes clear and steady as he looked at me. ‘Will you come? Avoid any trouble?’

      Wholesome! Yes – that’s the perfect word for these twins.

      Elijah answered yes at the same time that I said no. We both laughed, but we were the only ones.

      ‘Sorry, guys, I don’t mean to offend you, but I can’t go to church when I…don’t actually believe in God,’ I said.

      The silence at the table was deafening, but I wasn’t backing down, not on this. ‘You must understand why I feel the way I do. And anyway, surely there won’t be consequences for not going. I mean, really, we live in 2025, not 1605.’

      ‘Have you heard about the other law?’ said Noah, his face paling. ‘Giving Orpheus’s special police force more powers?’

      I laughed – I couldn’t help it. ‘You have to be kidding?’

      ‘I wish I was,’ said Noah, putting down his spoon.

      What kind of hellhole backwater did we move to?

      ‘Surely he won’t bother us here, in Melas? He doesn’t even live here. He lives in Tarrin.’

      Silence settled around the table like a low mist.

      ‘Actually, Eva, Orpheus just moved here,’ said Anna, her oval-shaped eyes full of concern.

      What?

      Elijah reached out and took Anna’s hand. I pulled my hands up and out of Noah’s reach.

      ‘He moved into the river house, on the edge of the harbour.’

      I knew the place; it was impossible not to. It was, after all, the one and only mansion in the whole town, occupying the best real estate and possessing a commanding view over the river, ocean and town.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat.

      ‘Well, I’ll come to church with you,’ said Elijah, clearly leaping at the chance to see Anna on a weekly basis and no doubt get into her mum and dad’s good books.

      Anna and Elijah smiled at each other, and all of a sudden, I felt as though we were intruding.

      ‘Well, I guess I’d better make a move. Science test coming up,’ I said, standing. ‘You stay, Elijah. I’ll see you at home.’

      ‘No way I’m letting my little sis walk home on her own,’ said Elijah.

      ‘I’ll be fine. I have a pretty good right hook, thanks to you,’ I said, stepping backwards. ‘Thanks for a great night. See you tomorrow.’

      I made it to the door before I heard, ‘Wait up.’

      I turned and Noah, Elijah and Anna were all rushing towards me. I inwardly groaned, but made myself smile. I knew defeat when I saw it.

      I waited at the door and checked my phone as Elijah fixed up the bill, insisting to Noah that he pay. Slipping me a wink, Elijah told Noah that he could get the next one.

      Next one!

      Soon we were outside, and the winds from the harbour rushed up from the water and pummelled us. I pulled my cardigan closer and before I knew it, Noah’s warm jacket was placed around my shoulders. I turned to insist he keep it, but he smiled so sweetly I didn’t have the heart to.

      We stood together, making small talk before parting ways. I couldn’t help but notice Elijah grab Anna’s hand, and I wondered how long it would be, if ever, before he stopped taking her hand.

      We were about to leave when I saw them from the corner of my eye. Four large men, dressed in black uniforms, wearing police badges. They were moving quickly, determined – straight towards us. My heart leapt and I wanted to turn and flee, but before I knew it they were standing amongst us, watching us as though we were bugs under a microscope.

      ‘Names,’ said one of the officers, taking out a small notebook.

      ‘Excuse me, Officer, but we haven’t done anything wrong,’ I said.

      I glanced up at Elijah, whose eyes widened, and he shook his head.

      The officer with the notebook put it down and looked me up and down, slowly.

      ‘Let’s start with you,’ he said. ‘I won’t ask again. What’s your name and your address?’

      What the hell?

      Elijah answered for me, quickly, and the police officer scribbled it all down.

      ‘You’re new in town, aren’t you?’ he asked, checking me out in a way that made me uncomfortable.

      ‘That’s right, Officer. We moved here about a month ago,’ said Elijah.

      ‘I didn’t ask you. I asked her,’ he said.

      I felt every set of eyes on me, and I held back the words I really wanted to let rip.

      I nodded.

      He cocked his head to the side.

      ‘Hey, aren’t you Max McCann?’ said Noah.

      The cop swung around at the sound of his name. ‘Yeah, why?’

      ‘You went to school with my older brother, Jamie.’

      ‘Oh, right,’ said the cop, his body relaxing a little. ‘I remember him. A good fellow. What’s he up to now?’

      They started to chat and the tension eased.

      ‘Right, well, you’re allowed to go,’ said Max.

      I let out the breath I hadn’t even realised I was holding.

      ‘But next time we see you, I’d like you to be a bit more forthcoming, please,’ said Max, looking directly at me. ‘We’re here to look after you, but if we don’t know who you are or where you live, how can we do our jobs?’

      He circled my name and address in his notebook. I felt sick. Then they turned and were gone, striding down the near-empty street.

      ‘What just happened?’ said Anna, putting her hand on my arm and rubbing it.

      ‘That was the newly formed special police,’ said Noah, looking up in the direction of the departing police officers. ‘Clearly, they’re not wasting any time.’

      ‘No, you couldn’t call them lazy,’ said Elijah. ‘I guess we’d better get going.’

      ‘Why do you think he wanted to know where we live?’ I said, wanting to be back in our home town, where nothing happened and there was a police presence of one.

      ‘Look, I’ll try to find out some more and let you know,’ said Noah, lines etched onto his forehead.

      ‘That’d be great. Thanks, mate,’ said Elijah before he picked up Anna’s hand and kissed it like the gentleman he was.

      ‘Stay safe,’ I said, waving and backing away, eager to avoid any hand or, even worse, face kissing.

      Elijah and I hardly spoke on our way home, but the silence between us was not easy. Ever since we were little, we’d always known what the other was thinking, much to our parents’ annoyance. Words were not needed now, for we each knew each other’s fears and apprehensions.

      Moving to a new town was never going to be easy, but something here was rotten. I vowed to tell my parents what we knew, try and convince them to move home. It was late now and the darkness felt as though it were pressing on us. Normally I relished a good walk at night, loving how the world came alive in unexpected ways, but with the rain falling and the wind shaking the trees, the windows of the houses we passed felt as if they were staring out at us.

      I pictured the piece of paper that had my name and address inside a circle. Elijah put his arm around me, but even that didn’t bring me one ounce of comfort. I felt as though a cold hand had reached inside me and now held me tight; I wondered if it would ever let me go.
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      The front door clicked shut, and a few minutes later, my parents’ car left the driveway. They were on their way to the movies. I turned from my desk, where I was studying for my English exam, and looked out my windows.

      It was right at dusk, and the strange spun golden light was being swallowed by the fierce grey storm clouds. I cleared my throat and wished that Elijah were at home. In the last few weeks, since our double date, he was almost never here. Anna was now well and truly his girlfriend, and they were hardly ever apart; even on a Sunday morning they sat, side by side, at church where their names were marked off on a roll as good, the rest of us – bad.

      I thought back to that strange night of the double date, made even stranger by the conversation we’d had with our parents when we returned home. Shaken by the special police, we told our parents everything that happened, and even love-struck Elijah agreed that it was probably for the best that we move back home.

      I pictured the shock and horror on my parents’ faces, but I could remember what Mum said far more.

      ‘I’m afraid that, even if we want to move, we can’t,’ my mum had explained, her face suddenly looking old and grey. ‘As of today, moving from this town is against the law.’

      Orpheus Blackthorn had decided that anyone caught leaving would be considered suspicious and arrested immediately. There weren’t many times in my life that I’d been completely lost for words, but this was definitely one of them. It made no sense, no sense at all. I mean, suspicious of what? But as the days passed, more and more strange laws were introduced. There was to be no more living together unless you were married, and adultery was now punishable by law.

      The rain started falling softly onto the tin roof above my head. I’d always loved that mesmerising sound, but tonight, well, tonight was different. Dark thoughts filled my head, and the heaviness of the impending storm sat with me in the room.

      Right before our eyes, the hands of time were turning backwards, and who knew how much further it would go. But it was worse that people were taking it, too scared to say something and stop the madness.

      I returned to my books, but a low grumble of thunder rattled down the street and gently vibrated our house.

      And who would help us? Our country was tiny by any standards, and the whole world was trying to fight its way out of an economic slump. A powerful religious-extremist politician in a wealthy, democratic country was the least of the big problems of a world recovering from depression.

      I switched on my lamp and had nearly sunk back into my books when a great bolt of lightning slashed across the sky and thunder erupted. I put down my pen as the rain began pelting the roof.

      I glanced down at my phone, tempted to text Elijah, ask him to come home. But I pictured him cuddled up with Anna someplace safe and warm and couldn’t bring myself to. I settled back into my chair and picked up my pen, but then the lights went out.

      For a few moments I sat, still as a picture in the indigo light, my heart racing. I began thinking about that creepy officer who had my address. I made myself stand and walk to the window. All of the street lights were out.

      I let out a long sigh, sent off a text to Mum and Dad, made my way downstairs and found a torch. Outside the storm was erupting and I walked, room by room, securing and locking the windows and doors. I was about to head back to my room when my phone buzzed. It was a text from Mum.

      Darling, there’s a generator in the cellar. The switch is just inside the door on your left. If you can bear a quick trip down, you’ll have some light. Let me know how you go. See you soon. Mum xx

      I looked over at the stairs that travelled down to the cellar. My skin crawled at the memory of being inside there on the day we moved in. But if I ran down and flicked the switch, it would be fine. I mean, how bad could it be? It wasn’t as if anyone were down there.

      Thunder erupted outside in a stupendous bang, making me jump, then laugh.

      Chicken! Since when am I a wimp?

      I straightened my back, then put my phone on the coffee table and walked to the top of the stairs. Controlling my breathing, I walked down the stairs and continued all the way to the bottom. It was even darker down by the old cellar door. I placed my hand on the door handle and began turning it, but then something landed with a thud beside me.

      I nearly jumped out of my skin. I looked down and there was Pearl, luminescent in the darkness. I crouched down and patted her. ‘You scared the life out of me, Pearl.’

      The door creaked open, and I felt as though someone ran their finger down my spine. Slowly I stood and pushed open the door. Putrid, stale air rushed over me again, making me feel nauseous. I put my hand inside and searched for the switch, but there was nothing there other than a hundred imagined spiders. A film of sweat broke out on the surface of my skin. I dropped my hand lower, found the switch and flicked it on.

      I heard the fridge chug to life, but as the lights hadn’t been on, the house remained shrouded in darkness. I was about to close the door when I looked down for Pearl, but she was no longer by my side. Nor was she up the stairs. I turned on my torch and shined it into the cellar. There, in the corner, were two golden eyes staring straight at me.

      My heart did a giant leap. ‘Oh, Pearl, you gave me a heart attack. Come here.’

      But Pearl didn’t move. She sat there and stared at me like some zombie cat from a horror movie.

      I tried calling her and used all my usual tricks for attracting her attention, but nothing worked. I was sorely tempted to leave the door open and get outta there, but the thought of her in the cellar, on her own, filled me with dread.

      ‘Damn you, cat,’ I said, stepping inside, old memories and hidden secrets jumping on me. I kept walking and, thankfully, Pearl stayed still as I collected her in one scoop of my arm. As I turned to leave, my torch lit up an old box and shone on the words BOOKS – CELLAR and underneath them in faded pen, DESTROY. It was the one and only box I’d brought into the cellar the day we moved in.

      I recalled the interesting-looking book with the strange symbol that had fallen from the box. I hesitated for a second.

      ‘What the heck?’ I said, opening the box with my free hand and collecting the weighty book.

      And then I bolted. I slammed the old cellar door shut and ran up the stairs. I turned on every light in the house, grabbed my phone, and raced to my bedroom and locked the door behind me.

      Pearl stared at me, quite affronted by the manhandling as she was placed back on my bed.

      ‘Don’t blame me. You were the one who went in there.’

      Pearl turned up her head and strutted to the foot of my bed, where she settled herself for yet another nap.

      ‘Hard life for some, hey,’ I said, sitting on my bed and turning my attention to the ancient book with the blue velvet cover with the symbol of a five-pointed star inside a circle.

      The book seemed vaguely familiar and I tried to remember where I’d seen it before, but I came up blank. My memory felt deeper, tucked away into my subconscious where I had no key.

      The storm continued to rage on, but I settled. Everything suddenly felt right, exactly as it should. It made no sense, yet it made perfect sense. I opened the heavy cover and there, on the following page, was a letter; a letter that changed the course of my life forever.
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      I stared down at the open book on my lap. On one side was a family tree that I quickly followed with my finger and found all of my family’s names printed on – including mine – and the names of all my extended family, and the generations before ours.

      On the other side of the page was a letter with words that had been kept in the darkness of the cellar, words that had been hidden from me, words that were finally now brought into the light.

      
        
        If you are reading this for the first time, then you are about to discover something, something extraordinary about your family, but also about yourself. Something that will make sense to you on a deeper level, but may take some adjusting to and accepting all the same.

        

        If you are lucky, your family will have prepared you for this day, but with the danger that comes with this knowledge, some families choose to keep it a secret and protect you from your birthright.

        

        However you got here, you have made it to this moment. You must remember that it does not matter how you made it here. What is important is that you are here now. Even more important is what you do with the information you are about to receive.

        

        There is no easy way to break this news, so I will simply tell you.

        

        You are a witch.

        

        Yes, you read this correctly. You are a witch. You were born into a coven of witches and the magical blood in your body has been passed down, from one generation to the next, for many centuries.

        

        I know you will have many questions, and while I will answer some of them here, there are many things you will need to discuss with your family. As you will discover, there are some things that are best not put down on paper.

        

        I will start by saying that you are not descended from witches who practice black magic. Your coven has, on the whole, been a good one. This means that the white witches in your family have used their powers to help others and not harm, as some do.

        

        You should know this does not guarantee you will become a white witch. Indeed, there have been some questionable witches in the family, a few skeletons in the closet as they say. What type of witch you become will depend on many things – your genetic make-up, your upbringing, your own free will, but there is something more as well. Within each witch there is a yearning. A yearning for either good or evil. This is placed within us as a seed and over time, it will sprout kindness or meanness and grow into something that determines your fate.

        

        As for becoming a witch, well, that is a journey of learning that you will need to undergo. Think of it as an apprenticeship, if you will. To learn the craft of being a witch, you will have this book as a guide, but you will also need to learn from other witches in your family. Within them lie all the truths of witchcraft and its many secrets. And you will need to practice. It will take you time and persistence to learn what you need to know. And lastly, it will take courage. Releasing magic into the world is a gift, but it is a responsibility as well.

        

        If I have any advice for you, young witch, it is to use your powers wisely. And be careful. The world has not ever understood us, and history shows it is unlikely to ever happen. So, witchcraft must stay a secret. You must never tell your secret to another mortal – unless you trust them with your life – for they may not be entrusted with a secret such as this. Your life, your family’s life, may depend upon it.

        

        I wish you all the very best as you journey towards your destiny.

        

        Yours in spirit,

        

        Ethel, 1877

        

      

      

      I raised my head from the book, the room no longer in focus. Thoughts swam around and around in my head, and a hot burning grew inside me until I felt as though I were about to catch on fire.

      I stood, Pearl stirring at the base of my bed. Car lights shone in the driveway, and with legs I could no longer feel, I walked to and unlocked my bedroom door. I made my way down the stairs on autopilot, barely able to control the rage inside me.

      I made myself sit in the middle of the sofa and look up at the door. I heard my parents outside, laughing without a care in the world. Then the key in the lock. Then they were there, taking off their coats. It took them a few moments to spot me. Their smiles dropped from their faces.

      ‘What’s wrong, Eva?’ asked Mum, striding towards me.

      ‘What’s wrong? I’ll tell you what’s wrong. I just found out that I’m a witch, that’s what’s wrong.’

      ‘Eva, stop yelling, please,’ said Mum, putting her hands out in front of herself as though she were calming a wild animal. ‘Take a deep breath.’

      ‘Don’t you dare tell me to calm down. How could you?’ I looked between my mum and dad, their faces now pale as ash. ‘How could you keep this from us?’

      ‘Keep what from us?’ said Elijah, who’d let himself into the house without being noticed and now stood behind my parents.

      I raised an eyebrow. ‘So, are you going to tell him, or should I?’

      Mum cleared her throat. ‘Elijah, why don’t you sit down? We need to talk to you both. But, Eva, you need to stop yelling. The neighbours.’

      ‘I don’t give a hoot about the neighbours,’ I yelled, as loudly as I could.

      ‘Well, Eva, you should. Particularly now.’

      Something in Mum’s voice got through to me. I sat back and took a few settling breaths, but still the storm inside me raged.

      Elijah plonked himself down on the couch next to me and became as still as a corpse.

      ‘What’s going on?’ asked Elijah.

      Mum and Dad exchanged glances. Then Mum spoke, her voice wavering. ‘How did you find out, Eva?’

      ‘The book,’ I said, holding back the other hot words that sat in my mouth.

      Mum turned to Dad. ‘I thought you destroyed that.’

      ‘So did I,’ said Dad, his face flushing.

      ‘What book? Would someone please tell me what’s going on?’ said Elijah.

      ‘Eva found a book, a very old book. It’s been passed down from one generation to the next,’ said Mum.

      I suddenly remembered where I’d seen the book. It was always next to Mum’s bed when we were little. She would read it in bed sometimes. It was as though I were seeing Mum for the first time – she was a witch! It didn’t seem possible, yet somehow it was.

      ‘It’s a book,’ continued Mum, ‘that explains our family heritage.’ Mum stopped, her words choked in her mouth. Elijah watched me, his eyes full of questions. But this…this, he had to hear from Mum and Dad.

      ‘And what might that be?’ said Elijah, turning back to Mum.

      ‘You and Eva are witches,’ said Dad.

      Elijah laughed, a full belly laugh. But when no one joined in, he sat back and looked at our three faces in turn, then fell quiet.

      ‘Your dad is right,’ explained Mum. ‘You were both born into a coven of witches. Your dad and I are both witches, from different covens.’

      ‘How could you have kept this from us?’ I said, my every word an accusation.

      My mum swallowed. ‘You were never supposed to find out. That book was supposed to be destroyed and never see the light of day.’

      ‘Don’t you see, that’s even worse. What right do you have to keep this from us?’ I said.

      ‘We didn’t come to the decision lightly, Eva,’ said Mum, her voice breaking. ‘After all, the power of twins really is something quite special.’

      Twin witches!

      Elijah looked at Mum as though she were on drugs.

      ‘But we decided to keep it a secret…’ Mum continued. ‘We felt it was too unsafe for you… That you’d both be safer and happier not knowing. When our new mayor came into office and started bringing in new laws, we thought it safer to move away from our coven. We didn’t know he would move here too. I mean, what are the chances?’

      I turned away from my mum as the boiling-hot feeling arrived again. My whole life I’d felt as though I had two left feet, never quite fitting in, and only now, when I was seventeen, did I finally understand why.

      I stood, narrowed my eyes and spoke in a voice I didn’t recognise. ‘You had no right to keep this from us. No right. This is our birthright and we deserved to know.’

      Mum’s and Dad’s mouths dropped open, but I didn’t care.

      ‘And tell me, what can we do – as witches? What powers do we have? At least tell me that,’ I said.

      Mum and Dad exchanged glances before Mum spoke. ‘It will be better for both of you if you don’t know.’

      ‘What?’ I shouted, realising they had no intention of telling us what we deserved to know. If I stayed, I would say or do things I’d regret for the rest of my life. I glanced at Elijah, who was still. No ugly anger coursed through his blood. He was definitely going to be a white witch – without a doubt. From the frowns on my parents’ faces, I knew their thoughts were the mirror of mine; what kind of witch was I going to be?

      ‘Don’t follow me,’ I managed to spit out before I stormed to the front door, flung it open and walked out into the heavy rain, which immediately soaked through my clothes, doing nothing to cool down the raging fire within me.
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      I had no idea where I was going – all I knew was that I had to get as far away as possible from my parents. I’d always adored my parents, forever grateful for everything they did for me. But my trust in them, that unbreakable trust, had been shattered into a million pieces. What was left didn’t bear thinking about.

      The rain eased at the same time that I began crying, really crying. I looked around, saw that I was down by the harbour. The abandoned boats rolled around in the swollen, stirred-up waters, and the halyards clattered against their masts. The storm had passed and was hovering somewhere out to sea.

      The lights of a lone car shone in the distance, making my heart leap.

      What if it’s my parents, or the special police?

      Looking around for somewhere to hide, I spotted a boat at the far end of the mooring. I made a quick dash and slipped into the cockpit, where I pulled my knees to my chest and let out my anger, my shock and most of all, my bitter betrayal. Words that could not be held in slipped from my tongue, thick and fast, amidst my tears; words that told my story.

      Finally, I was spent. I sat back and looked out over the black sea.

      I am a witch.

      The knowledge of what this would mean for me and my future hovered just beyond my reach. That’s when I heard it, the sound of shifting, moving fabric. I stood and faced the front of the boat.

      ‘Who’s there?’ I asked, my heart pounding.

      No one replied, but I saw the form of someone sitting against the mast only metres away. I wanted to run like the wind, but what had they heard from my crazy mutterings? Who the hell was it?

      I forced myself to move, step by step, until I was standing in front of them. The light from the moon shone through the clouds and there, fast asleep, was Ezra – the boy from school whom I’d spoken to once and spotted a handful of times, always surrounded by girls fawning over him.

      I crouched down next to him. ‘Ezra, wake up,’ I said loudly.

      Ezra opened his eyes and met mine. A look of recognition and complete understanding passed between us, back and forth, back and forth.

      I sat down next to him and looked away, out to sea. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘I could ask you the same question,’ he replied. ‘Are…you okay?’

      Am I okay?

      How must I look? Saturated, with swollen eyes – a complete mess.

      ‘I’m fine.’

      Ezra laughed, deep and husky. ‘You know what fine means, don’t you?’

      ‘I think I do,’ I said, laughing. ‘Honestly, I’m a complete mess.’

      Why did I say that?

      Ezra stopped laughing and when he spoke, his voice was kind and soft. ‘Care to talk about it?’

      For some reason that I didn’t understand, I did want to talk about it. This boy I barely knew, I wanted to tell him everything. It felt right. But it was impossible. I could never talk to anyone except my family, and honestly, they were the last people I wanted to see.

      ‘I had a fight with my family,’ I said, wiping away the last of my tears.

      ‘Is that all?’

      Why is he fishing? Does he know something? Has he already heard everything? CRAP! CRAP! CRAP!

      My heart started to race, but I kept my voice even. ‘Nope.’

      ‘Don’t worry, I’m always fighting with my dad. He’s…impossible.’

      I started to breathe again. Maybe he had been asleep.

      ‘That’s why I was out here tonight, actually. He can be so…controlling. Sometimes it’s just too much. So I snuck out, came here and fell asleep after that storm passed through. Until you woke me up, that is.’

      ‘Sorry about that. I didn’t know you were here. Gave myself a bit of a fright.’

      ‘I’m glad you woke me,’ he said, and I knew from the way he said it that he was smiling.

      ‘Your dad sounds like a jerk,’ I said.

      Ezra laughed again, and it made my heart contract. ‘You hit the nail on the head. You have the same problem?’

      Fishing again?

      ‘No, my parents aren’t normally so bad,’ I said, the red-hot-poker feeling finally dissipating.

      ‘Do they know where you are?’

      ‘No,’ I said, picturing them driving up and down the streets.

      ‘They’ll be worried.’

      ‘Probably.’

      Definitely.

      ‘Ready to go home?’

      Am I? Am I ready to face them?

      ‘Honestly, I don’t know.’

      ‘Just sit with me a minute. Then I’ll take you home.’

      Take me home?

      I turned and looked at Ezra, who was now lying back on the deck, staring up at the sky. I lay beside him and followed his gaze, and there was a sky full of stars, twinkling fairy lights against the onyx sky.

      ‘It’s beautiful,’ I said, realising that I hadn’t looked at the stars – so bright here – since we moved.

      ‘It’s one of my favourite things to do,’ said Ezra. ‘Everything up there just seems so simple.’

      He spoke so quietly and sadly that I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of life he had at home.

      He pointed straight up. ‘Can you see that one? The brightest of them all?’

      ‘Yes,’ I said, realising that our bare arms were touching and a strange electricity danced between us.

      ‘The northern star.’

      I sank back into myself and saw the world around me clearly. I felt the gentle lapping of the water rocking the boat, the cool breeze on my face and my body, the galaxy of golden stars above us. The boy next to me, someone I barely knew, spoke to my soul.

      I am a witch.

      The knowing of this settled within me like a spell, and the world looked different; I felt different, more like me.

      Ezra turned and looked at me, his eyes like dark pools. ‘Don’t forget, if you are ever lost, follow the Northern Star – it will help you find your way home.’
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        * * *

      

      We walked quickly along the streets, the pavement wet and shiny, reflecting the light of the moon that sat high in the sky. My anger was fizzling out and I felt cold and tired. All I wanted was to get home, climb into bed and drift into the oblivion of sleep.

      The streets were dead. There wasn’t a single other soul out and about. Our breath sounded loud and our footsteps on the concrete, deafening. I turned my head left to right, scanning for signs of the special police. Ezra did the same, and I didn’t have to read his mind to know that he was looking for the same thing.

      ‘You should take off,’ I whispered. ‘I’ll be fine.’

      ‘I want to take you home,’ he said.

      I didn’t have it in me to argue, so we continued on through the back streets. I had just started to relax when a car turned into the top of the street – its headlights seeking us like spotlights. Ezra grabbed my hand, sending a bolt of electricity through me, and we ran into the front yard of the nearest house and slipped down the side. There wasn’t much room and we squashed in together, my heart racing.

      A dog from a neighbouring house started to bark, and a light from across the street flicked on.

      ‘It’s going to be okay, Eva,’ said Ezra, running his thumb across the top of my hand. He then took hold of my palm, sending my heart into a spin. The car was slow, so slow, as it made its way down the street towards us. I pictured my name on the clipboard of Officer McCann with a circle around it. A person of interest? Now a witch of interest.

      What will they think if they find us together?

      What will they do?

      Just how much trouble will we be in?

      And then the car passed us and I recognised the shape of my dad’s 4WD. Mum and Elijah were gazing out the open windows…looking for me.

      ‘It’s my family,’ I said. ‘I’d better go.’

      Ezra smiled, pulling in one side of his mouth. ‘You take care, okay.’

      ‘You too,’ I said, letting go of his hand, the current between us breaking. We glanced down at our hands.

      ‘Better run. See you at school,’ I said.

      The smile dropped from his face. ‘I hope so.’

      I turned and ran back across the lawn and quickly caught up with the car. Mum and Elijah blinked a few times before all the lines etched on their faces disappeared and big smiles lit up their faces.

      I climbed into the car beside Elijah, who hugged me tight.

      ‘Hey, I’m just a cub,’ I said, one of our shared jokes whenever he forgot how big and strong he was and hugged me too tightly.

      He laughed and loosened his hold. I glanced out the window for one last glance at Ezra, but we were moving again, travelling quickly down the street. Elijah narrowed his eyes at me, but I turned away. For the first time, I didn’t want him to read my mind. I had no intention of telling him or anyone about meeting Ezra; he was my little secret.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The first thing I did when I woke in the morning was hide my family’s book on witchcraft under the loose floorboard I’d found on the day we moved in. I couldn’t risk my parents taking it away.

      As I pulled the rug over that section of the floor, I thought back to the night before, when we’d gotten home. We’d all been too exhausted to say much, but after some hugs and apologies, we’d gone to bed. But there’d been one comment that sent warning signs flashing through my mind.

      ‘Well, now we can put all of this behind us,’ my mum had said as she hugged me.

      My body had gone stiff, and I’d held onto the words that I wanted to hurl at her. Instead, I’d taken one long look at my mother, a witch like me, a witch in hiding, and walked up the stairs and hopped into bed.

      I gazed out over the quiet street, bathed in the early-morning lilac light. I opened the windows and breathed in the cool, clean air. I’d never touched a drop of alcohol, but I imagined this was what it felt like to have a hangover. My head throbbed, my eyes burned and a bitter, sick feeling sat in the base of my stomach.

      I turned back at my bed, which called to me, but I resisted. My thoughts, left alone for a day of incubation in bed, would be far worse than facing the day ahead. I slipped on my running gear, grabbed my earbuds and went downstairs.

      ‘Eva,’ said my mum as I reached the front door. I turned and there was Mum sitting in the kitchen to my left, a cup of steaming tea in front of her.

      ‘Just going for a run,’ I said.

      ‘Have you got a minute?’

      ‘Sure,’ I said, my voice as crisp as the morning that waited outside.

      I sat down opposite Mum. She looked unhinged. Dark circles hugged her eyes, and her long dark hair, half-up, half-down, appeared tangled and messy. Her hands shook as she picked up her tea. For a moment I felt sorry for her. Then she spoke.

      ‘Darling, we need to talk about last night.’

      I nodded, so many thoughts rushing into my head that no words would form.

      ‘I want to apologise for not telling you and Elijah sooner. You’re right, you both deserved to know.’

      She took a sip of tea, and her eyes, the mirror of mine, found me. ‘But you must understand, we had our reasons.’

      ‘There are no reasons that make this okay, Mum. You must know that,’ I said, causing Mum’s eyes to open wider.

      ‘The life of a witch can be very dangerous. It’s not the life we wanted for you and Elijah.’

      Here we go again!

      When she spoke again, she chose her words carefully. ‘What you probably don’t understand is that yes, as a witch you can be in danger from those around you, but–’

      ‘But what?’

      ‘But, as a witch, it is you who can be a danger…to others.’

      I sat back in my chair as my mum’s words sank in. I thought back to the night before when I was scared inside my own house. But really, Mum was telling me that I was the scariest thing inside my own home.

      ‘You don’t trust us, Mum? Is that what you’re saying?’

      Mum’s pale face completely drained of colour. ‘No, that’s not it at all. It’s just that magic, well, magic makes you powerful. And power is its own form of danger.’

      ‘Can be its own form of danger,’ I said.

      Mum blinked a few times and gazed down at her tea. ‘It’s hard to explain. You’re going to have to take my word for it.’

      I knew when Mum was trying to wrap up a conversation, and this was one of those times. ‘No, Mum, I’m not going to take your word for it. I intend to learn.’

      Mum’s head snapped back up.

      ‘You heard me right. I’m a witch and I intend to learn how to become one.’

      ‘What? No!’

      ‘Do you know what? For the first time in my life, everything makes sense. I’ve been lost, Mum. Always looking for something that was impossible to find. And now I’ve found it. Right, wrong, dangerous or not, I don’t care. This is my choice.’

      ‘NO!’ said Mum, her word coming out like a hiss, and I wondered what kind of witch she was and who she was most afraid of.

      ‘It’s not up to you, Mum.’

      ‘Yes, actually, it is.’

      Mum stood, her chair shooting backwards across the room. ‘You have no one to teach you. No way of learning.’

      That’s when I knew I’d been right to hide the book away.

      ‘I’ll teach myself. I bet the rest of our family will teach me. Bet they always wanted to teach me.’

      Mum turned away and I knew I was right. An old memory reformed, and I remembered being a young girl and my aunt Olive begging my mum to let me and Elijah learn. I had no idea at the time what they were talking about, but I did now.

      ‘We can’t move and we can’t travel, remember?’

      I felt the heat arrive again. I gazed down at my hands, which felt as though they could burn. Witch’s hands. Maybe they could.

      I stood, took a step back. ‘I will find a way.’

      ‘We live in unsafe times. Orpheus Blackthorn is a dangerous man, Eva. He’s showing all the character traits of a man our kind should fear. It’s not the right time.’

      ‘Don’t you see, it’s never going to be the right time – for you.’

      Mum planted her hands on the kitchen table. ‘This conversation is over. You are never to talk about witchcraft again.’

      I picked up my phone. ‘No, Mum, this conversation is not over. It’s only just begun.’

      I turned around and left my mum standing there, her lips parted but no words coming out. A resolve like thick steel wrapped itself around me, and I knew there was no turning back now. I had already stepped inside the real me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Good shot,’ said Noah from the other side of the school tennis court.

      I turned and grinned at him. It was always satisfying beating Elijah, who appeared to enjoy being consoled by Anna at the other end of the court.

      ‘One more game?’ Elijah called out.

      I went and stand on the baseline, narrowing my eyes at my big brother, who was trying to hide the smirk. ‘Sure.’

      ‘Go, Eva,’ said Noah from beside me as I served, causing me to lose concentration and hit the ball into the net.

      Elijah laughed. ‘Yes! Go, Eva,’

      ‘Sorry,’ said Noah as I lined up for another serve.

      ‘No problem.’ I served an ace that left Elijah standing with his mouth open and Anna doubled over in laughter.

      I turned to Noah and there, behind him, on the other side of the wire fence, was Ezra. My heart lurched in my chest, and I raised my hand and smiled at him – resisted the urge to run to him.

      It had been several days since I’d found out I was a witch – several days since I’d seen Ezra. I’d looked for him everywhere, desperate to talk to him, make sure he’d got home okay and thank him for helping me. But he was nowhere to be found.

      Noah turned to see where I was gazing.

      ‘Oh, it’s him,’ he said quietly.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Haven’t you heard?’

      Ezra beckoned me over.

      ‘Heard what?’ I said.

      ‘Who he is?’

      I was only half listening, as I was too busy studying Ezra’s face and the small smile playing on the corner of his lips.

      ‘He’s Ezra Blackthorn,’ he said, loud enough to be heard. ‘As in Orpheus’s son, his one and only child.’

      Ezra’s forehead scrunched together at Noah’s words. I felt as though all the air left my lungs. Ezra looked down at the ground and walked away, taking part of me with him.

      How could it be? The first boy I’d ever liked, the only one I felt I could tell anything, was the one boy I couldn’t talk to, could never be with? Now, I wouldn’t get to know Ezra, look into his emerald-green eyes and learn the thousands of emotions that would be reflected from his soul.

      

      What if he heard me on the boat?

      What if he’d listened to me mumbling about my family? Being a witch?

      What if he told his father?

      ‘C’mon, Eva. I haven’t got all day. Put me out of my misery,’ yelled Elijah.

      I looked at my brother.

      ‘Eva?’ said Elijah.

      I served the ball, and Elijah intercepted my shot and sent it flying back to me. I saw the ball, but my body wouldn’t move and it hit me right in my left eye, sending me straight to the ground.

      Anna screamed, but it was distant.

      ‘Eva,’ I heard Ezra say in the distance.

      I tried to sit up, but it was as though an invisible hand pushed me down.

      ‘I’ve got this,’ said Noah, whose creased face came into my view. ‘Someone get the nurse.’ He took off his sports jacket and covered me up.

      Elijah’s face was above mine, and I knew the injury must have been bad when I saw him cringe. ‘I would have let you win, sis – no need to give yourself a black eye.’

      My eye was the least of my worries. The back of my head where I’d hit the ground was pounding. I tried to tell them, but no words would form.

      ‘Shit, she’s bleeding,’ said Noah.

      The light grew brighter and brighter until I couldn’t see a thing. I heard them launch into panicked action. Then their voices faded and I was left alone. Well, not entirely alone. Ezra’s words were with me, telling me that everything was going to be okay.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke, my head was pounding and my mouth was dry. For a few moments I kept my eyes closed and listened to the conversation around me.

      ‘I feel terrible,’ said Elijah, who sounded exhausted. I tried to open my eyes to tell him I was okay, but couldn’t.

      Then Noah spoke. ‘Just an accident, mate, don’t worry. The doctor says she’ll be okay. Just a bit of concussion.’

      ‘I still can’t believe it. She’s never missed a ball in her life, let alone let one smack her in the eye.’

      Noah let out a long sigh that was almost a groan. ‘She was distracted.’

      ‘How so?’ asked Elijah.

      ‘That Ezra boy.’

      ‘The mayor’s son? Just moved here?’

      ‘The one and only,’ said Noah.

      ‘How does she even know him?’

      ‘She met him on your first day at school, but apart from that…I have no idea.’

      Elijah let out a quiet whistle. ‘Little sis, the dark horse. Bit of competition, hey.’

      Noah didn’t reply. The tread of fast feet rushed into the room, and an unfamiliar, efficient voice barked, ‘Okay, boys, out now. Time for us to check on her.’

      I attempted to prize my eyes open, but they felt as though they were being dragged shut. My body was heavy, so heavy. It was pushing me down, back into the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      The next time I surfaced, the room was quieter and I knew it was nighttime. The world around me was hushed. Beside me someone breathing, quietly. Mum. Heavy breathing. Dad. My eyes felt as though they were glued shut and I couldn’t prise them open.

      ‘You okay, love?’ said Dad.

      Mum let out small sobs.

      ‘She’ll be awake soon, Angie. She’ll be all right.’

      ‘She’s supposed to be awake already.’

      ‘I know, but her scans are all clear. She’ll be awake soon.’

      Mum erupted into fresh tears, and my dad shuffled towards Mum, took her in his arms.

      ‘Oh, Christian. I feel terrible about everything. This last week has been the worst of my life. Ever since she found out. She’s changed so much.’

      ‘It’s a big thing to find out, particularly at her age.’

      ‘I know, but we’ve always been so close and she’s pulling away from me.’

      ‘Shhh,’ said Dad. ‘She’ll come back to you.’

      ‘Will she? How do you know?’

      All of a sudden, my body felt as though it didn’t exist. I wanted to open my eyes, to tell her I loved her, but I couldn’t move.

      Dad sighed. Didn’t disagree.

      ‘Oh, of course she’s changed. How could she not?’

      How have I changed? Tell me.

      ‘I know she’s angry at us, but that’s not all. She used to be quiet, but now she’s quietly determined. She was soft, but now there’s an edge to her.’

      Dad let out a long sigh. ‘Angie, she’s growing into herself. She’s never quite fitted in, and now she knows why. She’s stopped trying to fit. She’s just being herself.’

      What have I become?

      ‘Do you think…’ asked Mum, her thoughts a mirror of my own.

      ‘No, I don’t,’ said Dad, his voice stern. ‘I don’t think she’s a black witch.’

      A warm surge of relief coursed through my veins.

      ‘What about…’ asked Mum.

      ‘I don’t know whether she’s the Fire Queen, love.’

      Who’s the Fire Queen? Tell me!

      ‘Her actions may not be typical of a white witch like Elijah. But her heart, her heart is made of gold,’ said Dad. ‘You need to stop worrying.’

      ‘I can’t help it, Christian. She’s so different from any white witch I’ve ever met. I’m worried for her. So worried.’

      The sound of a trolley in the hall.

      Who am I?

      ‘She’s not the typical white witch, but her heart is too good to belong to a black witch,’ said Dad. I don’t know what this means, but I do know that whatever she is, she’s growing into it quickly and she will learn how to be a witch, whether we help her or not.’

      I thought back to the daily fights I’d had with my parents since the night I found out my true identity. My intention to learn witchcraft had not wavered, not for a second, and neither had Mum’s will to stop me. It had been a living hell.

      My dad continued. ‘If we don’t want to lose her, we must support her, love her, help her become the witch she’s destined to be.’

      Mum let out a sound, a sound of protest and acceptance from her soul. ‘It’s so dangerous. If anything were to happen to her…’

      ‘I know, my love, I know. Maybe we can take it slow. Let her know we will help her, but in time. When things settle down.’

      I felt my edges harden. I was ready.

      Mum made her way towards my bed. She placed a hand on the side of my face before she pushed my hair behind my ear. ‘We can try, we can try. But I know she won’t like it. Her will, it’s so strong. I can hardly believe it.’

      Dad walked to stand by Mum’s side. He picked up my hand, held it tight. ‘All I know is that she’s going to be one powerful witch.’

      Mum’s hand froze on my forehead. ‘Do you think they still want her?’

      ‘I wish I knew, Angie. Only time will tell.’

      Who wants me? What do they mean?

      I tried to store the question in my brain for later, but it was flying away from me. I was drifting, slowly, back into the abyss of darkness.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next time I woke, the birds outside were singing their morning song. It was quiet in the room. Someone was sitting next to me. I could hear them breathing and feel eyes on me – his eyes.

      Ezra.

      My heart fluttered to life. And then I remembered. Ezra Blackthorn.

      ‘Eva, I don’t know why, but I sense that you can hear me.’

      He took my hand and I tried to squeeze it back, but nothing happened.

      ‘I’m sorry I haven’t been in earlier. This is the first time you’ve been on your own. If it’s not Elijah, it’s Noah or Anna in and out, in and out. Or your parents. Poor things, your mum looks terrible.’

      The invisible hand of guilt squeezed me tight.

      ‘We’re all so worried,’ he said, his voice breaking up. ‘Well, I’m not supposed to care. Rumour has it that it was all my fault. Ezra Blackthorn strikes again.’ He moved, ran his free hand through his hair. ‘Started by your perfect boyfriend, no doubt.’

      He’s not my boyfriend!

      ‘But you need to know I would never want anything bad to happen to you. I realise we don’t even know each other, but it’s strange, because I feel like I do know you. I don’t really understand it, but there you have it.’

      The machine next to me started to beep. I felt myself being pulled towards the surface, towards Ezra. An alarm started. Footsteps in the hall. Cool lips on my forehead. A whisper in my ear. ‘Come back to me.’

      I opened my eyes to the hospital room bathed in hazy green early-morning light. Ezra was climbing out the window. He turned to me, his eyes glassy, a small smile on his lips. I held out my hand, but he glanced at the door where footsteps were headed. He looked at me one last time before he closed the window and was gone.

      In seconds, the lights were switched on, a nurse’s face smiled down at me and the doctor entered the room. Someone was on the phone calling my parents. I heard it all. I saw it all. I was back, but part of me longed for the darkness that hid the sharpness of my life.

      I was a witch, but even my parents didn’t know whether I was a white or black witch.

      Noah had somehow claimed me as his own.

      And, the one and only boy I’d ever liked was too dangerous for someone like me to be with. Dangerous for me, yes, but more dangerous for him. I remembered Ezra’s dad’s eyes, the windows to his soul, hardened to life so that he couldn’t feel or care. I remembered the sadness in Ezra’s voice when he spoke about his family. His life was already so difficult. I couldn’t make it harder.

      I closed my eyes, willed myself back to sleep. But Elijah strode into the room and sat down next to me.

      ‘Don’t you dare close your eyes, sis,’ he said.

      I opened my eyes and there was his face, full of lines and eyes smudged and puffy. Tears filled his eyes when he spoke. ‘Oh geez, who did you beat up this time?’

      I laughed, and life – life in all its beautiful and tragic form – poured back into my body, filling me until I was back, back in my body. Back to face my life and my future that felt uncertain, untethered. There was only one thing I knew. I was a witch and I needed to learn how to become one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The moment I’d been dreading finally arrived – my first class back at school after the tennis ‘incident’ that left me unconscious for two days. Not much ever happened in Melas, so this was, unbelievably, big news.

      I took a settling breath and walked into my history class. The room fell quiet as every person turned my way, who were no doubt staring at my black eye. Heat flooded my body, but I kept my head up as I scanned the room for a seat. There were no signs of the teacher, Noah or Anna, and unfortunately Elijah wasn’t in this class. But there was Ezra, sitting in the back row, smiling at me and indicating a spare seat next to him.

      My heart felt as though it got a jump-start. I knew I had to make it clear to him we could only be friends, but now – in my first class back? I walked to sit next to Ezra. A few heads turned our way, but thankfully everyone started talking all at once.

      ‘Welcome back,’ said Ezra, his piercing green eyes not wavering as he looked at me.

      ‘Did I miss much?’ I said, thinking of the week of work I’d need to catch up on.

      Ezra laughed. ‘You could be away for a month and not miss much. You okay?’

      I nodded, remembering to one of the strangest weeks of my life. ‘You know, being unconscious wasn’t at all what I expected.’

      Ezra raised an eyebrow. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘It was kind of like being down someplace like the bottom of the ocean, but then I’d surface, hear things, know things and then sink back down again.’

      ‘What can you remember?’

      ‘Oh, you know, bits and pieces from conversations in the room.’

      Ezra spoke quietly. ‘Do you remember me visiting? What I said to you?’

      ‘I do. I remember you sitting next to me. You helped me…’

      He leaned forward. ‘Helped you what?’

      Why did I even open my mouth?

      I tried to find the words I needed to put distance between us, but every word, every action was drawing us closer together.

      At that moment Mr Moore, our history teacher, made his entrance. He dropped his books with a plonk onto the table and commanded the class’s attention.

      Saved by Mr Moore – who would have thought?

      Noah and Anna walked through the door, their faces lighting up when they saw me.

      I waved at them and they waved back.

      ‘Nice of you to join us,’ said Mr Moore as they made their way to the only two seats left, in the front row. Noah turned to me again, his face clouding when he saw Ezra sitting next to me. ‘Welcome back, Eva. Okay, let’s get to work. For these next two weeks, we’ll be studying witchcraft.’

      ‘What?!’

      Unfortunately, I said this word out loud and everyone turned towards me.

      ‘Sorry, Mr Moore, I was just asking Eva a question,’ said Ezra.

      Mr Moore’s gaze flicked between us. ‘Do you care to share your question with the class, Ezra?’

      ‘I asked Eva to the Easter dance, sir.’

      I looked over to Ezra, a small smile playing on his lips.

      ‘And that was her response? Looks like you have some work to do.’

      Everyone cracked up laughing, everyone except Noah and Eva.

      Mr Moore resumed his introduction of witchcraft, but I couldn’t hear a word. Ezra was now writing in his book. Clearly, somehow, I was sending him all the wrong signals.

      While Mr Moore was writing on the board, Ezra pushed his book towards me. I looked down and read his message.

      ‘How did I help you in the hospital?

      Sorry to lie just now, but I didn’t know what else to say.

      Will you come to the dance with me?’

      I looked back up at the board, the words swimming. All I could think about was dancing in Ezra’s arms as he held me close.

      ‘Please,’ he wrote again, underlying the word please. That’s when I remembered. The special police. His father. His unhappy family life. The danger I could put him in. I had to put some distance between us. Extinguish any hope that I may have given him.

      I held my breath, picked up my pen and made myself write the words.

      ‘Sorry, I don’t dance.’

      I could feel Ezra’s body droop as he read my words. The small smile that I’d grown to like so much disappeared. He sat taller, moved his body away from mine. The rest of the class passed in a blur. The moment it was over, he stood, ignoring me entirely, and was the first out the door.

      Mission accomplished.

      I felt as though I’d dobbed in a friend for stealing. It was the right thing to do, the only thing to do, but inside me, it felt as if I’d done the completely wrong thing.

      ‘Hey, you,’ said Anna, who was by my side, hugging me tightly, pushing warmth back into me. ‘So good to see you.’

      ‘So good to see you too,’ I said as she broke away.

      ‘Hey, Eva, you doing okay? You look a little pale,’ said Noah, who had visited me every day since I’d been in hospital.

      I stood up. ‘I’m fine.’

      ‘Ezra didn’t upset you, did he?’ asked Noah.

      ‘No, not at all. It’s all good.’

      Noah pressed his lips together.

      I knew I needed to put some distance between me and Noah as well, and pronto, but I just didn’t have the energy.

      ‘Come on, Eva, let’s go to assembly. Elijah will be waiting for us,’ Anna suggested.

      I looped my arm through hers.

      ‘He won’t be waiting for me,’ I said before laughing. ‘But he will be waiting for you.’

      She laughed, such a pretty, soft laugh, as we made our way out the door.
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        * * *

      

      I played with the food in front of me. Elijah, Noah and Anna chatted away, but I felt far away. Sitting with a flock of girls in the corner of the cafeteria was Ezra. He looked how I felt, but it didn’t seem to bother the clearly smitten girls.

      I hadn’t known that putting distance between Ezra and me was going to feel this bad. I heard the word witchcraft and looked up at Noah, who’d spoken.

      ‘Sorry, what did you say?’ I asked.

      Noah studied me for a split second longer than necessary. ‘I was saying what a strange coincidence that we’re studying witchcraft when that new law has just been passed.’

      I avoided exchanging glances with Elijah and kept my voice even. ‘What new law?’

      ‘Apparently, witchcraft is now against the law and anyone caught practicing it will be arrested and charged.’

      ‘What!?’ I said again, louder than intended.

      ‘I know, it’s a bit odd,’ said Elijah, giving me a quick look to pull it together. ‘But we all know Orpheus Blackthorn is nuts, so I guess it’s no real surprise. He’ll be banning unicorns next.’

      Anna and Noah laughed, but a smile didn’t even reach my face. The wedge between Ezra and I would need to be permanent; there was no chance for us now.

      Elijah and Anna started talking as though there were no one else in the room. Noah, sitting next to me, leant towards me. ‘You’re very quiet. Care to talk about it?’

      ‘Just a bit tired,’ I said, checking my watch, calculating that I had three more hours until I could head home.

      ‘Look, I need to ask you, did Ezra ask you to the dance?’

      I wanted to click my fingers and disappear, but it was better to rip the Band-Aid off in one day.

      ‘He did,’ I said quietly, remembering his sweet note.

      ‘Oh,’ he said, the smile slipping from his face. ‘And did you accept?’

      ‘I said no, actually.’ I watched his face, hope igniting his every feature. ‘I told him I don’t dance. Last place I’d go.’

      Noah turned his head on an angle.

      ‘You should ask Jen. I know she likes you and I bet she likes to dance,’ I said.

      And I bet she’d like to kiss you.

      ‘Oh,’ said Noah. ‘I didn’t want to ask Jen. I don’t like Jen.’ He sighed. ‘I like you, Eva. Can’t you see?’

      I looked up at him. Every part of him was high in the sky, flying in the breeze. This was so much harder than I thought.

      ‘Noah, I think you’re great and I like you a lot, as a friend. I’m sorry.’

      Noah’s face went blotchy and he turned away.

      ‘I thought so,’ he said. ‘You like Ezra.’

      My face started to burn, and my words came out loud and blunt. ‘Noah, I don’t like anyone, okay. And anyway, it’s none of your business.’ Standing quickly, I grabbed my bag, and then strode away from the table, my head spinning.

      I’d had enough thinking about boys, and thanks to my ongoing battle with my parents, I had delayed learning about witchcraft. Enough was enough – tonight I would make a start.
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      As Elijah and I walked through our front door after school, I sensed tension in the air. We stopped and glanced around. Normally the house was quiet and peaceful at this time of day with our parents at work, but the house seemed braced, ready for something.

      ‘Is that you, Elijah, Eva?’ said Dad, walking from the kitchen.

      I blinked a few times as I took a good look at Dad. He had lost weight, and his body and face looked hollow. I felt the sharp prick of guilt.

      ‘You okay?’ I asked, walking to hug my dad, who was so much like Elijah – funny, loving and caring.

      Dad took me in his arms and hugged me tight. ‘Can’t tell you how good it is to see you up and about.’

      ‘What about me?’ said Elijah, crossing his arms and tapping his foot, barely able to contain the smile on his face.

      ‘Come here, son,’ said Dad, who hugged Elijah as he had hugged me. He stood back and ruffled Elijah’s hair. ‘Since when did you get taller than me?’

      ‘Since like two years ago, old man.’

      Dad laughed, but all of a sudden he appeared far more like an old man than the youthful dad he’d always been.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.

      ‘Everything is okay, but we need to chat.’

      We followed Dad into the kitchen, where he had hot chocolates set out for us, just as he did when we were little and he had something he wanted to talk to us about.

      ‘This must be serious,’ said Elijah.

      Dad laughed nervously.

      ‘Out with it, Dad,’ I said, taking my seat.

      Dad glanced between the two of us. ‘I’m not sure whether you’ve heard, but Orpheus Blackthorn has introduced a set of new laws today that places us all in more danger.’

      ‘We heard that anyone caught practising witchcraft will be arrested and punished,’ I said.

      ‘What’s going on, Dad? No one has been anti-witchcraft since like the 1600s,’ said Elijah.

      Dad nodded, his face pale. He was quiet when he spoke. ‘I know, it’s almost impossible to believe. But what you may not realise is that religious fanatics have been opposed to witchcraft for all the ages – they see it as a form of the devil. We can only assume that Orpheus believes this as well.’

      ‘He’s nuts,’ said Elijah before taking a sip from his drink. ‘At least he’ll never find out about us.’

      Dad gazed at me and swallowed. ‘It’s become very dangerous for our kind. Orpheus is becoming like a…dictator before our eyes.’

      A dictator?

      But that didn’t happen here, where we lived. And certainly not in 2025.

      ‘He’s displaying all of the character traits. A thirst for absolute power, fanaticism, special police, unlimited control, and that dangerous blend of charisma and paranoia.’

      ‘Surely someone can do something about it?’ I said.

      ‘You would think so, but the rest of the world is trying to get on their feet again. We’re a small country that no one cares about. And besides, he’s started to censor our communication.’

      ‘What!’ Elijah and I said at the same time.

      ‘That’s not in the news, so you will need to keep that a secret, but it’s true. My boss, who knows someone who works for Orpheus, told him. They’re monitoring our mail, and there’s talk they’ll start monitoring our phones.’

      I sat back in my chair. I felt as though I’d swallowed a thousand stones that sat in the base of my stomach.

      ‘This can’t be happening,’ said Elijah.

      ‘I’m afraid, son, that it can and is.’

      ‘Can’t we move home, say our family back home needs us?’ said Elijah.

      Dad looked away, his eyes filling with tears.

      I put my hand on his arm. ‘Dad, what’s wrong?’

      He wiped his tears away. ‘They’re under investigation for witchcraft.’

      ‘By Orpheus? But they live over a hundred kilometres away,’ said Elijah.

      ‘He’s controlling our whole country. Everything that’s happening here is happening everywhere,’ said Dad.

      ‘Are they…okay?’ I asked.

      ‘For now,’ said Dad. ‘Our family has long associations with witchcraft. There are people who remember, people who have turned on our family. But they have no proof, so they’re just watching our relatives closely.’

      ‘What?’ I stood up and paced the kitchen. ‘How can this even be happening?’

      ‘I know, it’s very hard to believe, but still, we must,’ said Dad.

      ‘Do they know we’re related?’ said Elijah. His face appeared to be set in stone.

      ‘No, not yet. We’re lucky we left when we did. Lucky we told people we were moving countries.’

      I remembered back to that lie we were forced to tell to everyone; a lie I had resented; a lie that we were lucky to have told.

      ‘This is madness,’ I mumbled, thinking of my family back home. My aunts, uncles and cousins, all under the watchful eyes of a madman – Ezra’s dad.

      ‘I know, but that’s why we need to be so careful.’

      ‘I agree. We shouldn’t even talk about it anymore, even say the word out loud,’ said Elijah.

      Dad and Elijah watched me.

      I thought about the promise I’d made to myself only hours ago, to start learning how to become the witch I was born to be.

      ‘Eva, you know how your mother and I agreed that you can learn witchcraft.’

      I narrowed my eyes and waited.

      ‘But not right now. It’s too dangerous for you, for Elijah and us all,’ said Dad.

      Elijah’s violet-blue eyes stared intently at me. If I lied, he would know. If I demanded to start learning, I would send fear into his heart. I glanced out through the window at the tree branches that swayed to the rhythm of the wind.

      ‘Eva,’ said Dad. ‘Please tell me you agree to wait.’

      I sat up straighter and looked my dad in the eyes. ‘I will try to, Dad. Really, I will, but I can’t promise. The desire within me is strong. It burns in my veins and I don’t know if I’ll be able to deny it.’

      Elijah’s mouth literally dropped open, while Dad watched me in a way he hadn’t before, as if he’d seen another whole side to me he hadn’t known about.

      ‘C’mon, sis, you can’t be serious. This is…’

      ‘I know, Elijah. I know what’s at stake and like I said, I will go against my own desire and try my hardest to pretend I’m not the person I am. But I can’t promise, because this feeling I have inside me may be stronger than I am. So, I’m not going to tell you what you want to hear, because that would be a lie.’

      Dad put his hand on my arm. ‘Eva, I appreciate your honesty and believe it or not, I understand. In all my years of witchcraft, I’ve seen many things, and although I’ve never seen anyone with a…desire like yours, I’ve read about it.’

      Elijah stared at me as though I had two heads. It was the first time we hadn’t seen eye to eye on something so fundamentally important.

      ‘I’m sorry, Elijah,’ I said, standing, knocking my chair to the ground before turning and racing up the stairs and into my attic bedroom, where I shut my door and locked it behind me.
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        * * *

      

      Big, fat tears welled up in my eyes and ran down my face. I grabbed a tissue and wiped them away, yelping as the tissue pressed against my black eye. In front of me my mirror revealed that my normal olive skin as pale as a cloud, my hair long and wild, my left eye as black as the night and my right eye swollen and red. But there, within my face, was something I’d never seen before. Where there had been softness was an edge. Where there had been innocence was innocence lost. I looked uncertain, wary; I looked like a witch.

      I stepped back from the mirror, but I was still there, staring like an accusation. A fine film of sweat covered my body. I turned and walked to bed, then lay down as still as the air inside a cave.

      In the last few months, my life had turned inside out and upside down. Nothing made sense on one level, but on another level – for the first time – it made perfect sense. Now that I knew my identity, I couldn’t deny it. I closed my eyes and tried to calm the storm raging inside me.

      Finally, my heart slowed and my mind cleared. I opened my eyes and looked up at the books on my bedside table. Some of the books faced in the opposite direction to where I’d placed them. I sat up, my eyes raking the room, realising that my belongings were now slightly out of place.

      My skin crawled. Someone had been in my room.

      I jumped from bed and walked around my room, feeling as though my sanctuary had been invaded. Why would someone come into my room? I checked my window. It was still locked. Someone had to come from inside the house.

      Inside!

      The lightbulb in my head went on. Of course, the book on witchcraft. My parents had been in here, searching for it. My heartbeat sped up as I looked down at the floorboard that hid my book – my only link to who I really was.

      I listened for a few seconds, but the house was quiet. I quickly made my way to the rug, raised it and released the floorboard. There, sitting exactly where I’d left it those few weeks ago, was my book.

      Carefully, I picked up the book, heavy in my hands. Sitting back on my bed, I traced my fingers over the five-pointed star surrounded by a circle that connected each point. Within each of the points of the star were five different elemental symbols – earth, air, water, fire, and spirit. It was the same symbol on the necklace my mother gave me when I was a girl. A necklace I’d been forbidden to wear as it was a family heirloom, but I sometimes wore if I could hide it behind my clothes. I put my hand there now, as I sometimes did when I wore it, and felt a warmth spread through me.

      The desire to open the book was strong. I remembered back to the promise I’d made myself to learn my craft, and then I remembered my promise to try to resist the temptation to learn.

      The battle within me was strong. I felt the pull and push, and I knew which part was winning. I put the book down on the ground as though it were on fire. The front cover opened and there, staring up at me, were words, ancient words. Before I could look away, I started to read, the words quietly released from my lips.

      

      
        
        
        Deep inside her lies a sleeping witch

        Resting for a thousand years

      

        

      
        But the moon up high now shines upon her face

        Inside her, her soul stirs

        Slowly now until she is wide awake

      

        

      
        One by one

        Whispers from a thousand souls

        The living and the dead

        Stir her five powers to life

      

        

      
        Now, within her very being lie the two sides to her witching power

      

        

      
        Will she turn her head towards the sun

        and give light to those souls in need

      

        

      
        Or will the dark hand of the night take her

        Down, down into its depths

        And teach her to do its bidding

      

        

      
        Choose carefully, dear witch, for once a path is chosen

        It cannot be undone

      

        

      

      

      I finished reading at the same time that I heard heavy footsteps on the stairs.

      Elijah!

      Sent to talk some sense into me, no doubt. All my life I had nothing to hide from him. But now my path had turned away from his. I couldn’t let him see the book, know that I had read some of it, realise where I hid it.

      He knocked on the door, tried the door handle.

      ‘Eva,’ he said, sounding more like our dad than ever. ‘Open up. We need to talk.’

      I took in the book in my hands, the open floorboard and upturned rug.

      ‘Go away!’ I said.

      For a few moments he was quiet, and I pictured his face as he realised that he no longer understood his sister.

      ‘Nope, I’m not going anywhere. I’m going to stand here until you let me in.’

      Crap! Crap! Crap!
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        * * *

      

      I could hear Elijah’s heavy breathing outside my door.

      ‘Come on, sis – open up, why don’t you?’

      ‘I need five minutes, Elijah, then I’ll come find you.’

      ‘Five minutes,’ said Elijah before letting out a long sigh and trudging off down the stairs.

      I turned to the open book in my hands and the words sitting there, questions swirling through my brain. My hand rested, hot and heavy, on the book, and the desire to turn the page burned within me. Through the windows, I watched the blue sky soften as the hands of time moved towards sunset.

      I heard my mum’s car in the driveway and could picture her face as Dad told her about our conversation, and my promise that was hardly a promise at all. I gently closed the book, then placed it back into its home that hid it from the world.

      As I stood, my head felt light and dizzy and my body cold, so cold – so much for a gentle re-entry into school. I picked up my phone from my desk and sent Elijah and my parents a message.

      Hey – am exhausted. Going to have a quick nap and will be down. X

      ‘And you can grill me then,’ I added silently.

      I unlocked my door, took off my shoes and climbed into bed before letting sleep claim me.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke, I sensed someone was in my bedroom. Adrenalin flooded my body – my eyes shot open and I sat up.

      ‘It’s just me,’ said Elijah, who was sitting in my comfy chair in the corner of the room, in the darkness.

      ‘What are you doing here? You scared the living daylights out of me.’

      ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to. I was worried about you… Wanted to make sure you were okay after everything that happened yesterday.’

      ‘Yesterday? What time is it?’

      Elijah checked his wristwatch. ‘2.05 p.m. – the witching hour.’

      In that moment my life rushed back to me – Ezra, Noah, my family all wanting something from me that I couldn’t give. A heavy weight returned and I slumped back into bed.

      ‘You should go and get some sleep, Elijah. I’m okay.’

      ‘The thing is, sis, you are not okay, not yourself. I’m worried about you.’

      I let out a long sigh. ‘I know, there’s a lot going on, but I don’t want to worry you or Mum and Dad.’

      ‘You seem different,’ he said.

      I remembered back to looking into the mirror yesterday, thinking the same thing. There was no point lying to my twin – the other half of my being.

      ‘I am different, Elijah. I don’t understand it, but I’m changing and like I said, I can’t totally control it.’

      Elijah gasped.

      ‘But I will try. I promise.’

      Try harder.

      ‘Don’t you feel it too? Knowing you are a witch?’

      Elijah’s eyes glistened silver in the dark. ‘It makes sense to me, knowing who I am. And yes, I want to learn more, like you. But when the time is right. The burning need to know it now just isn’t there. There’s nothing there for me that I have to learn to control.’

      I pulled my legs up to my chest, rested my chin on them.

      ‘How can we be so different?’ Elijah said quietly. ‘We’ve never been different before.’

      ‘I don’t understand it either.’

      ‘It makes me feel sick. Sick that I don’t know what’s happening to you, or what I can do to stop it.’

      ‘You’re such a good person, Elijah,’ I said, my voice breaking up.

      ‘So are you, Eva.’ Elijah stood and walked to sit on my bed. ‘I will never doubt that for a second.’

      Tears welled up in my eyes and spilt down my cheeks.

      Elijah moved closer and took me in his arms. ‘Hey, it’s going to be okay, sis, I promise. Even though I’m not going through what you’re going through, don’t forget, you are never alone. I’m always here for you, and I know Mum and Dad are too.’

      The control that I had wound up like a ball of wool unravelled.

      ‘Never forget that, Eva. How much you are loved.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      The organ was playing a hymn when Mum, Dad and I arrived at the church. I’d admired the simple white structure with a wall of stained-glass windows from the street as I’d walked past, but I’d never desired to set a foot inside, and today was no exception.

      Yet here I was. It was one of the many things I’d agreed to that night, several weeks ago when Elijah and I had our big chat. Not only would it ‘demonstrate’ that our family was conforming and less of a target, but I also knew the subtext: it may just help to keep me away from the dark side.

      Here’s hoping, I thought as I stepped over the threshold and into the church, which was jam packed with other newly minted Christians like us.

      It was an unseasonably warm day, and I was glad to have opted for a summer dress. I scanned the church and there, up at the front, were Elijah, Noah and Anna, waving at us.

      ‘There they are,’ I said to my mum and dad, who were standing behind me.

      We made our way quickly to the seats that were being saved for us. I could feel the sulky stares from the early-bird parishioners. The small town we lived in all of a sudden felt far smaller.

      The three of us squeezed into the small space, and I found myself pressed right up against Noah. I tried to shuffle away, but there was nowhere to go. I could feel his leg and his arm gently pressing into mine. I let out a long sigh and put on my game face.

      ‘Hi there,’ I said, smiling at Noah, Elijah and Anna.

      Noah and Anna smiled brightly, but Elijah smirked. I narrowed my eyes at him, silently cursing myself for agreeing to this.

      I glanced down and saw that Elijah and Anna were holding hands, and Noah’s hands were resting on his lap, close to mine. I wanted to bolt, or at the very least close my eyes and wait this out, but ‘being nice’ to Noah and his family – a well-connected and trusted family in town – was another condition.

      I stifled my groan. It wasn’t hard being nice to Noah, who was undoubtedly one of the nicest people I knew. But it was harder not to give him the wrong idea. So far, I’d managed the tap dance okay, but I had a sinking feeling it wouldn’t last. I looked down at Noah’s waiting hands again, and for a split second I imagined how my hand would feel in his.

      The church fell quiet as Orpheus Blackthorn, dressed in a black suit, strode down the aisle and took his place next to his very skinny-looking, birdlike blond wife – and Ezra.

      How could I have missed him?

      Ezra turned to make room for his dad, and his eyes found mine. My heart spluttered to life and I turned my head, my pink face no doubt giving me away. I’d managed to avoid him at school, but he was never far away from my thoughts.

      ‘Welcome, everyone,’ said the priest, standing to begin the service.

      All through the long hour, I tried to follow others to stand and sit at the right times and attempt the prayers that were projected onto the screen in front of us, but I felt as though I was one step behind the congregation. I tried my hardest not to listen to the sermons and prayers, but it was impossible not to garner their meaning. The judgement, the condemning, the sins weighed heavily in the room. Surely this wasn’t a modern sermon. Surely these words came from another time, another place, where fear lived in the hearts of the community.

      I looked slowly around the church. All eyes were glued on the priest, and I knew then that our town was in trouble. People were falling for this dangerous mumbo jumbo. People were being hypnotised to turn on their neighbours, to behave only in the ways of the most paranoid old Christian laws. It seemed impossible, yet somehow, as the ceiling fans pushed hot air around the room, it had become reality. We’d slipped inside the setting of a nightmare.

      And then it was over. People stood and followed the priest and Blackthorn family quietly out the door. The spell was broken. We made our way outside, and Mum and Dad walked off to speak with parents they knew while the four of us went to stand under a nearby tree.

      ‘You survived, sis,’ said Elijah, raising an eyebrow.

      ‘Just. Did you hear the things that priest was talking about?’ I said.

      The smiles fell from their faces. ‘Careful, sis, someone might hear you.’

      ‘Are you for real?’ I knew the answer the moment I asked the question.

      ‘It’s not so bad, Eva. You’ll get used to it,’ said Anna, smiling as though she felt sorry for me.

      I pushed my lips firmly together, kept in the words that would fall on deaf ears.

      ‘So, you guys still right for the movies tonight?’ asked Noah, looking straight at me.

      I held in my groan. I’d forgotten all about it and had never wanted to kick my brother more than I did in that moment.

      ‘Sure,’ I said, forcing my lips into a smile and blocking out the vision of the dark room, confined space and his eager hands…what he might try.

      Elijah’s smile slipped from his face as he looked up. ‘What does he want?’

      I followed his gaze and there was Ezra, dressed in beige pants and a blue top, striding towards us – towards me.

      ‘Hi, everyone,’ said Ezra. ‘Eva, do you have a minute?’

      I glanced quickly at Elijah and Noah, whose faces were set.

      Staying away from Ezra was yet another condition I’d agreed to.

      But what can I do?

      ‘Sure,’ I said, making my legs walk forward and not run home like they wanted.

      I followed Ezra around the side of the church, away from the crowds.

      Under the shade of a tree, he turned around. ‘I’m surprised to see you here. I didn’t take you as the churchgoing type.’

      ‘I’m not,’ I said. ‘My family are making me.’

      Ezra blinked quickly. ‘Because of my dad?’

      I recalled our conversation on the boat, how controlling his father was.

      ‘Oh, you know, this and that.’

      ‘You don’t have to say that to make me feel better. It’s awful…what he’s doing. I hate it.’

      I glanced around for listening ears, but thankfully we were alone. ‘It must be really hard, particularly starting a new school, which is shitty enough in itself.’

      Ezra peered up at me then, his green eyes watching me as though he’d known me his whole life. ‘You don’t know the half of it.’

      I thought back to all the times I’d seen Ezra at school, either alone or with a bunch of girls hanging off him.

      ‘Hasn’t seemed to affect your popularity with the girls,’ I said, regretting the words the moment they left my mouth.

      Ezra laughed as though he didn’t have a care in the world. ‘You sound a little jealous.’

      I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, glancing every which way but at him.

      ‘And here I was, thinking you didn’t even like me,’ he said.

      Lying was not one of my strong points, but neither was stringing him along.

      ‘Why did you want to talk?’ I said, crossing my arms.

      ‘Oh, right. I wanted to say that I understand if you don’t want to go to the dance, but don’t be a stranger. You seem to be avoiding me.’

      Oh boy!

      ‘Please don’t avoid me,’ he said.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I stuttered out. ‘It’s complicated.’

      ‘Eva, I know complicated.’

      Inside me sat the truth. The way he stared at me, he was pulling at it. I opened my mouth.

      ‘Ezra, there you are,’ said a voice that commanded attention.

      We turned and there, striding towards us, was Orpheus Blackthorn, his large body dominating all of the space around him.

      Ezra straightened his back. ‘Father.’

      Orpheus came to stand before us and scrutinised me as though I were a bug under a microscope.

      ‘And who might you be?’

      No! No! No! Fly under the radar, Eva. Those are my instructions.

      ‘Eva,’ I said, lowering my eyes.

      ‘A pleasure to meet you, Eva,’ said Orpheus, his voice penetrating my shell.

      I raised my head and met his eyes, which were the palest shade of blue. In them I saw a soulless man – a thirsty, soulless man.

      ‘It’s good to meet Ezra’s friends, know who he’s spending his time with,’ said Orpheus.

      I glanced at Ezra, who looked as if he wanted to disappear into a crack in the ground.

      ‘Lucky for me we joined school at the same time,’ I said.

      Why, oh why, did I say that?

      Orpheus cocked his head to the side. ‘Is that right? And where might you and your family be from?’

      ‘Oh, come on, Dad. Don’t give Eva the Spanish Inquisition.’

      Orpheus laughed, a loud laugh that seemed out of place in this quiet, sacred place. ‘Surely I can ask how she got her black eye?’

      I put a hand up to my eye, which had nearly healed. ‘I was hit by a tennis ball.’

      ‘Got distracted, did we?’ said Orpheus, laughing again, but neither Ezra nor I laughed.

      ‘Think I’m onto something here,’ said Orpheus, has gaze moving between me and Ezra as though we were a puzzle.

      ‘Well, Dad, we should probably let Eva get back to her family.’

      ‘Ah, yes, of course. And which family would that be?’

      ‘Dad, stop it,’ said Ezra.

      ‘Best you don’t tell me what to do,’ said Orpheus, a threat lining his voice.

      ‘The Martinez family,’ I said quietly.

      Orpheus nodded. ‘Good to see you and your family here, Eva Martinez. Hopefully you’ll grace us with your presence next week.’

      ‘That’s the plan,’ I said.

      Stupid, annoying, painful plan.

      ‘I’ll be keeping an eye out for you. And, Eva, it would be wise to be more careful.’

      ‘Pardon?’ I said, my face heating.

      ‘At tennis,’ he said, laughing. ‘What did you think I meant?’

      It was in that moment I saw the type of child he’d been. One that played with other children, picking them to pieces, bit by bit, just to see how they reacted.

      ‘Nothing, nothing at all. Well, goodbye and I’ll see you at school, Ezra,’ I said.

      Ezra mouthed a silent sorry before he said goodbye.

      I turned and walked away, feeling two sets of eyes burning into me – one with light inside and the other, darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      I let out a long sigh when the lights finally came back on in the movie theatre. The double-date movie night was far worse than I’d imagined. Anna and Elijah were to my left, seeing nothing of the movie but plenty of each other as they whispered and kissed through the entire film. Noah was on my right, his whole body leaning into me, his hand slowly creeping towards mine. To add insult to injury, the movie was a romantic comedy – even more kissing!

      The only good thing about it was that it took my mind off Ezra and his dad, Orpheus Blackthorn. All afternoon I’d thought about poor Ezra, lumped with that vile man for a father. And Ezra’s request of me to not avoid him. In other words, please be my friend.

      I pictured again what it would be like, how it would feel having Ezra in my life, but I stopped myself. The thought was dangerous. For him and for my family. And to think, I’d been so close to telling Ezra the truth; the truth that could cost my family everything.

      ‘So, did you like the movie?’ asked Noah, his eyes bright.

      ‘Not really my sort of movie,’ I said, stretching and looking over at Anna and Elijah. ‘Way too much kissing.’

      Everyone laughed, and we stood and made our way out to the front of the cinema. After an extensive kissing session between the lovebirds and a quick peck on the cheek between me and Noah, we separated and Elijah and I started for home.

      Elijah whistled as we walked down the street, which was slicked wet from earlier rain.

      I zipped up my jacket. ‘I do believe, dear brother, that you are in love.’

      I heard him sigh, and he was quiet for a few moments. ‘I guess you’re right, as always,’ he said. ‘I can recommend it.’

      I groaned. ‘You mean you can recommend Noah?’

      ‘What’s not to recommend? I mean, for a start, have you looked at him? If I were a girl, I’d be in love with him.’

      I laughed and gently punched his arm. ‘Lucky for all of us that you’re not a girl.’

      ‘I’m serious, sis. He’s one in a million.’

      ‘I know, I know, he’s perfect – maybe a bit too perfect for me.’

      The smile fell from Elijah’s face. ‘So, I take it you prefer someone far from perfect then, like Ezra?’

      ‘Ezra is not exactly an option. You know what, my love life, or non-existent love life for that matter, is none of your business.’

      ‘No need to be like that. It’s just at the church, you went off with him.’

      ‘Him and his lovely dad,’ I said. ‘Yes, it was very romantic.’

      ‘But you did get some time alone. What did he want?’

      The air between us turned from chilly to cold. ‘That’s none of your business, Elijah.’

      ‘Since when did you become so secretive?’ he asked.

      ‘Since when did you become so nosy?’

      We walked on in silence, our footsteps loud in the deserted street. I was about to comment on the whole ghost-town thing when we heard a massive bang from the side street we were walking past.

      Elijah and I glanced at each other and stopped. We turned our gazes down the dark street where the noise had come from. People were down there, talking and laughing. The soft street lights lit up Jet and his entourage, who looked to be up to something.

      ‘Come on, let’s get outta here,’ Elijah said.

      ‘Are they making something?’

      ‘Probably best we don’t know.’

      ‘Since when did you become such a chicken?’ I said, starting to walk down the dimly lit cobbled street.

      Elijah caught up with me and gently took my arm, stopping me. ‘Heard of Orpheus Blackthorn? Come on, let’s not get mixed up with this.’

      I shook my arm free and strained to take a closer look. It had gone quiet now, no sign of Jet. But still, it felt as if they were there, watching us from their hidden place. A chill travelled down my spine.

      ‘Let’s go,’ I said. We turned and there in front of us were Jet and three of his cronies. I felt as though I jumped out of my skin.

      ‘Going somewhere?’ asked Jet, raising an eyebrow, the same black colour as his eyes.

      ‘Yep, just heading home,’ said Elijah, pulling his shoulders back so he was at full height, which was considerable.

      Jet looked at Elijah and laughed. ‘But you only just got here.’

      ‘We took a wrong turn,’ said Elijah.

      ‘Oh, I don’t know, it looks like your sister here knew exactly where she was going.’

      A redhead with glossy lips and a black leather jacket stepped forward and draped herself on Jet, glaring at me.

      ‘Looks like you’ve got your hands full,’ I said, an unexpected current of jealousy running through me.

      Jet looked at the redhead and removed her, limb by limb, then turned to me. ‘Not at all.’

      The redhead scowled at Jet. ‘That’s not what you told me last night,’ she said, licking her lips.

      ‘That was last night, honey,’ said Jet.

      ‘We should go,’ said Elijah.

      ‘Good idea,’ said the redhead.

      ‘Why don’t you go, leave your sister here,’ said Jet.

      Elijah, who didn’t have a mean bone in his body, stepped forward. ‘Never going to happen.’

      ‘Oh, I like a challenge,’ said Jet, stepping forward, not that much smaller than Elijah.

      The group, who’d been lazily standing around, all snapped to attention.

      ‘Oh, come off it, both of you.’ I moved to stand between them. ‘You must know by now that I’m not interested, never will be interested,’ I said, looking directly at Jet.

      A cloud passed through his eyes before he smiled. ‘Never say never.’

      ‘Let’s go,’ I said to Elijah, walking straight through the small gap in the group and heading back up the main street.

      Elijah took a few quick steps and caught up with me. ‘You have to be kidding.’

      ‘What? What have I done now?’ I said, my voice like ice. ‘I’ve agreed to all of your stupid conditions and even went on another double date.’

      ‘Keep your voice down,’ he said.

      ‘What did I do?’ I asked.

      ‘You really don’t know?’

      I let out a groan.

      ‘You like him, don’t you?’ he said.

      ‘What? No!’

      ‘You can’t fool me.’

      ‘Honestly, I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

      At the top of the street, I stopped walking and faced my brother.

      ‘It’s the way you…look at him,’ he said.

      I opened my mouth to argue, but it would be pointless. As much as I hated to admit it, Elijah was right.

      ‘Eva?’

      ‘Look, maybe you’re right, but I didn’t even realise. Anyhow, it doesn’t matter. I would never go out with him, ever. He’s bad news.’

      Elijah ran his hand through his dark-brown hair and glanced at me and then back down the street.

      ‘What the…?’ he said.

      I turned to where he was staring and froze. One by one the street lights went out, leaving us in darkness. Elijah grabbed me, held me close. Then we heard it, a low howl from down the street we’d emerged from. Then another and another, until it sounded like a pack of wolves howling at the moon. I raised my eyes and there, sitting low in the sky, was a full moon.

      Inside me, something stirred. Something ancient and primal. I felt the pull and tried to walk back down the alley, but Elijah held me close.

      ‘Come on,’ I said.

      ‘This isn’t right,’ he whispered. ‘I feel it, too, but I know it’s not good.’

      We took a few steps away when we saw flames erupt in the dark street. Slowly our eyes adjusted to the darkness, and we made out Jet and his friends walking around in a circle, flames emerging from their fingertips.

      ‘Witches,’ I whispered, trying to resist the pulling temptation.

      ‘Witches of the night,’ said Elijah, holding me close.

      I felt alive, more alive than I could ever remember. My hands felt hot and I knew that if I went with them, I’d somehow be able to do what they were doing.

      ‘No, Eva,’ he said, pulling me close as I tried to pull away.

      Then their hands joined together, and whatever they were holding onto caught fire.

      ‘What the–!’ said Elijah.

      That’s when I heard the sound of police sirens, getting louder by the second.

      ‘Run!’ said Elijah.

      I snapped from the trance I’d been in, and we ran down the main street towards home. The sirens got loud and louder, and then we saw the police car racing down the street towards us. Elijah grabbed me and pulled me into a small alleyway. We jumped behind a parked car as the police car passed. I let out a long sigh, but then the car stopped, the siren went dead and the car reversed back, towards us.

      Elijah stiffened beside me. I grabbed his hand, my heart racing.

      Then a light, a bright light, was shining down the street and over the car we were hiding behind. From a distance, two people were talking.

      ‘You sure you saw someone?’

      ‘I saw two people – boy and girl – run down here.’

      ‘Kids most likely.’

      ‘Well, we’d better take a look. It’s a dead-end street, so they won’t be going far.’

      Heat rose to my skin and blistered into sweat.

      Yells and laughter broke out from further up the street.

      Jet!

      ‘I’ll call for backup,’ said one of the men before the siren went back on and they were off and racing.

      ‘Come on, let’s go,’ said Elijah.

      A surge of adrenalin exploded inside me and we started to run, faster than we’d run in our lives. With every step, I prayed the backup would take a few minutes to get there and give us enough time to get home and far, far away from whatever it was we’d witnessed.
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      The moment we were inside our front door, we collapsed on the sofas and sucked in air. Slowly, our breath returned. I listened for sounds of Mum and Dad, grateful they were still out for dinner, so we didn’t have to face their questions as well.

      ‘That was a close call,’ I said, sitting up and wiping sweat from my forehead.

      ‘A close call, is that all you have to say?’ said Elijah, standing up.

      ‘I’m sorry, okay. I didn’t know that we would run into Jet and his gang, and I certainly didn’t know that they were…witches.’

      Elijah rubbed his hands over his face. ‘I know you didn’t mean to, but seriously, Eva, what’s up with you? I had to hold you back.’

      There was no point denying it. The feeling of wanting to join into their ritual was still fresh in my mind. ‘I don’t know what’s happening. Perhaps I am a witch who practices black magic after all.’

      ‘Don’t say that.’

      ‘Why not? Someone has to. I did want to join them, with every cell in my body. And I don’t like Noah, the perfect boy, and I’m attracted to Jet, a witch who practices black magic, even though I know I shouldn’t be. So, what does that make me then?’

      Elijah cringed as though I were sticking needles into him.

      ‘I don’t know what’s happening to you, Eva, but I do know you’re not a bad witch. You have a good heart and that’s all that matters.’

      I lay back down on the couch. ‘What do you think they were doing, back in that alley?’

      ‘Making some kind of statement. Probably trying to send Orpheus a message.’

      I remembered the moment when they set fire to something; the feeling of being alive.

      ‘What do you think they were setting fire to?’ I asked.

      ‘I guess we’ll find out tomorrow. Nothing has happened here for about a hundred years.’

      I pictured the cafeteria at lunch, buzzing with gossip.

      ‘I wonder whether they caught Jet…and what they would do. I mean, witchcraft is a crime now.’ I swallowed the lump in my throat. ‘I feel like we’ve slipped into the twilight zone. I mean, seriously, who makes witchcraft a crime?’

      ‘I know it feels that way, but this is real. We can’t leave, so you must start taking this more seriously.’

      I glanced over at Elijah, whose pale skin was alabaster white with dark-grey circles hugging his eyes. ‘I will, Elijah, I promise.’

      ‘No more talking to Ezra or Jet.’

      I felt the light grow dim inside me. ‘Jet I agree, he’s trouble. But Ezra, well, he won the unfortunate lottery of having Orpheus Blackthorn as his father. He’s actually a really good guy.’

      ‘Maybe you’re right, but it’s just too dangerous.’

      I let out a long low groan, thinking of the danger not only to our family, but also to Ezra.

      ‘Eva?’

      ‘I will try, try my hardest.’

      Elijah looked straight ahead, his mind ticking over. ‘You’re going to have to try harder than you are. You’re a magnet for trouble.’

      I stood up, faced my brother. ‘Don’t treat me like I’m five, okay. I said I’ll try my best, and you’ll have to take my word for it.’

      Elijah watched me for a long moment.

      ‘If you don’t believe me, that’s your problem. I’m going to bed,’ I said, walking towards the stairs.

      ‘Eva, stop.’

      I turned to my brother, who seemed to be finding the right words.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I don’t know quite how to say this,’ he said quietly. ‘But, in my bones, I know that you’re spiralling away from me, and there’s nothing, absolutely nothing, that I can do to stop you.’

      The truth of his words hit me hard. I ran and hugged him. ‘Don’t you give up on me.’

      ‘Never,’ he said, his voice breaking.

      That’s when I knew I was in over my head and that a force beyond me, beyond Elijah, was controlling my destiny.
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        * * *

      

      As expected, the rumour mill was in full swing at school the next day. Everywhere I went, people were talking about what had happened in town last night. Of course, no one except Elijah and I knew exactly what went on, and we weren’t about to tell them. But that didn’t stop everyone from guessing. Surprisingly, what did seem to be common knowledge was that an act of witchcraft had been performed.

      All through the morning, I heard the word witchcraft whispered in the halls and in the classrooms as though it were some kind of sin. Each time I shuddered, the word reverberating through me.

      While no one seemed to know what had happened, there could be no doubt about what was created. In the dead centre of town, amongst the sandstone buildings and cobbled streets, was a large round stone that was suspended in the air, surrounded by a ball of fire that nothing and no one could put out.

      Someone had spotted it on their way to school. The police had put barricades all around it, but that hadn’t stopped eager Mark from sneaking down and taking a picture on his phone and sharing it with every student at school. By lunchtime, everyone was looking at their phones, talking about the same thing and asking the same question: who did this – who was the witch?

      The table where I sat for lunch was talking non-stop about it. After a while, I zoned out and looked around for signs of Jet and his gang, whom I hadn’t seen all day. So far no one had mentioned him as being involved. Nor did we have any way of knowing whether Jet and his gang had been arrested by the police. Even thinking about the police and how close we’d been to being caught made my stomach churn.

      ‘Eva, earth to Eva,’ said Anna, rubbing my arm.

      ‘Huh?’ My face burned as I glanced up to see everyone at the table watching me. ‘What did you say?’

      ‘Oh, I was just asking whether you’d seen anything on the way home from the movies last night. Tom said he heard the sirens about 10.30, not long after we left you.’

      I glanced over to Elijah, who was smiling, but every muscle in his face was set. Lying was not my strong point and he knew it.

      ‘Nah, we must have just missed all the drama,’ said Elijah without missing a beat. I took a long look at my brother, who put his arm around Anna.

      ‘That was lucky,’ said Noah. ‘Wouldn’t want to get mixed up with whatever was going on there. I don’t imagine Orpheus will be too happy, not with these new anti-witchcraft laws.’

      I remembered how I felt watching the witches perform their ritual, the invisible cord that was pulling me, the heat in my hands, the knowing of what to do without being told.

      From the corner of the cafeteria I saw Jet stand and scan the crowd. I knew I should look away, but I couldn’t. His eyes found mine and he smirked; he knew that I knew who he was. Was he willing me to confront him? Had he guessed my real identity?

      ‘Eva,’ said Noah quietly from beside me.

      I turned to look at Noah. ‘Sorry, what did you say?’

      ‘Are you okay? You seem very distracted.’ He glanced over at Jet.

      ‘Nope, all good. You have my undivided attention.’

      His breath was shallow. ‘As you know, the Easter dance is coming up in a few weeks.’

      I nodded and held onto my groan. I knew what was coming.

      ‘I know you don’t like to dance, but I was wondering…’

      My head spun as I tried to think up an excuse, any excuse, to avoid a night of squeezing into a dress and being ‘up close and personal’ with Noah.

      Mrs Fletcher’s voice, loud and clear, came over the student intercom, silencing the room. ‘Students, can I please have your attention?’

      I swallowed. They never used the intercom at lunchtime – ever.

      ‘It has come to our attention that there was an…issue in town last night.’

      I glanced over at Elijah, whose face was pale.

      ‘The police would like to question our students to see whether they have any information that may be helpful to their investigation.’

      I felt energy seeping from me. Even if I tried to lie, they would see through me in a heartbeat. And there was very little chance that Elijah would be there to save me.

      ‘Every student will be questioned.’ Mrs Fletcher’s voice faltered, and another voice could be heard barking hushed instructions in the background. ‘Students will be taken, one class at a time, into the office.’

      I felt sick, sick to the core.

      ‘No one is allowed to leave the school before being given permission.’

      What kind of hell have we entered?!

      The intercom went dead, and it took a few seconds before everyone started talking all at once. I retreated somewhere inside myself and was only vaguely aware of the school bell ringing and everyone moving.

      ‘Come on, Eva,’ said Noah, waiting for me patiently, but with lines on his forehead. ‘We’ve got Maths.’

      Maths and English were torture and by the time the bell rang for History, my breath had fled and I was struggling to retain composure. Noah sat beside me in each class, glancing at me from time to time, quietly talking to me.

      As we walked to History, Noah leaned in and whispered, ‘I know you don’t like to, Eva, but you’re going to have to lie.’

      I gasped. ‘How do you know?’

      ‘I know you better than you think.’

      And then we were inside our class and there was Ezra, watching me as though he knew I had something to hide. My head went light and dizzy.

      ‘Now, students, it’s your turn to be questioned,’ said Mr Moore, looking crossly at the police officers who stood outside the room. ‘Once you’ve been released, you can go home.’

      The room fell quiet as students rose and collected their belongings.

      ‘It will all be okay. Just answer the questions honestly and you’ll be allowed to go home,’ said Mr Moore, his face grey.

      The mood was low as we made our way out the doors, down the stark white hall and into the office. We’d never been permitted into the teachers’ sanctuary before, and it was strange walking into their staff room and sitting down in their chairs where they sat and no doubt gossiped about us all.

      In front of us were three of the special police, two men and one woman, all dressed from head to toe in black uniforms with large guns holstered at their hips.

      The special police!

      My heart jumped to life as they looked at us, one by one, as though dissecting a heart. I recognised one of them immediately – from the night we were questioned outside the restaurant after our double date. I pictured him circling my name.

      Max!

      He looked straight at me now, recognising me as I had recognised him.

      ‘You, let’s start with you,’ Max said, pointing to me.

      Everyone inhaled sharply. I felt as though I were getting smaller and smaller and could disappear altogether.

      ‘Come on, Eva, we haven’t got all day,’ said Max, an eyebrow raised over his mean eyes as he indicated a small room behind him.

      ‘Now, there’s no need to talk to our students like that,’ said Mrs Field, the school principal, who appeared hot and flushed.

      ‘My apologies, Mrs Field,’ he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. ‘Ms Martinez, will you follow me please?’

      It was in that moment that I pictured my mum’s face as she pleaded with me to keep our witchcraft a secret. I’d thought she was being over the top at the time, but she’d been right all along. Our kind were in real danger.

      I stood, held my legs steady so they wouldn’t shake. I walked towards him, my back straight. I couldn’t, wouldn’t show him I was scared and had something to hide.

      ‘Sure thing, Max,’ I said casually as I passed.

      Max’s eyes opened wider for a moment before his face lit up with excitement. That’s when I knew I’d made a mistake; it was as though I’d sat down at the card table and announced, ‘I’ll play.’
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      The moment I walked into the small semi-lit room, all my bravado failed and it took everything in me not to turn and run for my life.

      ‘Something wrong, Eva?’ said Max from behind me. He was so close I could feel the heat from his body. I shook my head, not trusting my voice.

      In front of me was a single chair and next to it, a lie detector. I’d never seen one in real life before, only on TV.

      Another man, dressed in plain clothes, stepped into the room and arranged the machine – ready for me.

      The female officer stepped towards me and guided me to the chair. The door was shut behind us. The moment I was seated, the plain-clothed man began attaching various wires to my abdomen, chest and fingers, and a blood pressure cuff to my arm; immediately my body was covered in sweat.

      When he was finished, the female officer spoke. ‘Now, Eva, we have a few simple questions. If you pass, you’ll be allowed to go. I’ll be here, taking notes.’

      I bit my tongue to hold back the question I really wanted to ask: And if I fail? What then?

      Max stepped forward and asked, ‘Do you want to know what happens if you fail, Eva?’

      I took a moment to compose myself and prayed my voice would be even. ‘I don’t think I need to worry about that.’

      The machine beside me started up and it spiked, really high. Every set of eyes in the room turned to the computer beside me, which showed about a dozen red spikes.

      ‘Is that so?’ said Max, coming to sit in front of me. ‘That’s not what the machine says, and the machine never lies.’

      CRAP!!!

      ‘Well, of course I’m worried,’ I blurted out. ‘This whole taking people into a room and interrogating them is kind of scary. I just didn’t want to say that.’

      Max looked at the lines as I spoke – they stayed nice and even. I let out my breath that I was holding.

      Don’t lie – just speak a version of the truth.

      Max looked me straight in the eye when he spoke. ‘Where were you last night?’

      ‘I was at the movies with my brother, Elijah, Noah and Anna,’ I said, not missing a beat. Max picked up a notebook beside him and started to read. Had Elijah already been interviewed? Was he checking out my story?

      ‘Is Noah your boyfriend?’

      What the hell?

      ‘That’s none of your business,’ I said.

      Max laughed, but the smile froze on his face. ‘What you don’t seem to realise, Eva, is that everything is my business. Every! Single! Thing!’

      ‘I have rights,’ I said, my heart thumping in my chest. ‘But you, you have no right to even be doing this. I’ve done nothing wrong.’

      Everyone in the room shuffled uncomfortably. Everyone except Max.

      ‘No right to ask you a couple of simple questions and clear your name?’ said Max. ‘No right to find out essential information to try and help the police in their investigations? No right to obey our leader, Orpheus? That doesn’t sound very…law abiding, Eva.’

      I waited for my heartbeat to settle before I spoke. ‘No, Noah is not my boyfriend.’

      The machine stayed nice and steady. I looked at the clock on the beige-coloured wall. In five minutes, the bell would ring for the end of the day. Any other school day, students would be piling out those doors without a care in the world. Not today. Not anymore.

      ‘Would he like to be your boyfriend?’ said Max.

      Sweat prickled on my spine. ‘You’ll have to ask him.’

      ‘Oh, I will,’ said Max, whose eyes glazed over as a small smile played at the corners of his mouth. ‘But I want to hear you say it.’

      Heat started to fill my hands – the kind of heat that would burn him. I tucked my hands under my legs. ‘I guess so.’

      His thin lips parted. The room fell completely quiet, the only noise from the machine’s quiet beeps. My mind spun. I had to try something.

      ‘Are these questions part of the script?’ I said, looking at the lady officer, whose face flushed. ‘Asking about boyfriends? How does that have anything to do with your investigation?’

      ‘Just two more questions,’ she said. ‘We have lots more students to question.’

      ‘Don’t you mean to interrogate?’ I said.

      Max narrowed his eyes. ‘There was an act of witchcraft in the centre of town last night around 10.45 p.m. Were you involved?’

      My memory of the night before flashed through my mind. I remembered the feeling, the temptation to join in the ritual.

      ‘No,’ I said.

      The machine stayed quiet.

      ‘Last question, Eva,’ said Max. ‘Did you see the act of witchcraft taking place?’

      I pictured Jet and his pack, forming a circle, fire escaping his fingers. I remembered Noah’s parting words, ‘You’re going to have to lie.’ Then there were Max’s words, ‘The machine never lies.’

      ‘Eva?’ said Max, leaning closer.

      What would happen if I told him? Jet and his friends would no doubt be arrested. And then what? What would happen to them?

      I took a quiet breath, prayed my words would keep the machine happy.

      ‘On the way home, we heard some noises, some howling noises in the street.’

      The machine stayed quiet.

      ‘Anything else?’

      ‘That was it.’

      The machine spiked again.

      Max looked to the machine and back to me, his face breaking out into a grin. ‘That wasn’t it at all. Was it, Eva?’

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. ‘It was pitch black, hard to see.’

      The traitorous machine spiked with my every word.

      ‘But the moon was full last night, Eva. The perfect night for seeing everything.’

      My mind spun, and my breath deserted me. I remembered Jet looking at me, wanting me. I knew he was bad news, but still, I couldn’t dob him in.

      ‘That’s all I know,’ I said, folding my hands in my lap as the machine spiked, just as I expected.

      Max stood up and went to the computer. ‘Well, Eva, it looks like you have well and truly failed this test. Unfortunately, I am not authorised to do any more tests on school grounds, so you will have to come with me. Orpheus will most definitely want to talk to you.’

      ‘What! No way!’ I said, pulling the cords off me and standing up. ‘You can’t take me anywhere.’

      Max started to laugh as I stormed to the door and found it locked. ‘You’re quite the feisty one, aren’t you?’

      ‘Let me out!’ I screamed, taking in my classmates through the window, who looked frozen with shock. I found Noah’s face, but he blinked at me as though he didn’t know me at all.

      Max’s cronies grabbed me by the arms as he opened the door. I struggled against them as they pushed me through the door.

      ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ shouted Ezra, walking forward. ‘Get your hands off her.’ The officers dropped their arms, and Ezra pulled me beside him.

      Max’s face went the colour of a plum as he glared at Ezra. ‘Ezra, with respect, Eva knows information about last night, information that she won’t tell us. Your father has insisted he speak to anyone with knowledge. So, if you will please step out of the way, I can do my job.’

      The students behind us all gasped.

      ‘Officer McCann, isn’t it?’ said Ezra, speaking with such authority that I looked at him and wondered whether I knew him at all.

      ‘Yes, that’s right,’ said Max, holding his gaze on Ezra.

      ‘I think there has been a misunderstanding about last night. It’s best for everyone that I take Eva to meet my dad, to clear things up.’

      Max clenched his fists. ‘I don’t think that’s a very good idea.’

      ‘I’m not sure I like your tone, Officer McCann, and I’m not sure my dad will be thrilled when he hears how you are conducting your business here, manhandling Ms Martinez.’

      Max opened his mouth and closed it again. Ezra continued. ‘You still have over a hundred students to interview, and I’m quite sure you should focus on that rather than on one girl who I am sure has nothing to do with last night.’

      Max pressed his lips together and nodded. ‘I’ll be following up to make sure everything is in order.’

      ‘Right, well, now we have that cleared up, Eva, are you able to come with me? We won’t be long and I’ll take you home afterwards.’

      Ezra held out his hand and I heard Noah, who was standing a few feet away, curse under his breath. I looked up into Ezra’s emerald eyes – they were serious, but they held only kindness.

      I leaned forward and took his hand, and we left the room, which was whisper quiet.
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      As we walked through the school’s front door, the cool autumn breeze stopped us. The adrenalin that had kept me going deserted me, and I began to shiver and shake. I wasn’t sure my legs would hold me up.

      Ezra took off his jacket and placed it around my shoulders, then put his arm around me and held me close. ‘Think you can make it to my car?’

      I looked up into his green eyes – the boy I barely knew, yet I simply understood.

      ‘You have a car?’ I whispered, not remembering seeing him in the school car park.

      He nodded. ‘Come on.’

      He held me tight as we made our way down the stairs and out onto the street. Around the corner there was only one car – a sparkling silver Porsche.

      ‘It’s not my choice,’ said Ezra, the car doors unlocking as we walked towards it.

      I raised an eyebrow and slid down into the black leather seat. In seconds, Ezra was beside me, filling the small space so there was only the two of us.

      I put my hands on my legs to try and stop them from trembling. Ezra started the engine, and after he’d played around for a few seconds with the various gadgets on the dashboard, my seat heated up and warm air blew in from the fans.

      ‘Eva, you okay?’

      ‘I will be,’ I said, unable to keep the tremor from my voice.

      ‘Can you tell me what happened?’ he asked, and I knew he didn’t mean what had happened at school.

      His question sat in the air, heavy and troubled.

      I knew he was the last person I should trust with the truth, but if it weren’t for him, I’d be with Max and who knew what would’ve happened then.

      ‘I can’t tell your dad or the police.’

      ‘I can keep secrets.’

      ‘Even from your dad?’

      ‘If it helps you, then yes, even from my dad.’

      I sat back in my seat and looked out at the apricot-coloured leaves that were falling from the trees. ‘It’s probably best – for your own sake – that you don’t know, Ezra. It might put you in danger. I should probably just go home.’

      Ezra let out a long sigh. ‘I wish I could take you home, I really do. But the thing is that Officer McCann will tell my dad whatever happened in that room, and he’ll want to speak with you. It’s probably easier if we get it over and done with. Show that you have nothing to hide.’

      Tears prickled in my eyes. ‘But I do have something to hide.’

      Ezra found my hand and took it. ‘I’ll help you keep it hidden then.’

      I smiled. ‘Why are you so nice to me?’

      ‘I can’t choose my family, but I sure as hell can choose my friends,’ he said, wiping a rogue tear from my face.

      Is that what we are? Friends? Is that all he wants?

      I remembered Elijah’s fears about Ezra and my promise to stay away from him. Yet here he was, right here, wanting only to help me.

      ‘You don’t even have to tell me if you don’t want to,’ he said, placing his hands back on the steering wheel, looking deflated. ‘But know that if you do, you can trust me with the truth.’

      I reached out and put my hand over his. Electricity danced between us.

      ‘Thank you, Ezra,’ I said softly before removing my hand and gazing out the window, dread now sitting in the base of my stomach.

      Ezra took one long glance in my direction before he put the indicator on, turned out onto the road and sped quickly along the maple-lined street, sending leaves flying in all directions.
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        * * *

      

      I texted an abridged version of what was happening to my parents and Elijah and then turned my phone onto silent. There was nothing I could say that would make them feel any better. I just had to get through this and get home.

      Ezra looked lost in thought as we sped along the long road that led out to his house, a Cape Cod-style mansion jutting out of the cliffs. I looked out at the choppy grey waters of the bay and took some steadying breaths to try and calm the storm raging within me. The thought of coming face-to-face with Orpheus again was bad enough, but to be questioned by him, to try and keep a secret from him, felt as though I’d slipped inside some kind of nightmare.

      Soon we entered enormous black gates and sped up a driveway with towering dark-green forest on either side. Ezra slowed the car as we entered a large circular stone driveway. ‘It’s probably best you let me do most of the explaining, okay?’ he said.

      ‘But you don’t know what happened,’ I said.

      ‘I’ll work it out. Don’t worry, it will be okay. I can manage my father,’ he said with a confidence that belied his age, before jumping from the car and coming to open my door. I took his offered hand, and he held onto mine tightly as we walked up the wide sun-drenched stairs hand-in-hand and into the cool shade of the veranda.

      As we walked through the open timber-and-stained-glass double doors and into the imposingly beautiful house, Orpheus strode into the panelled entry hall. His gaze immediately dropped to our hands that were still intertwined. I tried to remove my hand, but Ezra tightened his grip.

      ‘Father,’ said Ezra, walking to greet his dad, whose big bushy eyebrows were drawn together. ‘Do you remember Eva?’

      ‘How could I forget? Eva, good to see you,’ he said, as though a charming European, but his blue eyes were like frozen ice. ‘Officer McCann told me you were on your way. I’ve been expecting you both, for some time actually.’

      ‘Sorry, we got talking. You know how it is,’ said Ezra, not missing a beat.

      Orpheus looked back and forth between us, his gaze trying to get below our skins. ‘I’m not sure I do, but anyhow, here you both are. And now, if it’s not too much trouble, I should like to ask Eva a few more questions about what she saw last night. It is critical to our investigation.’

      ‘Well, Father, there’s no need to question Eva on her own. Actually, I can probably clear everything up once and for all.’

      What the…?

      ‘Is that right, Ezra?’ said Orpheus, his voice thick and husky. ‘This I have to hear. Why don’t you both come with me?’

      Orpheus turned on his heel and strode back through the hall, disappearing into the depths of the house. I turned to Ezra and whispered, ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Keeping your secrets,’ he whispered back. ‘Trust me?’

      The question sat between us like a flame. I nodded and he smiled, a small dimple forming in his cheek.

      How could he even be related to Orpheus?

      We wandered through the long, dark puzzle of a house that felt as though it held many secrets in the depths of its walls. It was spectacular, but with its high ceilings, stuffy air and walnut panelling it felt repressed and gloomy; it needed to be opened up and flushed with fresh air and the light outside.

      ‘I know, she’s lost in time,’ said Ezra, as though reading my mind.

      I was trying to imagine what it must be like for Ezra living here, stranded in this beautifully sad and isolated house, when we came to a wide timber stairwell. I heard footsteps coming from the top of the stairs and glanced up to see the fleeting movement of someone dressed in a long white dress as they disappeared from view.

      ‘Who was that?’ I said, imagining I’d just seen the house ghost.

      ‘My mum,’ said Ezra, looking wistfully up the stairs. ‘Hopefully you can meet her later. She’s really nice.’

      Meet her later? All of a sudden it felt like the longest day of my life.

      Ezra led me further into the house and through an open door and into a room at the back of the house. I gasped as I took in the glass windows that ran the full length of the room and looked straight out onto the place where the harbour met the sea. I could hear angry waves lashing the rocks below.

      ‘It’s really something, isn’t it?’ said Orpheus, who was mixing himself a generous glass of scotch from the bar. ‘I remember having the same reaction when I first saw the view. I’d been in two minds about moving to Melas, it not being the capital and all, but this view made my final decision.’

      ‘It’s incredible,’ I said, taking in the large and comfortable sofas, opulent paintings, exquisite rugs and enormous stone fireplace full of a roaring fire.

      ‘I knew it was probably going to be better for Ezra to live here, in a small and safe town where nothing untoward could harm him, but the power of the sea on your doorstep, well, that’s something too,’ said Orpheus, coming to sit down next to the fire, gesturing for us to sit opposite him.

      ‘So, Eva, there are no machines and no police, so why don’t you tell me what you saw last night on your way home from the movies?’ he said, placing his arms up over his couch. Everything about his whole being was relaxed, but his eyes were set upon me like a fox’s.

      My heart started to pound, and I tried to find my voice.

      ‘Come now, Eva, I am a patient man, but you should know that I won’t tolerate witchcraft here in my town. If you know something, then you must tell me – clear your name.’

      Clear my name?

      ‘I wasn’t involved,’ I managed to stutter out.

      ‘I would like to think that, really I would, particularly as Ezra here seems to be your special friend. But you are giving me little choice but to think the worst.’

      I flopped back on the couch, and suddenly the act of breathing seemed like the least natural thing in the world.

      ‘And I hate to say it, but unless you have something to say, there will be consequences, for you and your family.’

      I looked into his eyes then and saw the soul of a twisted man; a man who wanted to punish me more than he wanted to find out the truth.

      ‘Father, you need to stop this,’ said Ezra, his voice slicing the air.

      ‘No, son, I think you need to stop this.’ Orpheus’s gaze dropped to our hands. ‘Eva is not proving to be someone worthy of your association.’

      ‘You have it all wrong, Father,’ said Ezra, running his hand through his hair. ‘The reason Eva won’t tell you what she saw is because she’s trying to protect me.’

      ‘Excuse me?’ said Orpheus, lowering his voice.

      ‘We met in town last night. We were together while there were issues; that’s why she couldn’t say anything.’

      Black fury passed through Orpheus’s eyes, and he fought against it for control. He glared at Ezra. ‘You snuck out of our home last night and met with her?’

      ‘Her name is Eva and yes, we met last night.’

      Orpheus’s gaze darted to me. ‘Is this true? You met with my son at night without my permission?’

      The terror I’d felt coming here, being here, being questioned, fell away. Before me there was no more illusion. In front of me was a cruel man who tortured all those around him, including Ezra.

      ‘She’s my girlfriend, Dad, and I knew that you’d never agree to let me see her.’

      Girlfriend! What the hell?

      ‘And there’s nothing you can do to stop us meeting,’ said Ezra, looking his dad in the eye.

      Orpheus’s face turned the colour of a bruise before he spat his words into his only son’s face. ‘How dare you! You are never to tell me what I can and cannot do. You belong to me. Do you hear me? Only me!’

      Ezra’s face was as white as fresh snow, but still he held his head up.

      What did he do? For me.

      ‘GO! Get out of this room this instant. Leave me,’ roared Orpheus like a bull.

      Ezra and I stood and left the room, before quickly making our way back through the house, which felt as if it were watching our every step. The salty wind from the sea blew at us as we walked outside and got back into the car. Within seconds, we were flying down the long drive, the trees a blur beside us.

      I glanced at Ezra, who looked as though he’d been punctured by an invisible arrow –

      and all for me. My name had been cleared, but at what cost? Ezra had to live with his cruel father, day and night.

      Soon, we were back on the quiet streets now dampened with the gloom of the impending night. I wanted to go home to my family and never leave, but there was no way I could leave Ezra alone after what he’d done for me.

      ‘Take the next right,’ I said quietly, an idea arriving.

      Ezra glanced at me. ‘You sure?’

      I nodded before getting out my phone, ignoring the ten missed calls and urgent texts. I tapped out a quick text to my parents, pushing down the waves of guilt.

      All okay. Have left Orpheus’s house and stopping for something to eat on the way home. Be home soon. X

      I shoved my phone back into my bag and glanced over at Ezra, who’d kept my secret safe even though I hadn’t told him a thing.

      ‘We need to talk,’ I said, my insides cramping at the prospect of being alone and having the conversation we needed to have.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Park here,’ I said, pointing to an empty spot down near the pier.

      Ezra pulled into the space, turned his car off and asked, ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘Let’s go get some fish and chips, take them down to the jetty. We should be able to talk freely down there.’

      Ezra smiled, a small smile. ‘You don’t have to, you know. I can take you home. I’ll be okay.’

      ‘I know, but I want to, and did I mention that I’m starving?’

      Ezra smiled again; this time it reached his eyes. He jumped from the car and held my door open, and I took his hand without thinking.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By the time we left the fish-and-chip shop, it was dark.

      ‘Come on, I know the perfect spot,’ said Ezra. He led us down the empty docks and helped me onto the same boat where I’d first met him.

      ‘Do you think anyone will mind us being here?’ I said, looking around but only seeing a jumble of empty boats.

      Ezra laughed as he took out a set of keys and opened up the boat. ‘I’m sure they won’t.’

      ‘Is this your boat?’ I asked, climbing in after him.

      After he flicked a few switches and closed the blinds, the interior of the boat was softly lit up. I took in the little kitchen, small bathroom, several sofas and large bed built into the bow of the boat. He came to stand before me, took the fish and chips from me. ‘Unlike the car, I love this boat. I come here whenever I get the chance.’

      The way he said it, I knew his every word to be true. After seeing how controlling and awful his father was, I got it. This boat was his real home, the only place he could relax.

      ‘I love it,’ I said, walking around the cosy space, checking everything out as Ezra arranged the plates and soft drinks on the small table.

      ‘You’ll have to come sailing with me,’ he said, sitting down.

      ‘Are you serious? You can sail?’

      He nodded and sat down.

      I sat down next to him, the table so small our arms touched. ‘I bet you’re really good.’

      ‘I wouldn’t say that. But I’d keep us afloat.’

      For a split second I pictured us out on the open waters together, his arms around me, both of us without a care in the world.

      ‘Come on, eat up before it gets cold,’ he said quietly, bringing me back from a future that would never be.

      My appetite disappeared as I realised that I was in over my head, and it was time to start retreating from Ezra – the absolute last thing I felt like doing.

      ‘Can you tell me what happened when the police questioned you at school today?’ he asked.

      I sat back as the memories of the afternoon flooded back to me.

      ‘Don’t worry if you don’t want to. You just said you wanted to talk,’ he said.

      ‘I did, didn’t I?’ I ate a few chips while I mulled over the best way to tell him. ‘Let me start by telling you what happened in town last night, what I saw.’

      Ezra’s eyes widened for a second before he nodded. Once I started talking, I couldn’t stop. I quietly told him everything, from seeing Jet and his gang to being questioned by the police, leaving out how much I wanted to join in the ritual and my own identity as a witch.

      When I finished speaking, we both sat back, our meals forgotten.

      ‘Say something,’ I said, after Ezra simply looked away from me, his face drained of colour. ‘Do you believe me?’

      Ezra flicked his head back and glanced up at the ceiling before he spoke, his voice like a growl. ‘I don’t know what I’m more pissed about – Jet or the police.’

      ‘Don’t worry about Jet, and thanks to you, I don’t need to worry about the police. I just…wanted you to know.’

      Ezra turned back to me, stared at me intently. ‘Don’t kid yourself, Eva. Jet is as dangerous as the police, and don’t think for a second they’ll leave you alone, particularly now they think that we’re connected.’

      A chill travelled over my body. Whether I liked it or not, he was right.

      ‘I’ve seen Jet follow you around, pestering you,’ said Ezra, clenching his knuckles. ‘And that Max McCann, there’s something not right about him. He’s…’

      ‘Sick and twisted,’ I said, finishing his sentence while I remembered the hunger in his eyes.

      ‘And the danger you’re in, it’s all because of my dad,’ he said. ‘You must be really glad we met.’

      ‘Look, I’ll be fine. I can take care of myself. What about you? How much trouble will you be in when you get home?’

      ‘Don’t worry about me.’

      I pictured Ezra’s reception when he arrived home, and shivered. Then I pictured mine. It wasn’t going to be pretty, but at least I knew I would be greeted with only love and concern.

      ‘Maybe we should go home… Face the music,’ I said quietly.

      Ezra groaned before he said, ‘I wish we could just stay here.’ He stood and started to clean up. ‘Can we just have a few more minutes?’

      ‘Sure,’ I said, helping him clean up. A few minutes later, he switched off all the lights and we were left standing in the darkness.

      ‘Want to see something cool?’ he said, taking my hand, spreading heat through my body.

      ‘We should probably go,’ I said.

      ‘It’ll only take a few minutes. It’s worth it. I promise.’

      ‘Okay.’

      Slowly, he led me across the boat to where his bed was.

      ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ I said.

      Ezra laughed. ‘I’m not going to… Do you trust me?’

      I nodded.

      ‘Good. Close your eyes then and climb up on the bed.’

      He helped me climb up, and I lay on my back. In a second he was beside me, holding my hand. ‘Open your eyes, Eva.’

      I opened my eyes and there above me was an enormous skylight, and above that, a sky full of stars.

      ‘It’s beautiful,’ I said, turning to Ezra, who was watching me.

      ‘So are you,’ he said quietly.

      For a few seconds we stared at each other, time standing still. I raised my hand to his face and drew him to me. Our lips met gently at first; he tasted like salt and the sea. A wave of desire broke free inside me, and he took me in his arms and kissed me in a way that left me breathless and wanting.

      The waves from a nearby boat started to rock the little yacht, and I broke away and sat up. Ezra sat up beside me. ‘I didn’t mean for that to happen,’ he said.

      A feeling of sadness grew inside me until it extinguished all the fireworks. Eventually I found my voice. ‘You know that we can’t be together, don’t you?’

      ‘Why not? My father already thinks you’re my girlfriend. He’ll come around.’

      I remembered my true identity and the danger I could place Ezra in. ‘I’m not sure he will come around, and besides…’

      ‘Besides what?’ he said, pain in his every word.

      ‘Besides, it’s better for you.’

      ‘At least don’t lie to me. Not being with you is not better for me.’

      ‘You’re just going to have to trust me on this one,’ I said.

      ‘I do trust you, but it doesn’t make any sense. You must feel our…connection?’

      I put my hand on his back, which felt hot under my hand. ‘This is not what I want, but it’s for the best.’

      ‘At least we can be friends,’ he said, his gaze finding mine in the darkness.

      ‘Do you honestly think we can just be friends?’ I asked.

      He groaned. ‘I’m willing to try.’

      I made myself say the words that didn’t belong out in the world. ‘It’s better for you if we’re not.’

      His body stiffened under my hands.

      ‘It’s not what I want,’ I said.

      Ezra stood up and turned away. ‘You keep saying that, Eva, so I suppose I’m going to have to take your word and try not to think it’s because of who I am.’

      I jumped up from the bed and stood in front of him. ‘I don’t care who your dad is, Ezra, so please, never think that.’

      ‘Well, what then? Because I don’t get it.’

      I looked away. ‘I can’t say. I’m sorry.’

      Ezra let out a long sigh. ‘Let’s just go.’

      Our trip home was silent, but loud with unspoken words. As we pulled up to the front of my house, the front lights came on and my family all walked outside. I pictured their faces as they took in the sport car, wondering whether I was inside.

      ‘At least you can tell them there’s nothing between us,’ he said quietly, resigned.

      ‘You know that’s not true,’ I said, regretting the words the moment I’d spoken. ‘I hope it’s okay when you get home.’

      Ezra nodded and turned away. I climbed out of the car, but part of me stayed behind with Ezra as he sped away; part of me was now with him wherever he went.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      I swallowed the lump in my throat as I walked down the front path to my house. I could feel my family staring at me, their worry seeping into me. I glanced up at my parents and Elijah, who stood like statues on the front steps.

      ‘Eva, darling,’ said Mum, taking several steps to meet me on the path. ‘We’ve been sick with worry.’

      I broke down into tears, my composure bursting like a river breaking its banks.

      ‘Are you okay, sis?’ said Elijah, walking forward to hug me.

      ‘Come inside, love,’ said my dad, taking me by the arm and helping me up the stairs.

      Elijah’s gaze bored into mine as we walked past him and into the house, where every light was glaring. Dad helped me onto the couch and sat down next to me. Mum placed a tissue box on the coffee table before disappearing into the kitchen, saying she would put the kettle on.

      Elijah sat opposite me and regarded me closely as I tried to bring my tears under control. In a few minutes Mum brought in a pot of tea and a plate of chocolate-chip biscuits that she placed between us.

      ‘Ready to tell us what happened?’ said Elijah, pouring the tea.

      I let out a long sigh and, bit by bit, my story of what Elijah and I saw last night and what had happened today, sans the visit to the boat and the kiss, all came out.

      When I finished, I looked from one face to the next, each as pale as the others.

      ‘That’s just awful, Eva, what you’ve been through,’ said Dad.

      ‘That makes sense then, why Ezra’s mum called,’ said Mum, almost to herself. ‘She must have known you were together.’

      ‘She called here?’ I said.

      ‘Well, yes, she did. We did tell you in one of the many messages we left,’ said Mum, her voice clipped.

      My face started to heat. ‘I’m sorry for not answering your calls. There was just so much going on, and I did let you know I was okay.’

      Dad’s worried eyes searched mine. ‘You did, but we were worried sick. Why didn’t you come straight home after being at Ezra’s house?’

      Elijah raised his eyebrow and I remembered my promise to him, to keep away from Ezra. ‘I know it seems stupid now, but we were both so rattled after what had happened and needed to talk. I mean, you have no idea how terrifying Orpheus was.’

      ‘After Ezra told him you were his girlfriend,’ said Elijah, unable to keep the sarcasm from his voice.

      ‘It was just a ploy to keep what we saw a secret. He was helping me – can’t you see that? And at his own expense.’

      Elijah crossed his arms. ‘Have you thought about what this means for you, for us all?’

      ‘Of course I have,’ I snapped. ‘But don’t worry, Ezra will tell his dad we broke up when he gets home.’

      ‘Oh,’ said Elijah, uncrossing his arms.

      I stood up, my legs shaky. ‘Don’t worry, I’ve told him we can’t even be friends, even though he’s nothing at all like his dad and his life must be a living hell.’ Tears threatened again. ‘Happy now that you get to go on living your precious life with Anna?’

      ‘That’s not what I meant and you know it,’ said Elijah. ‘I’m only thinking of our family.’

      ‘All I know is that this whole situation – this whole town – our little secret, it’s completely and utterly insane,’ I shouted, before turning on my heels and storming up the stairs, then slamming the door to my attic.
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        * * *

      

      I pushed open the windows and stood looking down at the quiet street, letting the cool autumn air rush over me, willing it to cool me down. But it made no difference. I was burning inside. Feelings I didn’t even know existed until today now lived inside me, and I didn’t have the foggiest idea how I was going to get rid of them.

      All I wanted was to be back in that boat, lying in Ezra’s arms watching the stars, forgetting all about this crazy, mixed-up world that we lived in. Instead, I had to live with knowing we couldn’t be together – that we couldn’t even be friends. My heart hurt and my throat burned. I put my hands over my heart and started crying again.

      ‘Knock, knock,’ said Elijah quietly, from outside my room. ‘Can I come in?’

      I wiped away my tears and managed a muffled yes that came out more as a sob. Within seconds Elijah was striding across the room. He took me in his big arms and held me as I cried, telling me that everything would be okay.

      Finally, I was quiet and pulled away, hunting for tissues to try and clean myself up.

      ‘Bet you wish you had that bathroom right about now, don’t you, sis?’

      I laughed as we sat down on my bed. I switched on my lamp and Elijah watched me closely, his eyebrows drawing together. ‘Now, I know it’s probably the last thing you feel like doing, but I want you to tell me everything that happened today, in minute detail. Don’t leave out a thing.’

      Except the part where I kissed Ezra and found part of me I didn’t even know was missing.

      Elijah cocked his head to the side. Waiting. Knowing.

      ‘You’ve never kept secrets from me before. What’s going on?’ he asked.

      My swollen face became even hotter.

      ‘You like him, don’t you? Like really, really like him?’ he asked.

      I nodded, my eyes filling with tears again. I put my head down on my knees. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

      ‘Oh, Eva, I’m sorry. This must be so hard for you, not being with him. And here we are, selfishly worried about what this means for us.’

      Hot tears seeped from my eyes, and he rubbed my arm. ‘I know this whole…situation is completely nuts, but it won’t be like this forever. One day it’ll right itself again, and then who knows what might happen. Don’t give up hope.’

      Hope? The word sat with us in the room. Was there hope for me and Ezra? Hope that one day Orpheus Blackthorn would not be in power, spreading his fears into the hearts of people who should know better? That’s when I remembered Orpheus’s eyes, those pale-blue eyes, the windows to his soul. There was only darkness, sickness and spite living in him. And a desire to squash me like an annoying bug. Ezra was out of bounds to me; Orpheus was never going to come around. He was going to make sure that I had no part in Ezra’s life, ever.

      I started to shiver as the wind changed direction outside, bringing the autumn breeze, carrying ice on its tail, into my room.

      I sat up, wiped my eyes and gazed directly into Elijah’s eyes. ‘You don’t know Orpheus Blackthorn. While he has power, there’s no such thing as hope.’

      Elijah blinked quickly and turned away.

      ‘Life as we knew it, it’s over,’ I said quietly. ‘Unless…’

      ‘Unless what?’

      ‘Unless we stop him.’

      Elijah’s eyes widened. ‘I know what you’re thinking, and no way.’

      ‘Why not? We are who we are, and maybe it’s time we stop being scared. Maybe it’s time we learn our craft.’

      Elijah stood, ran his hand through his hair. ‘Stop talking like this. You know we can’t practice witchcraft. We’ve been over and over this – it’s just too dangerous.’

      ‘The thing is, we already are who we are, and you know what, it already is dangerous. Being interrogated today was dangerous. Being at Orpheus’s house was dangerous. And it’s going to get a whole lot worse.’ I gazed out through my windows at the inky sky. ‘Orpheus has just begun, and we’re all sitting ducks. If we learn how to use our powers, then at least we have a chance to protect ourselves, and others too.’

      Elijah raised his voice and sounded just like our dad when he had a point to make. ‘You’re talking crazy. The moment we start using our powers, we’ll be found out, and then what?’

      I opened my mouth to reply, but he cut in.

      ‘What will happen to us then, huh? And what about Mum and Dad? Did you think of them? They’ll be implicated as well. Do you want to be the cause of them being arrested, or worse?’

      I shut my mouth and dropped my head as I pictured our parents being arrested and walked out to the waiting car of the special police, where their future was in the hands of a sick and twisted tyrant.

      ‘That’s the end of the discussion. Don’t even think about it, okay?’ he said.

      All of a sudden, the day finally caught up with me. My eyes drooped and my body felt heavy. I lay down on my pillow.

      ‘You need some sleep,’ said Elijah. He pulled my doona over my body, closed my windows and tugged my curtains across – keeping out the winds of change that had come calling for me. ‘Everything will be okay,’ he said quietly before turning off my lamp.

      I wanted to tell him it wouldn’t, that we needed to say ‘to hell with it’ and start trying to do something, anything, but every part of me was heavy and numb and falling, falling into the abyss of sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I pulled my cap down low and walked quickly towards the school gate, avoiding any and all talk about the ridiculous Easter dance. Elijah was heading to the library with Anna, and there was no way I was hanging around to hear about what people would wear and who they might dance with.

      It was bad enough that I’d agreed to go with Noah. Elijah convinced me it would help show everyone (in other words, Orpheus) that I’d ‘moved on’ and that Ezra and I were past-tense.

      I wished for the hundredth time that I’d convinced Noah it was for appearance’s sake only, because ever since I’d agreed, Noah had been smiling at me as though I were his favourite person in the world. That was, after he’d stopped fussing about whether I was okay after being interrogated by the special police. It had taken everything for me to keep my mouth shut and not say, ‘While you watched on.’

      ‘Eva, Eva, Eva,’ said a husky voice I recognised immediately. Its owner was resting against the side of his car, alone.

      ‘Jet,’ I said, looking straight ahead and walking faster.

      ‘What’s the rush?’ He moved to stand in my way. ‘Is there a fire or something?’

      ‘Something,’ I said, stepping to the side at the same time as he did.

      I let out a long sigh and glared up at him. ‘I’m not in the mood.’

      ‘Seems to me like you’re always in a mood these days.’

      ‘Did you ever consider it’s not me, it’s you?’

      ‘I did, actually, but what with my dark hair and brooding good looks, I knew it wasn’t possible.’

      I tried to keep a straight face, but I couldn’t help but laugh.

      ‘Nice to hear you laughing again,’ he said, the side of his devilish face pulled into a small grin.

      ‘Yeah, well, there doesn’t seem to be much to laugh about these days, does there?’ I said, remembering the new by-laws that Orpheus had put into place a day after the witchcraft incident, a week ago.

      ‘You have something there. I mean, what’s the deal with the latest one – not being allowed out without an adult chaperone past ten at night? I mean, seriously.’

      I remembered back to our morning assembly when this latest by-law had been read out to the school and the charged hush that had fallen over the room. The same fleeting silent protest; the same lasting silent acceptance.

      ‘I don’t know what’s worse, what he’s doing or how we’re all accepting it,’ I said.

      ‘Well, we don’t have to accept it,’ he said, raising an eyebrow. ‘Just as an example, we could break all the rules and go to the Easter dance together and stay out well into the witching hour.’

      Heat crept up my body.

      He doesn’t know. Stay cool.

      ‘I already have a date, sorry.’

      ‘Really? And who might the lucky fellow be? The one who stood by while you were interrogated or the poor boy with the unlucky fate of being Orpheus’s son?’

      ‘You’ll just have to wait and see, won’t you?’ I stepped to the side and started walking away.

      ‘Wait, please, Eva,’ he said.

      I knew I should keep walking, that he was bad news, but I found myself turning towards him.

      ‘Look, before you take off, because let’s face it, who knows how long it will take to get you on your own again, I wanted to say thanks – for not turning me in,’ he said.

      I glanced quickly around me at the other students, but they were all engrossed in their own conversations, no doubt about the stupid dance.

      ‘That’s okay,’ I said quietly, not bothering to deny what he was talking about.

      ‘You looked like you wanted to stay – that night. Did you?’

      I recalled the dark alley and the feeling of being drawn to this bad boy, but more than that, drawn to join in their witchcraft ritual.

      I shrugged. ‘Not much to do in this town.’

      Jet laughed, and suddenly all his outer edges fell away and I could see him; he looked younger and like someone I would like to get to know.

      ‘That what you think, Eva? Do you know what we got up to after you left?’

      My heart started beating faster. ‘I have no doubt that it involved the redhead.’

      ‘Jealous, are we?’

      ‘Look, as much as I would love to stand in the car park all afternoon and talk about your love life, I have to get moving. Straight home from school, you know the new drill.’

      ‘Didn’t take you as much of a law-abiding citizen. Rumour has it that Orpheus Blackthorn isn’t too happy with you.’

      My heart leapt in my chest, and I waited for a moment before I spoke. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well, since you and Ezra won’t tell anyone about what happened that night out at his house, I was forced to do a little digging.’

      ‘And?’ I looked around to discover most people had cleared out and there were only a few cars left in the car park.

      ‘And one of his men was willing to tell me a thing or two, at a price.’

      ‘Is that so?’

      ‘Says he doesn’t know what you spoke about, but that Orpheus blew his top once you and Ezra drove away. Had a real hissy fit, kicking things, screaming – bit like a child having a tantrum.’

      I swallowed the lump in my throat as I pictured the scene, knowing he was speaking the truth. Before I could stop it, I imagined Ezra arriving home, what he’d endured on his own.

      ‘Seems like you’re a bit of a bad girl yourself, or at least that’s what Orpheus thinks. Has his eye firmly on you. Making sure you stay away from his one and only child.’

      ‘What?’ I said so loudly that I startled a couple of birds on the fence nearby.

      ‘Well, to be fair, he’s not the only one. Seems you have a bad habit of causing a commotion wherever you go.’

      All of a sudden, I felt sick in my stomach. ‘I have to go.’ I pushed past him and didn’t look back, didn’t respond to his pleas to stay and talk. I walked quickly, not feeling that I was totally in my own skin.

      How is Orpheus keeping an eye on me?

      I looked around at the beautiful street where apricot leaves danced as they fell to the ground. Were eyes watching me now? What might Orpheus do to my family if he found out we were witches? To Ezra?

      The image of Ezra arriving at school the day after that night filled my mind. I pictured his red-rimmed eyes staring through me as though I were a stranger, his frame hunched forward slightly as though the worries of the world now rested on his shoulders. Gone was the beautiful boy who’d kissed me. In his place was the boy who’d suffered at his father’s hands, all because of me. And what was worse, I’d let it happen.
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        * * *

      

      My shoulders drooped as I walked into my street. It was getting darker and cooler earlier now, and the shadows were falling across the street. I pictured myself closing the front door, making a hot chocolate, grabbing my book and heading to the fireplace. I was so lost in my thoughts that it took me a few moments to see the black police car sitting across the street from home, about half a block away.

      My gaze darted towards my house. The lamp in the living room looked to be on, casting a warm glow, but there was no sign of any police officers. I slowed my pace and tried to make out whether anyone was inside the dark car, waiting for me, watching me. Each of my steps sounded loud in my ears, and I resisted the temptation to turn and head in the opposite direction.

      I pulled my jacket around me and kept walking. I was nearly home when I saw them, the special police – at the home of Mrs Betty, my elderly neighbour across the street. Dear, sweet, lonely Mrs Betty, who’d baked us biscuits when we moved in, was being questioned – no, harassed – by three intimidating policemen.

      Max! There he was, across the street, leaning towards the little old lady. It was as though someone ran their finger down my spine. I stopped and watched the scene before me, frozen to the spot.

      ‘Tell me again, Mrs Betty, why aren’t you coming to church?’ said the tallest of the three cops.

      Mrs Betty’s eyes filled with tears, and her voice came out in fits and starts. ‘But I have never gone to church.’

      ‘I take it you don’t believe in God then?’ said Max, who looked as if he was enjoying every moment of this sick and twisted encounter.

      ‘I dare say that’s none of your business,’ said Mrs Betty, her words gaining strength and spite.

      ‘That’s where you’re wrong, Grandma. If you didn’t notice, you’re legally required to be at church every Sunday now. It’s the law,’ said Max.

      ‘It’s a stupid law, that’s what,’ she said, standing taller and looking Max in the eye.

      ‘Is that so, Mrs Betty?’ said Max, who took out a book and made notes. ‘Orpheus Blackthorn will be very interested to hear your thoughts on the matter.’

      Mrs Betty didn’t blink as Max stepped closer to her, pushing against her frail old body, and spoke in a low voice that I couldn’t hear.

      Enough is enough!

      Before I knew it, I was standing at her gate. ‘Hey, leave her alone.’

      Max turned in my direction, a big twisted smile spreading from ear to ear. ‘If it isn’t Florence Nightingale, come to save the day.’

      I strode to stand next to Mrs Betty, put one arm around her and held her hand with my other. ‘Come with me, Mrs Betty.’

      Mrs Betty looked up at my face, her watery old eyes as surprised as the police around me.

      ‘I didn’t say she could leave,’ said Max, narrowing his eyes at me.

      ‘Haven’t you scared this dear old defenceless woman enough? Shame on you, Max,’ I said, the words not sounding as though they came from me.

      Max inhaled sharply as my words struck a chord. I ploughed on. ‘I was just coming to get Mrs Betty because she’s having dinner at our place. Come now, Mrs Betty.’ Mrs Betty clutched my hand as we walked down the pathway.

      ‘We haven’t finished,’ shouted Max, something in his voice bringing us to a halt.

      I turned to Max. ‘What other Christian things do you have to say, huh? Or would you prefer to give Mrs Betty a coronary?’

      ‘I can live with myself just fine, if that’s what you’re worried about. But, Mrs Betty, if you’re not at church on Sunday, the boys and I will be forced to take you to the station,’ said Max.

      Mrs Betty went stiff under my arm.

      ‘Is that it?’ I said.

      ‘Eva, what am I going to do about you? Always just happen to be in the midst of trouble,’ said Max.

      ‘You can leave me the hell alone,’ I said, turning away from the three sets of wide eyes and helping Mrs Betty across the street and into my house.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The moment we walked through the door, Mrs Betty sagged against me, and I held tightly onto her as we walked to the chair in the living room, where I sat her down and put a blanket over her.

      ‘You rest, Mrs Betty,’ I said quietly. ‘I’ll get us some nice warm drinks.’

      Mrs Betty patted my hand and nodded at me, her folded and wrinkled skin the colour of ash.

      I hurried around the room, drawing the curtains, starting the fire and turning on the lamps. Then, with one last look at Mrs Betty, who’d closed her eyes, I left her and went to the kitchen. I poured her some scotch from my parents’ liquor cabinet, made us hot chocolates and gathered together a selection of food. I loaded everything onto a large platter and carried it back into the living room, then settled it in front of Mrs Betty, who’d opened her eyes and watched me intently.

      ‘Thank you, dear,’ said Mrs Betty, taking the offered scotch and drinking it in one quick nip. ‘Ah, that’s better.’ She accepted her hot chocolate and settled back into the couch, colour returning to her face.

      I sat down beside her and sipped my drink, the sweet chocolate flavour igniting my senses, filling me with warmth.

      ‘How can I thank you, darling girl? I hate to think of what would have happened if you weren’t there.’

      ‘No need, Mrs Betty. Those men were beasts.’

      Mrs Betty laughed, a rich, soulful laugh that sounded as though it belonged to someone who had truly lived. ‘Yes, they were, but please call me Violet.’

      I turned to Violet and there, beneath the creases and the puffiness, were her dark-violet eyes that had spent a lifetime smiling. That’s when the lines of age between us melted away and I knew that we’d become friends.

      ‘Your parents chose the perfect name for you, Violet.’

      She chuckled. ‘You are an observant one, aren’t you? My dear parents had chosen another name for me – Delilah, would you believe. But when they saw the colour of my eyes, the rest, as they say, is history. You could be called the same name, dear.’

      I picked up the tray of food, and Violet took a biscuit.

      ‘You know, you’re a very brave girl,’ she said.

      ‘Hardly.’

      ‘No, it’s true,’ she said, her voice becoming firm. ‘Taking on three of those beastly men like that, whisking me away from under their noses. That took gumption.’

      I nibbled on my biscuit. No one had ever called me brave.

      ‘Particularly that Max fellow,’ she continued. ‘The others, they may have been fools, but they were following orders. But Max, well, he was enjoying himself.’

      I remembered back to being interrogated by him and watching him get off on what he was doing, how he was making me feel. ‘I know what you mean, Violet. He’s one sick and twisted man.’

      ‘You need to watch out for that one, dear. I’m afraid he has his eye on you.’

      Something inside me twisted and turned. ‘I wish I could disagree with you, but that wasn’t our first meeting, and I doubt it will be our last.’

      ‘Just promise me that you won’t stir him up. I dread to think what he’s capable of.’

      I took another bite of my biscuit, no longer tasting it. ‘What the hell is happening in this town?’ I said.

      Violet put down her cup and turned to me. ‘Believe it or not, I’ve seen this kind of thing before. One day an ordinary kind of place, the next ruled by an insane and power-hungry dictator who’ll stop at nothing to control everything and everyone.’

      I’d studied history and I knew the truth to her words. I sat back in my chair and looked at the fire that hissed and crackled in the grate. ‘It’s only just begun, hasn’t it?’

      Violet put her hand on mine. ‘I’m afraid so, dear.’ She spoke quietly and sadly. That’s when I knew that whilst it was bad now, it was only going to get worse. Jet’s words rang in my ears. ‘He’s watching you.’ No doubt, the little incident across the road only made things worse, drew his eye even closer to me.

      ‘To get through this, I think we’re probably best to toe the line, try not to be seen. Those who are seen are the targets. I may be able to slide back into the shadows, but you, well, you’ll need to be more careful,’ said Violet.

      I tried to swallow the lump in my throat, but it was too big. ‘I think it’s too late for me. There have been some…issues at school with Orpheus Blackthorn and his lackey. Let’s just say that I’m already a person of interest.’

      ‘Oh dear,’ said Violet, her body drooping like an unwatered flower. ‘That’s no good at all. But there’s still time, and you can always rely on the fading of memory. You keep out of trouble and in a few months, I’m sure they’ll have moved on.’

      Violet’s voice wavered on her last few words, and I knew then that I was in serious trouble – her words were not the truth, meant only for reassurance.

      ‘I can only hope,’ I said.

      ‘I won’t lie, you’re going to be hard to keep under wraps. I don’t think I’ve ever known such a pretty girl before.’

      My skin felt as though it caught on fire. ‘Hardly.’

      ‘My eyes have seen many things, dear, and I know what I see when I look at you. A beautiful girl, inside and outside, with the light of a fire burning bright. You will attract them all – the good, the bad and the ugly.’

      ‘I don’t think so,’ I managed to stutter out.

      ‘Well, I know so,’ she said, her voice and words even. ‘So you, my dear, will have to work particularly hard to stay out of trouble, unless…’

      ‘Unless what?’

      She picked up her drink and looked into the crackling fire, as though carefully choosing her next words. ‘Unless you don’t try to hide. Unless you fight fire with fire.’

      ‘What? What do you mean?’

      She turned and looked at me, her watery, wise eyes burning into mine. ‘I’m not exactly sure what this means, yet I know it to be true. I see the fire inside you, Eva, and in life you can do one of two things with fire. You can either be fearful and try to stamp it out, or you can use it to become the person you’re supposed to be.’

      Her words hit me hard, and I sat back. The question I’d been asking since the moment I found out I was a witch now finally demanded an answer. I could pretend to hide away, pretend to be someone I was not, but I wouldn’t be living. I would be scared. Or I could become who I was always meant to be, who my birthright demanded of me. I could watch on as Orpheus and his special police intimated old ladies, or I could step forward and try to do something to protect the innocent. I could do nothing, or I could take on the dangerous man who spread fear and poison through this town.

      ‘Fire with fire,’ I murmured, the room suddenly changed, now filled with a charge that was not there only moments before.

      ‘In that case, Eva, you’re going to need to be even more careful. Hide right under the nose of your enemy.’

      My heart jumped as the front door opened and someone stepped inside. It was too early for Mum and Dad, and Elijah wasn’t due for hours.

      Violet sat forward, her voice wobbling. ‘Who is it, dear?’

      ‘Let me see,’ I said, braver than I felt, as I stood and started towards the front door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Pearl snuggled up beside me on my bed. I glanced again towards my bedroom door to check it was locked. In my hands, I held my family’s very old book on witchcraft, passed down from one generation of my family to another. I ran my fingers over the five-pointed star symbol on the velvet cover, wondering at its meaning.

      ‘Well, Pearl, what do you think? Time to find out who I am?’

      Pearl looked up at me, her green eyes glowering into mine.

      Deep inside me I felt a flickering spark of electricity. Once I opened the book, there would be no turning back. And I would be breaking my promise to my family. I felt the kick of this. They were only being protective. Even tonight when my mum came home from work early – scaring the living daylights out of me and Violet – and found out what had happened, she’d been so kind and caring to us both, mothering us like a hen. By the time Violet went home after dinner, she had colour in her cheeks and a bounce in her step.

      I took a long breath and blocked them out. My decision had been made. There was no turning back. I turned the page and reread the letter from one of my ancestors called Ethel, from 1877. It seemed almost impossible to believe that someone had sat at a table all those years ago and shared the secrets of an ancient, powerful, yet hidden way of being.

      Hidden for a reason.

      I turned the page again and there, in black ink, was the number one and the word EARTH. I blinked a few times. Underneath the heading were more words. I looked down and started to read.

      Dear Witch,

      The first step to becoming a witch is to learn the earth elements of witchcraft, which are represented as one of the five points in the pentagram star. You may have been told this, and therefore it will come as no surprise. Or this may be new to you. If this is the case, please let me explain.

      There are many steps to becoming a witch, and each step must be learned properly before the next step can be taken. Your first step is to learn earth magic – in other words, using herbs, plants and flowers from the earth in the creation of magic.

      A word of warning – you should not be tempted to take any more steps until you have mastered this step. Doing so would be dangerous, perhaps even catastrophic.

      Why earth magic? The skills you will learn here are the foundation for becoming a witch. Without this foundation, you cannot add, you cannot build. Whatever you do will be fraught with trials and troubles.

      You will need patience, not only to resist the temptation to look further into this book and try to speed up the process, but also to master earth magic – this essential skill. Ideally, you will have another witch to mentor you in your learning, but for this first skill, it is not essential.

      Earth magic may sound a tad boring even, but let me assure you, it is not. Earth magic will, I guarantee you, be difficult and frustrating, but if you persevere, you will master an essential and fascinating part of magic.

      My last advice to you is to follow your nose. Your nose always knows, so learn to trust yourself.

      Ethel

      I raised my head, my mind spinning. This was far different from anything I’d expected. I loved plants and adored flowers. We’d grown up on a large property, and our parents had taught both Elijah and me the names – even botanical names – and special properties of hundreds of plants and flowers, but I’d never imagined they had magical properties as well.

      All of those years as we explored the fields and riverbeds, searching for our favourites and the near-impossible to find, we’d never known what our parents had kept secret from us. A wide chasm opened inside me and deep-seated anger flooded in. The critical information that should have been passed onto Elijah and me in its natural state, mouth to ear, had been kept from us.

      In its place was a secret that denied us what we should know. Now, all I had was Ethel – my only teacher.

      The curtains ruffled against the open window and in blew cool autumn winds, carrying the promise of winter. Pearl raised her head from her slumber and looked over to the windows and then back at me, issuing her silent request as gracefully as she always did.

      ‘Okay, bossy boots,’ I said quietly, putting on my slippers and then walking across the old floorboards that groaned under my feet.

      One by one, I pulled the windows shut. I was about to turn away when I noticed the black police car parked across the street, in front of Violet’s house. A surge of heat rose through me as I looked to Violet’s house, but every light there was switched off. I looked back at the car and as my eyes adjusted to the darkness outside, I saw there was a single person sitting inside, their face turned towards me.

      I dropped the curtain and jumped back from the window, heat pulsing through me. Jet was right – Orpheus Blackthorn was keeping an eye on me. He had his lackeys, probably Max, sitting outside our house right now, to keep tabs on me. I felt sick, sick to the core.

      The reality of what I was getting involved in, the danger I was already in, became real, and I hadn’t even started to learn anything. I walked back to my bed, where the witchcraft book sat, open and ready.

      Was I ready? Was I ready to learn? Was I ready to keep my own secret? Was I ready to put myself and my family at more risk than we were already?

      I sank down on my bed and patted Pearl, who purred under my hand. I had to admit, part of me was ready. But the truth was, I would never be totally ready. This decision wasn’t about being ready; it was about taking a leap of faith.

      The image of the police harassing Violet, the sweet and wise lady from across the street, filled my mind. If we all did nothing – if I did nothing – then nothing would change. What would our futures hold then?

      I let out a long sigh and picked up the book again, its weight filling my hands and my whole being. The lamp next to my bed flickered as I turned the page.
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        * * *

      

      My mouth dropped open as I turned page after page, recognising each and every plant, herb and flower that had been meticulously drawn on the pages – thyme, aloe vera, baby’s breath, daffodils. On and on they went. At the base of each page were both the botanical and magical properties of each plant. I stopped at the picture of a forget-me-not.

      A dormant memory sprang to life, and I remembered a beautiful spring morning when the sun was rising against the pale-blue sky. I was about five and held onto my mother’s hand as we ran and laughed our way down the gentle slope of the hill towards the river. My mum led me to the edge of the river where forget-me-not flowers had sprung from the thawing earth. We sat beside them, touching their delicate purple-and-yellow petals while my mum told me everything there was to know – or so I thought at the time.

      I pictured my mum’s pretty face, her eyes as she gazed into mine, how sad she appeared. I remembered asking her, ‘Mama, what’s the matter?’

      She smiled at me, but her smile never quite reached her eyes. ‘One day, Eva, if your true love brings you a forget-me-not flower, you will know that they are the one you are destined for.’

      ‘But why, Mama?’ I had asked.

      ‘Because in our language, forget-me-nots mean true love, my darling girl, that’s why,’ she’d said, kissing my cheek and sitting back, raising her face to the sky.

      I blinked and came back from the magical memory into my room, where Pearl lay snug against my leg. My mum’s words, ‘in our language,’ hadn’t seemed strange or out of place at the time, but now I knew what she really meant – in witches’ language. Is that why she was sad? Because she wasn’t telling me the whole truth? Had she wanted to?

      I hadn’t considered that she’d wanted to tell me the truth, that it was hard for her to keep quiet and not share what was such a natural part of her. What else didn’t I know? The anger that was swirling inside me left me, and the edges of sadness now filled its void. What could have been? What would I be like now, as a witch?

      I looked down at the book. How much did I already know of the words in these pages? All of a sudden, the book felt too heavy and my eyes felt as though an invisible cord were pulling them closed. I wanted to keep looking, to learn, but the day had caught up with me.

      I put my book away, back in its home beneath my floor, before climbing into bed and switching out the light. Sleep was ready, and it pulled me down into its darkness, where the edges of my fears and demons were, swilling around, waiting for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      I scowled in the direction of the shiny black police car that sat opposite my house before I made my way inside. After four days of it sitting outside the house morning and night, the sight of it no longer sent an arrow of fear into my heart like it did my parents and Elijah. But boy, was it getting under my skin.

      I’d promised my parents not to go and give them hell, but I didn’t know how much longer I could keep my promise. I put down my school bag and strained to listen. The house was still and quiet, the only sound coming from the distant hum of the fridge. I raced upstairs and quickly changed out of my school uniform and slipped on my tracksuit

      The butterflies that had sat in the pit of my stomach took flight. I was actually going into the woods to start collecting what I needed for my first spell. The thought still seemed surreal, as though I’d slipped inside the pages of a book. Yet here I was, ready to get started.

      I grabbed my old leather satchel, a present from my aunt Olive when I was just a little girl. I’d always loved the bag, and I’d taken it everywhere with me – only now realising I was, in fact, carrying a medicine bag or talisman as my witch’s book explained.

      I ran my hand over its thick brown leather and hand stitching, seeing it in a whole new light, and finally understood my mother’s (failed) attempts at replacing the old bag with newer, more modern, pretty ones. She knew exactly what it was and now, so did I.

      I slipped on my runners and was ready. I knew from the hours I’d spent poring over my book the flowers and plants I was going to search for, but I had no idea where to find a sacred space to perform my first magic spell. All I knew was that I had to try.

      I quickly made my way back down the stairs and left my note, explaining that I was at the library and would be home late. I forced the lie out of my pen, tried my best to ignore the pang of guilt. When I was finished, I grabbed a piece of fruit and left the house by the back door.

      Scanning our backyard, I strode down the stairs towards the back fence and snuck through the small door leading into the park behind our house. The moment I was through, the gusty autumn winds that had kept the park empty pummelled me. I tried to ignore how creepy the swings looked as they were moved back and forth by the winds, as though being ridden by invisible children.

      I pulled the hood of my tracksuit jumper over my head and walked down a few streets before leaving civilisation and entering what was locally referred to as ‘the woods.’ We’d hiked in the woods as a family several times. While our town was small and quiet, it was surrounded by forests, rivers and woodlands that were far from tame. Out there, life pulsed to its own beat.

      As I made my way into the trees that towered above me and obstructed the fading light, my skin prickled. I’d studied maps of the area and taken my compass, but still, even with all the hiking I’d done through my childhood, I’d need to be careful. Not one person knew where I really was.

      I pressed on, heading in the direction of the river where I knew most of the plants on my list would be. My eyes scanned continually as I walked, taking in every tree, every plant, every flower. It was the way I’d been taught to walk in nature, and now, finally, I was getting to use at least one of the skills that belonged to me.

      Every now and then I stopped and cut some plant or flower using Elijah’s sharp knife. No, correction, his boline – a knife infused with magic that he thought was just a pocketknife. It was a gift from Uncle Bob, a gift I hoped he wouldn’t miss from his drawer.

      By the time I made it to the river, I felt warm. As I looked at the wide and majestic blue river that sat still and accepting, a feeling of peace settled on me – something I hadn’t felt for the longest time.

      A fresh gust of wind brought me back into the moment. In the golden light I smiled and whistled to myself as I scampered up and down the banks of the river, collecting what I’d need for my potion.

      I remembered flicking through the hundreds of potions in the book, my mind boggling. It had taken a while to settle on my first potion: a memory-altering drink that would make the drinker forget any witches they’d met and all of their interactions with them as well. I’d been hoping to find a spell that would make the drinker forget that witches even existed, but no such luck.

      After I’d collected my last herb, I looked up to see that the sun was hovering on the horizon, and the pink clouds that sat high and wispy in the sky were fading. I wanted to find a sacred space where I could practice making my potion, but my time was running out. I closed my bag and hurried back up the riverbank and walked along the river, scanning the trees for a suitable site.

      I was about to turn back towards home when I saw something flicker in the bushes. I looked around quickly to see where I was and left the path. The trees grew thick and dense in this part of the bush and the shadows long. Soon, everything started to look the same. Taking a settling breath, I continued to search for the light.

      Before long, I found myself face-to-face with trees so densely packed they formed a wall. I took a left and walked around the trees that formed the shape of a large circle. I was nearly back to the beginning when something sparkled above my head. I looked up and there was an illuminated firefly.

      I stood breathless, watching the tiny sparkling firefly in the haze of the blue early-evening light until it disappeared between a little gap in the trees. I followed it and found myself in a large round clearing where literally thousands of fireflies were buzzing in the dying light.

      For a few moments, I stood mesmerised by the beautiful sight, but then I walked forward, my arms raised, feeling as though I were floating amongst the stars. After several minutes, the fireflies flew up and away, leaving me alone in the darkness.

      I came back into myself with a thud and realised it was dark and I was a very long way from home. I turned around in a circle and saw I was totally surrounded by a wall of trees that looked exactly the same.

      My pulse quickened as I looked for the opening, but I couldn’t see a thing. Wrapping my arms around me, I started walking towards the trees, then came across an enormous tree trunk that had been cut off, leaving a perfect tabletop about the height of my waist.

      An altar! My sacred space!

      It was as though I’d received an electric shock. Here I was, deep in the woods at night, and I’d found the perfect place to perform my spells. I lay my hands on top of the exposed tree trunk, which was still warm from the sun. I felt the energy of the tree move into my hands, and for the first time in my life, I let myself respond and release the energy that had always sat, stagnant and repressed.

      I closed my eyes, cleared my mind and let my body take over. My hands grew warm, then hotter and hotter until they pulsed with heat that filled me and overflowed into the tree and down across the grass and into the circle of trees. Everything inside me was exactly right, and for the first time in my life I felt truly strong and powerful.

      I opened my eyes and saw that rivers of red light spread across the ground of the forest, like blood through veins of the trees, then rose high in the sky to form a five-pointed star – the witch’s star.

      It was in that moment I knew there was no turning back; there was only one path for me and that was forward. I was now a witch.

      I yanked my hands away from the tree, and the lights dimmed and then disappeared. I was left alone in the darkness, breathless and more alive than I’d ever felt in my life. It took me a few minutes to remember that I was lost and all alone.
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        * * *

      

      The moonlight sprinkled through the trees that twisted together in a canopy above my head. The panic that had risen inside me for the last hour as I’d wandered around lost, looking for town, threatened to overwhelm me. I took a steadying breath. If I could find my way out through a wall of trees in the darkness, I could find my way out of the woods.

      I switched on my phone’s light, ignoring the fact that I had no service, and looked down at my compass. I was still heading due east. I quietened all the screaming doubts in my head and firmly told myself that it was only a matter of time before I hit the town.

      What about the panthers?

      The moment the thought was in my head, my skin prickled. Panthers were not supposed to live in this part of the world, yet every now and then there were sightings –

      the last only weeks ago. Their sleek black bodies, as dark as the night, would be impossible to see. It would only be their eyes, those yellow orbs, that would give them away.

      Probably the last thing I would ever see!

      The wind picked up and weaved its way through the trees, making them creak and moan as they rubbed together. I flicked off my light, zipped up my jacket and started to move again, faster this time. It was slow going in the darkness, and every now and then my foot caught a tree root and I’d go flying. Before long, I slowed down and my mouth was parched dry.

      I started to mentally prepare myself to spend the night in the woods when, from behind me, came the sound of a twig snapping that made every hair on my body stand on end. Slowly I turned and there, several metres from where I stood, was the silvery outline of something – or someone, whose eyes glowed like balls of luminescence in the darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I wanted to run. I wanted to scream. But my feet felt glued to the ground, and I could only manage to stumble backwards and trip over them, landing on my back and crying out.

      ‘Geez! Are you all right?’ came the somewhat familiar voice of someone I tried to avoid at all costs.

      ‘Jet, is that you?’ I croaked, sitting up on my elbows.

      ‘The one and only,’ he said, walking forward so that I could just see him. ‘But what the heck, Eva?’

      ‘I could say the same thing to you.’ I ignored his outstretched hand and jumped to my unsteady feet, then attempted to get the leaves out of my hair.

      ‘Well, I’m here to check out the strange thing I just saw.’

      Oh crap – he saw my sign. My witch’s sign.

      ‘What do you mean?’ I said, my voice low and even.

      He cocked his head to the side. ‘Why don’t you tell me.’

      My body felt as though flames danced on my skin.

      ‘I mean, there I was, walking the streets when I saw a witch’s mark light up the goddam sky out here, in the woods. Then low and behold, here you are, all on your own.’

      A single bead of sweat trickled down my back.

      ‘I’m one for coincidences, but this seems a little more than that,’ he said.

      I heard my breath enter and leave my body.

      ‘Something you want to tell me, Eva?’

      Think, Eva, think.

      ‘I think you have an overactive imagination. I came out here to get away from…people like you, and then got lost.’

      ‘Is that so?’

      ‘Look, while you might find this amusing, I need to get home. I’ve been out here for hours, and my family–’

      ‘I get it. Contrary to what you might think of me, I’m not a complete idiot,’ he said, taking off his backpack and pulling out his water bottle. ‘Drink?’

      I snatched his water bottle and drank quickly.

      ‘Easy, tiger,’ he said, a laugh in his voice.

      I passed him back his near-empty bottle. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Don’t mention it.’ Jet took off his jacket and tried to pass it to me.

      ‘I’m okay,’ I said.

      ‘Really?’

      I realised that my heat had seeped from my body into the cool air, leaving me cold, so cold. I wrapped my arms around myself, but couldn’t stop shaking.

      Jet came closer and I moved backwards.

      ‘I don’t bite,’ he said, stepping forward quickly and placing his leather jacket around me, instantly warming me.

      ‘Thanks,’ I said, unable to keep the waver from my voice. ‘Quite the gentleman.’

      ‘Don’t push your luck, missy,’ he said, taking my hand. ‘Come on, I know these woods like the back of my hand. Let me take you home.’

      His hand felt large and coarse in mine, and I could tell he was someone who worked with his hands. Part of me wanted to pull away, make sure he didn’t get the wrong idea. But another part, a bigger part, felt comforted in a way I didn’t expect to feel, and so I left my hand where it was and stopped thinking and worrying and let myself be led into the woods.
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        * * *

      

      The lights from the town were faint at first, but slowly they grew brighter until we were near the edge of the clearing.

      We’d walked silently, closely and strangely in sync through the woods. But as we came closer to the lights, my thoughts turned from being lost and alone to who else may have seen my witch’s mark – and who may be waiting for us when we arrived back in town.

      We were out past our curfew and by now, my parents would be worried and may have even reported me missing. The police may be out, looking for me – looking for the witch who’d raised the witch’s mark.

      Suddenly Jet stopped and took hold of my other hand so that we were close, too close. I tried to pull away, but he held me tighter.

      ‘Let me go, Jet,’ I said. ‘I need to get home.’

      ‘Just give me a minute, please.’

      There was something in his voice that I’d only glimpsed before, and it took me a moment to realise what it was. This was the real Jet – the exposed, raw Jet.

      ‘A minute,’ I said quietly, wishing my traitorous heart hadn’t started to beat like a drum in my chest.

      ‘I wanted to ask you, will you save a dance for me on Friday?’

      I had to stop myself from laughing, but I couldn’t quite hide my grin.

      ‘What’s so funny?’ he said, hurt edging his voice.

      ‘Sorry, I was…’ I started to laugh. ‘I just…’

      He waited until I’d stopped laughing. ‘Finished now?’

      I giggled again.

      ‘Eva,’ he said as though talking to a small child. ‘You really are infuriating, you know.’

      ‘Sorry, sorry, I’m just trying to picture us dancing.’

      He raised his eyebrow and a smile spread across his face, making him look younger and completely different.

      ‘Yes, okay, I’ll dance with you,’ I said.

      He jolted forward as though something completely unexpected had happened to him.

      ‘I wouldn’t miss the chance to see you dance,’ I said.

      ‘I can live with that,’ he said. ‘There’s just one condition.’

      I groaned. ‘What?’

      ‘I choose the dance, and you need to stop whatever you’re doing and dance with me, and only with me.’

      My eyebrows pulled together. ‘You should know that I don’t really dance, but okay.’

      ‘Good, that’s settled. Now, we need to get you home without anyone seeing you,’ he said, tapping his chin. ‘Come with me.’

      He let go of one of my hands and gently pulled me forward again, leading me slowly towards the light of the small town whose heart was shadowed with darkness.
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        * * *

      

      When we came out of the clearing, I looked around, not recognising where we were.

      ‘Stop your gawking, Eva, and move it,’ said Jet quietly from beside me.

      ‘Where are we?’

      ‘There’s more than one way to get in and out of the woods. Less eyes out here.’

      I started walking, quickly now, looking around at the wide empty space, suddenly wishing for the cover of trees.

      ‘What is this place?’ I whispered.

      ‘It was supposed to be a housing estate, but the money ran out and now it’s just–’

      ‘A sad and creepy part of the world.’

      ‘Correct, but luckily for us, no one ever comes here.’

      We continued on in the silence, which now felt heavy somehow, as though there was a sadness in this place that had once been promised life, but got its heart broken instead.

      After a while we neared the town, where the lights seemed so bright after the darkness and the few cars that drove around sounded loud in my ears.

      ‘I think you should go in the back way,’ said Jet. ‘The police are probably still out front.’

      ‘Quite the expert on my house, aren’t you?’ I said, harsher than intended.

      ‘Someone has to keep an eye on you, missy. Hate to think of what might have happened to you in there with some witch on the loose.’

      Every muscle in my body tensed. ‘You really think there’s a witch?’

      ‘No question about that. The only question is who.’

      My face burned, and I was glad to be under the cover of darkness.

      We finally reached the edge of a street that I was familiar with, not far from my place. ‘You should go,’ I whispered. ‘I can make it from here.’

      Jet rolled his eyes. ‘And miss walking you to your door? Not a chance.’

      ‘Back door,’ I said, clutching his hand a little tighter as we started down the street.

      A few automatic lights from nearby houses came on as we passed, but we made it most of the way down the street before a car – a black police car – the special police car – pulled in. We dived behind the nearest tree, our bodies pressed together. It sped towards us, its spotlight on, lighting up everything in its path.

      My heart thumped and Jet put his arms around me, pulled me close as the car approached. Then, as it was upon us, we moved around the tree and the spotlight missed us by a sliver. We were left breathless in the dark.

      Jet gazed down at me, and rather than looking petrified as I knew I did, he was alive and there was something else too, something raw and primal and before I knew it, his lips were on mine.
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        * * *

      

      His lips were like fire, and they melted away all my inhibitions. His hands reached for the small of my back and pulled me even closer. I felt disconnected from all sense of time and space, and the only things left were him and me. His lips were coarse and demanding. I responded, and I kissed him in a way that was not tender or sweet, but hungry and wanting.

      He pulled back to look at me, his eyes glistening in the darkness. That’s when I came back into my body.

      What. Have. I. Done.

      I pulled away, took a step backwards.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.

      ‘That, that was wrong.’

      ‘What?’ he said, spitting out the word. ‘That was not wrong.’

      ‘I have to go,’ I said. ‘I’ll see you later.’

      I turned and started to walk away, but he placed his hand on my arm. ‘That’s it?’

      ‘That’s it.’

      ‘Are you for real?’

      Turning around, I threw his jacket at him. ‘How many times do I have to say it? That should never have happened. You and I – we are not a thing, will never be a thing.’

      His mouth fell open, but no words came out.

      ‘Look, I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong idea. That was never my intention. It just…happened. It won’t happen again.’

      The mask that had slipped from his face in the woods reappeared. ‘Whatever.’

      ‘I’m sorry, Jet. I didn’t mean to lead you on.’

      Jet narrowed his eyes. ‘Like I care.’

      I let out a low groan. ‘Just forget the whole thing. I have to go.’

      ‘Forgotten. But, Eva, I will be holding you to your promise.’

      My heart did a jump-start as I imagined being held in his arms again at the dance while everything else in the world faded away. I took one last look at Jet, whose hands were on his head, before I turned and walked away.

      Guilt stabbed me. There was no doubt there was something between us – fire to fire. And yes, I had to admit that he’d been kind to me all night and without him, I’d probably still be lost out there in the woods, huddled against a tree, battling the darkness, the cold and my imagination.

      But there was also something else inside him, threads of something that was dark and dangerous – something I knew would pull me in and never let me go. I had an insight into the witch I would become with him by my side. I would be powerful and strong;

      nothing would stop me – nothing would get in my way. I would make sure of it.

      Part of me wanted that, no doubt about it. I didn’t know yet how big that part was, and whether I’d be able to stop it, but it was not the witch my heart wanted to be and certainly not the witch my family wanted me to be. I had to do everything in my power to steer clear of him.

      A dog barked from a house I was passing, and a light flicked on. I jogged ahead, but hadn’t quite got past before someone opened the door and caught sight of me. I pulled the hood of my tracksuit over my head and kept my head low as I walked towards the back entrance of my house, where I would have to face the music. My mind scrambled to think of an excuse as to why I was out so late. Perhaps I could say I was out collecting flowers for a science assignment.

      Crap! The flowers! My satchel! Elijah’s knife!

      I’d left them all there, on the altar where I’d placed my hands.

      My throat went dry and my hands clammy. What if someone finds them? How long would it take for them to realise the satchel was mine? I took it everywhere.

      I swallowed as I realised I’d have to go back and get it, and soon. Back into the woods. Alone.
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        * * *

      

      I stood for a moment at my back door and strained to listen. I heard my parents talking, their voices quiet, yet there was an urgency to their words. I took a few moments to spin together my story and opened the door.

      My parents turned immediately towards me, their eyes wide.

      ‘Eva,’ said Mum, rushing towards me. She hugged me, then pulled back and looked me over, her eyebrows drawing close.

      ‘What happened to you?’ she said.

      I looked down at my clothes and saw myself as she saw me. I was covered in dust, leaves and mud, my hair wild and my clothes torn from where I’d fallen. Clearly these things didn’t happen in the library.

      ‘Are you all right?’ said Elijah, who walked in from the kitchen, his lips pulled into a tight line.

      I nodded. Another lie.

      Dad walked forward, pulled me into a bear hug and spoke in my ear. ‘We’ve been beside ourselves.’

      I pulled back and tried to keep my voice even. ‘Did you call the police?’

      My parents exchanged glances.

      ‘No, we did not call the police,’ said Mum, her voice tight and tense.

      I let out the long breath I’d been holding.

      ‘Normally, we would, of course. We would have been driving the streets, but not here. Not now.’

      ‘Not when I’m already on the wanted list,’ I said quietly.

      Mum’s face paled even further, and I placed my hands over my eyes. The knife of guilt twisted inside me.

      ‘Where were you?’ Mum asked.

      I detested lying, hated it with all my being. But if I told them the truth, they would do everything in their power to stop me, and that was no longer an option.

      I dropped my hands and looked at the freckle right between Mum’s eyes. ‘After the library, I went for a walk. I kind of got lost.’

      Not a total lie, I reminded myself, trying to shake off the feeling that I was a horrible, horrible person.

      ‘What? Where?’ asked Elijah, his eyes hard.

      He didn’t fall for it. Crap!

      ‘I’m not really sure. I had a bad day at school and wasn’t really concentrating on where I was going.’

      ‘Did you go into the woods?’ asked Elijah.

      Keep breathing, Eva.

      ‘Somewhere down on the headland.’

      ‘Where Orpheus lives?’ asked Dad, his face heavily lined.

      ‘Where Ezra lives,’ said Elijah, deadpan.

      My parents stared at me until I felt small.

      ‘I didn’t go near their house and I wasn’t with Ezra, so you don’t have to worry. Nice to see you all, too.’

      My dad let out a long sigh. ‘Sorry, Eva, we’ve just been so worried. Your phone kept going through to message bank.’

      ‘I must have been out of range,’ I said, every part of me tired and aching. ‘Can we finish with the Spanish Inquisition tomorrow? I need to lie down.’

      For a few moments, all I could hear was the sound of the ticking clock from the hall. We were in unchartered territory and we all knew it.

      ‘Of course, so long as you’re okay,’ said Mum, sparking into action. ‘Why don’t you go and have a shower, and I’ll bring you some dinner in bed.’

      ‘Thanks, Mum,’ I said quietly, starting to walk up at the stairs, which felt like the side of a mountain.
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        * * *

      

      I opened my eyes to the soft green dawn light filling my room and listened to the kookaburras sing their joyful chorus to the world. For a few moments, I felt at one with the perfect stillness of the morning. Then my brain clicked into gear and everything came crashing down. I groaned and rolled over, but my thoughts were still there, waiting for me, louder than ever.

      I pushed my doona back and saw that I was still in my tracksuit. I’d never made it into the shower, and I hadn’t been awake when Mum brought in my dinner. The last thing I remembered was taking my shoes off and lying down in bed.

      My stomach grumbled and all of a sudden, I was ravenous. I pulled on my dressing gown and headed downstairs. I had my head in the fridge when Elijah spoke to me.

      ‘Morning,’ he said.

      I spun around and there he was, sitting at the kitchen table, a cup of steaming tea between his hands.

      ‘How did I not see you?’ I said.

      ‘You never do see anything but the fridge when you’re hungry,’ he said, a smile turning up the corners of his mouth.

      ‘Cup of tea?’ he said.

      ‘Love one,’ I said, and he stood and put on the kettle.

      I made myself some cereal and sat down in front of a cup of tea.

      ‘Thanks,’ I said, tucking into my food.

      He sat back and watched me, his eyes not leaving mine.

      ‘No more questions,’ I said between mouthfuls.

      His eyes hardened for a second, before they softened.

      He put his hands up in front of himself.

      ‘Just know that I am here for you,’ he said.

      I stopped eating and watched my brother. He’d been by my side, every single day of my life.

      ‘No matter what,’ he said, his gaze flitting all over my face.

      I nodded and continued eating. The words about my decision to learn witchcraft and where I was the night before sat inside my mouth.

      Would he understand?

      Would he support me?

      Or would he try and talk me out of it? Tell our parents? Make it impossible for me to learn?

      The questions swilled around inside of me, and it took a few moments to realise Elijah was standing, putting on toast.

      ‘What are you doing up at this hour anyhow?’ I said before taking a sip of tea.

      He turned and raised an eyebrow. I knew exactly what he was thinking. We were always in sync. If I was awake, he was awake and vice versa. We’d been like that all our lives. It was one of the many unexplainable things about being a twin.

      ‘Sorry about that,’ I said as he placed my toast with raspberry jam down on the table before turning to make his own.

      ‘You still coming to the dance?’ he asked.

      I rolled my eyes, but somehow managed to hold onto my groan.

      ‘No need to get so excited, sis,’ he said before laughing – a generous laugh that always made me feel better.

      ‘I said I would, didn’t I?’

      That’s when I remembered – Jet. Our kiss. That kiss. My promise to dance with him. My face flushed and I picked up my toast, made myself eat.

      ‘You know, you might even enjoy yourself,’ said Elijah, sitting down opposite me.

      I grunted, not trusting my voice.

      ‘You all right?’ he said.

      I nodded. ‘Just planning my outfit.’

      Elijah started to laugh. ‘Really? Well, wonders never cease.’

      I smiled – I couldn’t help it. Clothes had never been my thing, and I hadn’t the foggiest idea what I would pull together. I didn’t even own a formal dress.

      ‘Promise me you won’t be mad,’ he said, sitting back in his chair.

      That was what he always said when he was going to make me mad.

      ‘What have you done this time?’ I said, narrowing my eyes.

      ‘Well, knowing how much you love clothes and all, I asked Anna if she would come and give you a hand, maybe even lend you a dress.’

      ‘You did what?’

      ‘Let’s face it, you don’t even own a nice dress.’

      ‘I don’t do dresses,’ I said, taking another bite of toast.

      ‘Come on, you know that Anna doesn’t care. She wants to help. And who knows, it may even be fun.’

      I tried to hold onto the giggle that was growing inside me, but it burst out anyhow.

      ‘I’ll take that as a yes,’ he said, laughing along with me.

      I groaned, but the battle was over. Like it or not, I needed a dress and some help. For once in my life, jeans and a jacket wouldn’t cut it.

      ‘She’s coming around Friday, after school. Said not to worry about a thing.’

      ‘She’s got her work cut out for her,’ I said, picking up one of Elijah’s pieces of toast.

      ‘Hopefully you’ll at least be showered and changed by then,’ he said, grinning as he leaned forward and pulled a leaf from my curly hair. ‘Must have been some walk.’

      The smile slipped from my face. I stood and took my plate to the sink.

      ‘Oh, come on, Eva, I was just mucking around.’

      ‘I know, and I don’t want to think about it anymore, okay.’

      ‘Sure,’ he said, but he sat back, brooding as unasked and unanswered questions sat heavily with us in the room. ‘Just remember what I said…when you’re ready.’

      ‘Speaking of which, I’d better get ready for school.’

      I left Elijah sitting there in the kitchen now full of bright morning light. As I walked towards the stairs, I saw the black police car across the street, and standing against its front door, looking straight into the windows – at me – was Max.
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        * * *

      

      Max was still there when I left the house an hour later, leaning against the police car, his gaze fixed on me like glue. My instincts told me he would be there, but that didn’t stop my mouth from going dry or a sick feeling from settling in the pit of my stomach.

      I put my earbuds in and walked quickly down my front path, then took a quick right onto the street.

      ‘Hey, wait up,’ said Max, striding towards me.

      I kept walking, but he caught up and matched my stride.

      He pulled my earbud from my ear. ‘Hello, Eva,’ he said.

      I stopped and turned to him. ‘What do you want?’

      ‘Good morning to you,’ he said, his insipid pale-brown eyes alive with his sick and no doubt warped thoughts.

      I waited, put a hand on my hip. ‘Something you wanted, apart from staring at our house night and day?’

      ‘Bit touchy this morning. Didn’t get much sleep last night, huh?’

      ‘I had plenty of sleep. I said, what do you want?’

      A flash of anger flitted through his eyes before he regained control. ‘Where were you last night?’

      Crap. He knows. How much does he know?

      ‘I don’t have to tell you anything. What I do is my own business.’

      I started walking again.

      ‘That’s where you’re wrong. Didn’t you hear the new law that came into effect at midnight last night? Any person not willing to cooperate with official police business can be arrested and held until they’re willing to talk.’

      My skin prickled like a hot rash. I stopped and turned around, no words forming.

      ‘That’s a girl. So, where were you?’

      My heart raced, but I kept my voice even and low. ‘I was at home.’

      ‘Really? At home, all night?’

      ‘Yes, really, since I got home from school. Surely one of your rookies saw me get home and not leave again?’

      The truth of my words registered as annoyance on his face. He had nothing on me.

      ‘Can I go now?’

      He blinked a few times. ‘I say when you go. Don’t you know that by now?’

      I rolled my eyes and turned my face to the sky.

      ‘The strange thing is, someone matching your description – your exact description – was seen a few streets away.’

      I remembered the lights, how they flicked on and someone walked outside. Why would anyone report that? Seriously, what was happening in this town?

      ‘There’re lots of people who look like me.’

      ‘I don’t think there’s many people who look like you,’ he said, his eyes clouding as his gaze raked over me.

      I resisted the urge to raise my knee and kick him where it would hurt.

      ‘I said I was at home. Now, I need to get to school.’

      His eyes came back into focus. ‘Just think it’s a bit odd. Someone who matches your description spotted on the same night we have another disturbance, this time in the woods of all places.’

      I stiffened. They had seen my witch’s mark.

      ‘Everything all right?’ he asked.

      I made myself gaze into his eyes. ‘What happened?’

      ‘You tell me.’

      I knew that whatever I said, however I responded in the next few seconds, could change my life.

      Lie, lie, lie.

      I prayed my voice would be steady. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about, Max. I was at home with my family. Surely, with all the spying you do on me, you would know that.’

      Max stared at the ground. That’s when I knew I had him. With the sighting in the woods, all the police cars would have been called into action. There was no one outside my house to check whether I was home or not. I was safe. For now.

      ‘Can I go? To school? Am I still allowed to learn?’

      Max stepped closer so I could smell his coffee-laced breath. ‘You know, Eva, I’m a pretty patient guy, putting up with that smart mouth of yours, but you shouldn’t push me. You might get a little more than you bargained for.’

      My legs trembled, but I held steady. ‘Can I go?’

      He stepped aside and I started to walk away, but his words, well, they were loud and clear as they followed me. ‘I’ll be watching you, Eva. Because wherever there’s trouble, you’re never far away.’

      I kept walking, but for the rest of the street I could feel his dirty eyes and dirty thoughts on me.
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      At 4.00 p.m. sharp there was a knock on our front door. My heart did a little leap and even Pearl glanced up at me, startled from her slumber on my bed.

      I heard Elijah race down the stairs, two at a time. The only person who made Elijah move that quickly was Anna. Sure enough, moments later, her sweet, high-pitched voice could be heard downstairs.

      ‘Do you think I could hide?’ I whispered to Pearl, who stared at me, unblinking.

      Footsteps sounded on the stairs, and panic welled up inside me. I stood up, sat down, stood up.

      ‘Eva,’ said Anna from my doorway, her hands full of boxes that contained goodness knew what. ‘Can I come in?’

      I nodded, unable to trust my voice. She quickly placed the boxes on my bed, getting a once-over from Pearl.

      ‘Hello, you,’ she said, walking over and hugging me. ‘How great is your room?’ She looked around, her eyes wide. ‘And to think Elijah is always the one bragging about his en-suite bathroom.’

      I laughed and felt my body relax. Anna really was one of the kindest, sweetest people I’d ever met, and apart from the fact she was here to ‘make me over,’ I was glad she was here. These last few days, since the night I’d been out in the woods, had been even crazier than before. Not only were there new laws coming in thick and fast, eroding our democratic rights and breeding fear across the whole community, but the talk about the incident in the woods had also ignited people like a firecracker.

      The police were not the only ones who’d seen my witch’s sign in the sky, and by the end of the next day, everyone was talking about it. I’d done my best to feign ignorance and then interest, but it had been draining, so draining.

      And that was just at school – home had been worse. Home had involved some serious questioning that left no one satisfied. The laughter, the joking, the fun that had once infected us had dried up in the lies I’d told to try and protect us. My family had started watching me, as though they were trying to understand what had happened to me and what type of person I was becoming.

      Anna sat down on the seat near the window, and we prattled away like a couple of birds in a cage. I was laughing at one of her jokes when she stood and walked over to the boxes. ‘Well, I suppose we’d better get started.’

      ‘Do we have to?’ I said, squishing my face together with my hands.

      ‘Aha,’ she said. ‘Now, let’s start with your hair.’

      I put my hands on my hair. ‘What’s wrong with my hair?’

      Anna walked over to the bed, where I was sitting, took off my cap and started releasing my braid. ‘There’s nothing wrong with your hair, silly. Although it might be a good start if you let people actually see it.’

      I groaned, and she hit me playfully on the head. ‘Am I going to have problems with you?’

      ‘Probably,’ I said, and we both cracked up.
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        * * *

      

      About an hour later, I stared at the full-length mirror built into my wardrobe, hardly recognising the girl in the reflection. I wore a long, simple red silk dress that clung to me effortlessly and revealed curves I’d never shown the light of day. Elegant black heels hugged my feet, and my long dark hair fell in soft waves down my back. I’d never worn make-up before, but after some heated debate with Anna, I gave in and let her have her way. I looked the same, yet different – my cheekbones were accentuated in pale pink, my eyes dark and large and my lips plump and red.

      ‘I can’t go out looking like this,’ I said, holding the side of my dress.

      Anna stood next to me. ‘Oh, yes you can, and you will. Although I have to say I’m glad that Elijah is your brother. I wouldn’t stand a chance.’

      I turned to Anna. ‘Stop this. I look ridiculous.’

      Anna placed her hand softly on my face. ‘Ridiculous is the last word I’d use to describe you. Sexy goddess, on the other hand…’

      ‘I’m not…sexy,’ I managed to stutter out, knowing my face as red as my dress.

      ‘Badass, sexy and doesn’t know it yet – even better,’ she said, laughing, but stopped when she saw my face. ‘Okay, I won’t mention how hot you look again.’

      ‘Anna…’

      ‘That necklace matches perfectly…’

      ‘Oh,’ I said, realising I’d accidently left my necklace on – the necklace I wasn’t supposed to wear, particularly now that I knew what it was, what it represented. I glanced at my necklace I’d treasured for as long as I could remember. It was a pentagram star surrounded by a circle, encrusted in sparkling garnets. Even I was forced to admit my necklace, which was strangely complex and simple at the same time, matched my dress perfectly.

      ‘My mother gave it to me,’ I said, touching it lightly, the familiar feeling of warmth and security washing over me. ‘And her mother before her and so on.’

      What I didn’t tell her was that it was a witch’s necklace, passed down from one witch to the next. I looked at it again with new eyes.

      Did it have any special powers?

      Had it helped my family in their work?

      Could it help me?

      ‘It’s a pentagram, or a five-pointed star,’ said Anna softly, her brown eyes fixed on the stone.

      ‘What?’

      How does she know?

      ‘To be fair, that’s only one of its meanings,’ continued Anna. ‘The symbol has been around forever, and I mean forever. It’s meant different things to people – the Christians, the Greeks, even witches. I could go on and on, but you get the idea.’

      I must have been looking at her as though she had two heads, because she nudged me. ‘I know it must be hard to believe, but besides being with your brother and keeping you out of rags, I do like to read – a lot.’

      ‘How did I not know that?’ I said.

      ‘Well, I have been rather distracted since a certain pair of twins moved into town.’

      A feeling of warmth flooded me. I turned around and hugged her. ‘I’m so glad you’re here.’

      She hugged me back, but then pulled away. ‘No ruining my masterpiece, okay? Can I trust you on your own while I get ready?’

      I raised an eyebrow.

      ‘If I find even a hair out of place, you’re wearing the black dress,’ she said before picking up an unopened box from the floor.

      I looked down at the discarded black dress on my bed. ‘You could hardly call that a dress. More like a tea towel.’ My face heated just remembering what I’d looked like, how I’d felt with it on.

      ‘Well, that’s what you’ll be wearing if you’re not careful,’ she said before walking to my door.

      ‘Thanks, Anna,’ I said quietly. ‘I think.’

      ‘That was possibly the worst thanks I’ve ever had, but I’ll take it. You’re welcome. See you downstairs in thirty. Noah should be here by then.’

      I was glad Anna had turned away from me when she mentioned Noah. Otherwise, she would have seen me make a face before taking off my necklace and hiding it back in the drawer. There was no way I was setting a foot out of the house with my witch’s mark shining for anyone to see. I groaned as I stood, ready for the dance.

      Why, oh why, did I agree to this?
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        * * *

      

      ‘Eva, get down here,’ yelled Elijah for the third time from the bottom of the stairs.

      All I wanted to do was lie down under my blanket and smudge my perfectly made face against my pillow and forget all about the stupid dance.

      ‘Don’t make me come up there,’ yelled Anna, everyone downstairs bursting into laughter.

      I let out a long groan and grabbed Anna’s thick black shawl and black clutch before heading downstairs. The moment I started down the second set of stairs, I realised my mistake. Everyone was waiting for me. Everyone would stare at me. I stopped walking.

      ‘Eva,’ said Anna.

      I tried to quieten my breath and then I made my legs move. The room grew quiet as I walked into view, and I risked a quick glimpse. Anna smiled like a proud parent, my family all looked at me as though they didn’t know me at all and Noah’s mouth fell open before he closed it quickly.

      My mum recovered from her shock the quickest, and she set about hugging me and telling me how beautiful I was. Dad’s eyes filled with tears that he wiped away before he hugged me, lost for words. Elijah’s eyebrows pulled together as he turned to Anna, who was still beaming.

      As Mum and Dad went to find a phone to take some pictures, Noah snuck up beside me. ‘Eva, you are beautiful.’

      My skin started to heat. ‘Thank you, although I feel kind of ridiculous.’

      He smiled, his brown eyes warm and kind, so like his sister’s. ‘That’s about the last word I would use.’

      My skin was now burning, and I knew there was no cap to pull down or darkness to hide in.

      ‘I hope you don’t mind, but I got you a little something,’ he said, holding out an exquisite wrist corsage with tiny red roses set amongst delicate white flowers, green leaves and a long, thick white ribbon.

      ‘It’s stunning, thank you,’ I managed to stutter out before he slid it onto my wrist.

      ‘Okay, ready for some pics,’ said Mum, moving us together so that we were all forced to squeeze next to each other and stand for a ridiculously long time while Mum and Dad took their photos.

      ‘Right, Anna and Elijah, let’s get a pic of you two together.’ I slinked away and watched them – an impossibly beautiful couple. Anna was a true sight on her own, with her dark-blue velvet dress with low sweetheart neckline hugging her body and her long blonde hair swept up and off her neck. But together, well, together, their love for each other was evident in their every move, their every look. After a while, I had to look away.

      ‘Can we go now?’ I said when Mum finally finished her photo shoot.

      ‘Not so fast, Eva. I want to take a picture of you and Noah,’ said Mum, smiling at Noah in a way that meant she approved of him.

      I shook my head, which my mum saw but completely ignored.

      ‘Come now, darling. This won’t take long.’

      I felt Noah’s gaze on me, and I gave a small smile and moved awkwardly to where Anna and Elijah had been only moments before.

      Noah turned his head to the side and held out his arm. My breath became a complete traitor and abandoned me completely.

      I moved into his arm, which he put around me, pulling me in so that he was just behind me – his body so close and yet a full head taller than me.

      He leant in and whispered in my ear. ‘I promise, I don’t bite…hard.’

      I laughed, I couldn’t help it, and that’s the photo Mum took of us, immortalising that moment forever.
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      ‘Care to dance?’ said Noah, an eyebrow raised.

      I hopped from one foot to the other, looking at the dance floor that was flooded with senior students letting it rip.

      ‘I’m not a very good dancer,’ I said, suddenly wanting to be far, far away from this school dance and most particularly, that dance floor.

      A smile danced in the corner of Noah’s lips. ‘I don’t really see many good dancers, so at least you won’t be alone.’

      I burst out laughing as I took in the uncoordinated arms and legs in front of me. ‘True.’

      ‘Is that a yes?’ he said.

      ‘That’s a yes to one dance, and only one dance.’

      Then I’m outta here.

      He held out his hand, and I took it shyly. He really was the whole package. All night long he’d looked after me, being kind and considerate, but even better, funny. What had started out as a purely awkward beginning, not helped by being stared at as if I were a bug under a microscope when we’d arrived at the dance, had ended up being something of a surprise and the hours had passed easily. Helped, of course, by the absences of Jet and Ezra.

      Before I knew it, we were dancing – not, thankfully, body-on-body. For a few minutes, I felt completely out of sync with the beat, but slowly, my inhibitions melted away and I started to move in time. One song turned into another, and it took me a moment to realise that the lights had been turned down low, and a slow song had started.

      Dancing across from each other was one thing, but being in his arms, well, that was another. My insides twisted and turned as Noah regarded me. Half the dance floor was leaving, but quite a few had stayed, moved together effortlessly into each other’s arms. From the corner of my eye, I spotted Elijah and Anna, who were dancing so close together they were almost one person.

      ‘You up for it?’ he asked.

      Am I? Will it give him the wrong impression?

      ‘Well…okay.’

      Noah’s face lit up like the lights on a Christmas tree.

      ‘Eva,’ said someone who I recognised instantly.

      I turned around, taking in his leather jacket, black pants and slicked-back hair. ‘Jet, what are you doing here?’

      ‘I came here for my dance, remember?’ he said, his dark eyes penetrating mine.

      ‘What dance? Eva?’ said Noah.

      ‘It’s nothing,’ I said, turning away from Jet.

      ‘A promise is a promise,’ said Jet.

      I groaned, remembering back to that night when he’d found me in the woods, looked after me, kissed me.

      ‘What’s he talking about?’ asked Noah.

      ‘It’s nothing, don’t worry,’ I said, my face hot.

      ‘It wasn’t nothing, Eva,’ said Jet, his voice low and edgy.

      ‘Hey, Jet, why don’t you take a hike? Eva came here with me and she already told me she’s going to dance with me,’ said Noah, another whole alpha side of him emerging before my eyes.

      ‘Well, that’s funny, ’cause she promised me the same. Eva?’

      I inhaled a long, deep breath, ignoring the looks we were starting to attract.

      ‘I’m sorry, Noah, but I did promise this jerk here a dance, just one dance,’ I said, raising my voice.

      ‘You sure?’ Noah asked, a single crease appearing on his forehead.

      ‘Unfortunately, I am,’ I said.

      ‘Don’t be long,’ said Noah, giving Jet a long and dirty look before he left the dance floor.

      ‘Shall we?’ asked Jet, holding out his hand.

      I placed my hand in his large, rough hand, and the memory of holding it out in the woods rushed back to me. Before I knew it, he’d pulled me in, held me tight. I tried to pull back and he let me, but still he was so close I could smell him; he smelt like the earth and leaves, and I knew he’d been out walking in the woods.

      ‘You didn’t have to be such a jerk,’ I said.

      Jet laughed and dropped his head closer to mine. ‘It was fun, wasn’t it? Did you see his face? Like I’d taken his favourite toy away.’

      ‘Stop it, Jet,’ I said, my voice set.

      ‘Oh, come on. Lighten up. He got to bring you here and will probably get to take you home, might even score himself a little midnight kiss. I hear they’re pretty darn good.’

      I dug my elbow into his ribs, hard.

      He laughed low and dangerous in my ear. ‘Lucky bastard. I’m allowed to be a bit jealous, aren’t I?’

      ‘Noah and I are not…a thing. Not that it’s any of your business.’

      ‘Good, there’s still hope for me then?’ he said, half laughing in my ear as his hands edged down my back and pulled me towards him.

      The crackle of electricity danced between us.

      ‘There’s no hope for anyone. I’m single and plan to stay that way,’ I said.

      His hands inched down my back, tugging at the thin fabric. ‘That’s a shame. Particularly when you’re wearing that dress. I mean, seriously, it’s a crime.’

      ‘Oh, stop it,’ I said, my breath starting to desert me.

      He bent down further. ‘Imagine the fun we could have in the woods. That dress wouldn’t last long.’

      I pushed Jet away as far as I could, but he was everywhere, in my face, in my head, in my arms.

      ‘Do you remember our kiss, Eva?’ he said softly in my ear. ‘Your lips against mine…’

      The memory I’d tried my hardest to suppress reformed, and I remembered his mouth on mine.

      The next thing I knew his lips were on my neck. Desire grew in my belly, and the people around me faded away. Soon, I no longer heard the music or knew where I was. There was just him and me. I groaned, put my hands around his head and brought his lips to mine. It was like before, but better. This time, I was ready for him.

      The lights above us flickered on and brought me back into the room, and I realised where I was, who I was with and what I was doing – in front of my whole class. I pulled back from Jet and there, standing in the doorway was Ezra, his lips parted and his eyes burning holes into mine.

      I looked up at Jet and pushed him away. ‘Why do you have to keep doing things like that?’

      ‘What can I say, I bewitched you.’

      ‘You what?’ I said, remembering back to my witch’s book and reading about the bewitching spell.

      Is that what just happened?

      The smile on Jet’s face died. ‘I was joking, Eva. I thought you felt it too.’

      I growled and looked back to Ezra, who had disappeared.

      ‘You thought wrong,’ I said, ignoring the pain that passed through Jet’s eyes as I left him standing there and ran after Ezra.
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        * * *

      

      Outside, the cool air slapped me in the face, but I didn’t stop running in the direction Ezra was heading.

      ‘Ezra, wait up,’ I yelled, but he continued on as though he hadn’t heard me.

      I nearly tripped on my shoes, so I stopped and took them off, then threw them to the ground. I began running again, but he disappeared around the corner. When I started to gain ground on him, he took a left and disappeared into the depths of the junior school playground, which I’d never been in before.

      I followed him, but the moment I was in the labyrinth of buildings and the playground, I stopped and listened. His footsteps could no longer be heard.

      ‘I know you’re here,’ I said, my voice loud as I watched the objects around me made strange and inhuman by the darkness and moonlight. ‘And I know that I’m probably the last person you feel like seeing.’

      He didn’t reply or make a sound.

      I cleared my throat. ‘What you just saw, well, it wasn’t what you think. Well, I guess I can’t deny it was what it looked like, but it didn’t mean anything. Jet is not my boyfriend and neither is Noah. I don’t know what happened. I just got carried away in the moment. It was stupid. I was stupid.’

      I put my arms around myself, wishing I’d at least brought my wrap. My wrap that would be sitting on a chair next to Noah, who would have also seen the kiss and then me running off after Ezra. Along with Elijah, Anna and basically every single person I knew.

      I groaned out loud. ‘Come on out, Ezra. Please.’

      I sat down, the earth cold against me. I spoke quietly. ‘You might be thinking that our kiss meant nothing. But you would be wrong. That was my first kiss, Ezra. Ever. And it meant something to me. It meant a lot. It still does.’

      I stared at the ground, a feeling of sadness growing inside me.

      How had my life spiralled so out of control?

      ‘Eva,’ said Ezra, stepping out from behind a nearby tree.

      I raised my head and there he was, a halo of moonlight surrounding him.

      I stood up and all of my emotions burst out of me. Before I could stop myself, my arms were around him and I hugged him tight. For a few moments, he was still, but slowly his body started to relax against mine. Eventually, I pulled away and gazed up at him. He regarded me closely, like an animal watching a predator.

      The night was still, still and cold, and I wrapped my arms around myself to try and stop myself from shaking. Ezra took off his jacket and placed it around me.

      ‘Thank you,’ I said, my teeth chattering.

      ‘You should go inside. You’re frozen.’

      ‘I’m not going back,’ I said, picturing the faces of everyone as I walked back inside.

      Ezra laughed softly. ‘That would be worth watching.’

      I nudged his arm. ‘Besides, I never get to see you.’

      ‘Well, that was not my choice,’ he said, his words short and clipped.

      ‘I know… I’m sorry… It’s just…’

      Now that my brain had kicked back into gear, I knew that I should go, leave him be. But, as selfish as it was, I didn’t want to. Being with him felt exactly like the right place to be.

      ‘You’re not being fair to me, I know,’ he said. ‘But you know what, I don’t care. It may not be good for me and who knows, it may land both of us in trouble, but I just don’t care anymore.’

      I knew his words were dangerous and could carry consequences that were far reaching, but a feeling of warmth blossomed inside me. Before I could stop myself, the word okay had left me.

      He wrapped his arms around me, pulled me close. ‘It might take me a while to forget…what I just saw, but…’ he said, before the sound of footsteps, determined, seeking footsteps, could be heard walking towards us. My heart leapt to life, and Ezra put his finger against his lips and pulled me back into the shadows of the building.
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        * * *

      

      My heart thumped in my chest as the footsteps came near. Ezra pulled me closer and I rested my head against his chest.

      The footsteps stopped not far from where we stood, and I could hear air enter and leave the mouth of the person who seemed to be sniffing us out like a tracker dog. My body tensed and I quietened my breath as much as I could.

      ‘Eva, I know you’re out here,’ said Max, his voice sending a shiver through my body. ‘One of your little friends was only too keen to tell me how you were kissing Jet, but then ran after Ezra when he saw you. Quite the little devil, aren’t you?’ he said, laughing.

      Ezra’s body stiffened against mine.

      ‘Shame that Ezra wanted nothing to do with you. Disappearing like that. Maybe I can help make it up to you.’ He walked forward, closer to us. ‘I don’t know what I’m going to do about you. Seems like there’s no keeping you out of trouble. You know what happens to girls like you, don’t you?’

      Ezra began moving, but I put my hand on his shoulder and shook my head.

      Max started forward again, slowly, quietly now. I heard the tread of his foot against the concrete ground, so close. My skin prickled and a single bead of sweat ran down my back.

      He was nearly upon us when his radio buzzed. ‘Max, false alarm. Ezra still missing, but Eva is home. Come back in.’

      What does he mean, he thinks I’m at home?

      ‘Bitch,’ said Max to himself, spitting the word from his mouth before replying on his radio. ‘Coming back in.’ He turned and walked away, kicking the bin as he went, knocking rubbish far and wide.

      We stayed as we were for some minutes, listening to the faded music that flowed from the hall.

      ‘You okay?’ he whispered in my ear.

      Was I? Was I okay?

      I pulled back from him, my legs shaking so much that Ezra grabbed hold of my arm to keep me upright.

      ‘I’m okay,’ I whispered, my voice sounding strange in my ears.

      ‘That bastard,’ he said. ‘I knew he was bad from the moment I laid eyes on him, but I had no idea he was treating you like that.’

      ‘I can handle him,’ I said in a voice that wouldn’t convince a soul on earth.

      Ezra let out a heavy sigh. ‘The only person who can handle him is my father, and he's got no intention of curbing his ways. He would have loved what he just heard, would have egged him on.’

      ‘Nothing bad happened. It’s okay.’

      ‘Stop saying that everything is okay. It’s not okay. It’s the furthest from okay that is possible.’ As he spoke, his words got louder and angrier. ‘I hate this. I hate what my father is doing to this town, to everyone, to you.’

      ‘Shh.’ I put my finger against his lips, pressing gently. ‘I know that it must be hard, but it’s hardest on you.’

      He took my hand away and looked down on me, his eyes glistening in the dark. ‘How can you not hate me? It’s my fault that Max is so fixed on you. If it weren’t for me, he wouldn’t be…stalking you.’

      I placed my hands against his chest. ‘Calm down. This is not your fault. Your dad may have some issues, but he loves you, of that I have no doubt.’

      ‘A sick and twisted love,’ he said before sighing. ‘That’s making your life hell.’

      ‘No one is making my life hell. I seem to be doing that all on my own.’

      He laughed, but it sounded hollow and we both knew it. ‘You’ll get no arguments from me there.’

      I thought back to where I grew up and how simple my life used to be, where nothing ever happened. For the first time in my life, I felt as if I was looking back at my uncomplicated childhood and it hurt.

      ‘Maybe we should head home, before things get any worse,’ I said, not looking forward to my dash through the streets, trying to stay unnoticed.

      Ezra took my hands gently and held them as he spoke, his voice unsteady. ‘I know I said I want us to be together, and I do – more than you know. But I can see now that it’s not safe for you to be with me.’

      His words hung heavily in the air between us.

      ‘Ezra,’ I said, my word a plea.

      ‘You were right all along. It’s not the right time for us, not here, not now.’

      His words were the truth, but they stung me, right in the middle of my heart. For that one moment, I’d allowed myself to feel, to believe that it was possible we could be together, and I’d let him into my heart. Now he was there and it would be hard, so very hard, to remove him.

      ‘I understand,’ I said, taking off his jacket and passing it to him.

      ‘Keep it,’ he said.

      I shook my head and put the jacket in his unwilling hands. I didn’t want the smell of him in my room, the reminder of him. The sooner I could block him out, the better.

      ‘I have to go,’ I whispered, hardly trusting my shaky legs as I started to walk away.

      He let out a small sound, a guttural cry that came from deep within him. Every part of me wanted to turn towards him, fall into his arms, but that wasn’t possible, would never be possible.

      And even though I could no longer feel my body, I kept walking and soon my shadow had disappeared into the night.
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      The sound of something scratching my bedroom window woke me. I sat up in the darkness, my skin prickling with sweat, every inch of me straining to listen. For a few moments, all was quiet, but then the wind blew up and the scratching started again. I felt frozen with fear, but I pulled back my doona and crept across the floor, which creaked under each step, until I reached the window. Holding my breath, I yanked back the curtains.

      There was nothing and no one there, except the moonlit branches stripped bare of their leaves. The wind came again, sneaking its cool air through the cracks in my window and pushing one of the long and twisted branches against the glass, making the eerie scratching noise that had woken me.

      I took a deep breath and tried to calm my pulsing body. I was about to turn and crawl back into bed when I noticed the police car that was so often parked across the street was not there. My body, so used to being tense, instantly relaxed and cool relief flooded through my veins.

      What had happened? Why had they left?

      The answer came to me immediately. I was no longer a person of interest because Ezra had no interest in me. He’d made his intentions crystal clear to me and everyone else last night at the dance. Everyone thought he’d taken off and left me chasing after him, which was pretty close to the truth.

      I put my hand against my chest, which suddenly hurt. I knew Ezra and I couldn’t be together, that it was best for everyone that we weren’t, but hearing him say it was something else entirely. We had never been a couple, yet we were the exact right fit for each other. And now I’d have to learn to live with knowing I would never be his girlfriend.

      I wiped away a tear that left mascara on my hand. Mascara and a face full of make-up that I couldn’t be stuffed removing after the night from hell. All of a sudden, the events from the night before resurfaced and I put my hands against the windowsill. I hadn’t thought my night could get any worse when I left Ezra, but apparently it could – and had.

      I’d snuck in the back door, hoping for everyone to be in bed, but no such luck. Sitting, waiting for me on the couch was my family, and even Anna. It had immediately made sense to me why the police thought I’d come home with Elijah, but my relief at the thought was replaced with dread when she looked at me, her brown eyes so like her brother’s – her twin brother who I’d left standing there, watching me kiss the school bad boy and then race off after Orpheus’s son.

      My face must have been the colour of a beetroot because she took pity on me and came and hugged me, telling me it was all going to be okay before she gathered her things, kissed my brother and left out the back door to meet her dad, who was waiting for her beside the park.

      That left my family, who didn’t seem so keen to hug me and tell me everything was going to be okay. They asked me to sit and began a series of questions, not just about the dreaded night but about other things too, ground we’d already been over before, like the night I went into the woods.

      It took me a while to figure out what they were doing, but when I did, I felt as though I’d stepped in front of a train. None of them believed what I said anymore, and they all knew I was lying; their only problem was they didn’t know what I was lying about.

      It had taken my breath away and I’d stood, unsteady on my legs, and made my way upstairs to my attic, where I’d locked my door, blocked out first my mum’s and then Elijah’s attempts to talk to me and cried myself to sleep.

      I looked down at the red dress that I still wore; the red dress that had inadvertently landed me in so much trouble with Jet. It was crumpled and stained, just like me. My hands found the zipper at the back and I slid out of the dress, letting it slink down to the ground. The nippy autumn air took hold of me, and I quickly put up my hair and slipped into my black tracksuit.

      The moment I had it on, I was reminded of the last time I’d worn it, the evening I went into the woods. It seemed like a lifetime ago, yet it was only just over a week ago. My mind immediately returned to the question of my satchel, which I’d left on the altar in the woods. Leaving it there and risking it being discovered had gnawed away at me every day and every night. The fear within Melas was growing like cancer, and thanks to Orpheus, we’d slipped back centuries to a time where witches were feared and detested.

      My breath became short in my chest. I had to go back to the woods; the only question was when. The answer whispered itself into my ear: why not now? Outside, the darkness was inky, and the thought of being in the woods alone was terrifying, yet when would be the right time? It was Saturday and no one would be expecting me to get up early. There wouldn’t be a soul on the streets at this hour or in the woods, surely. I swallowed. From now on, my family would not let me out of their sight, and although the police were no longer stationed outside my house, Max would not be going anywhere.

      My mind exploded with resistance, but I took a steadying breath and quietened my thoughts. I’d done it before and I could do it again. The only problem was getting outside. Walking down the stairs would surely wake my family, or at the very least Elijah, who was tuned in to me like a radio station.

      The branch scratched the window again. I looked up at its twisted and gnarled silhouette against the darkness. Could I climb down the tree? I stepped forward and looked down at its thick limbs that plummeted towards the ground. My body started to shake and I went and sat down on my bed. The clock radio read 3.05 a.m. Beside my bed, I spotted my notebook that had the list of plants and flowers I needed for my spell. In my drawer was the chalice I’d need to put the plants in.

      With everything that had been going on, I’d hardly had time to think about the memory-erasing potion, but it all flooded back to me and just like that, I knew that I could do it, or at the very least try.

      I slipped on my runners and thick fitted jacket, and put my notebook, compass, chalice and phone in my bag and slipped it onto my back. The only problem was the crystal. I’d searched the house high and low, but couldn’t find one and hadn’t had the chance to buy one. The moon would be full tomorrow night, so it was the perfect time to leave a crystal on the altar for cleansing.

      I was staring into space, and it took me a moment to realise that I was staring at the angel my mum had given me when I was a little girl to hang against my window. I remembered her words as though she had spoken them only yesterday. ‘A crystal angel to protect you, my darling.’

      A CRYSTAL angel! Yes!

      Of course, it made sense. It was a treasured gift from a mother witch to a daughter witch. I stood, and warmth flowed through me as I made my way towards the angel that I’d adored through my childhood, never quite managing to put it away, even as I edged towards adulthood.

      I retrieved the angel and cradled it as I’d done a million times before. My hands, buzzing with magic, vibrated against the crystal. I unclipped her, wrapped her in one of my scarves and slipped her into my bag, then zipped it tight.

      I stood before the window. I was ready. All of my thoughts and fears left me, creeping back into the cracks where they’d come from. Strength and power flowed through me like a current. I opened the window, and chilly air blew on my face. I lifted myself up onto the windowsill, and under the light of the moon, I climbed out onto the tree branch that had woken me, as though to tell me it was time – time for me to be a witch.

      The moment I climbed onto the branch, all my bravado flew away on the breeze.

      What the hell am I doing?

      I glanced back to my window that I’d shut so confidently, thinking that I wouldn’t need to leave it open in case I changed my mind.

      IDIOT! What was I thinking?

      I sat down, my legs like jelly, and clung to the branch, which felt cool and rough. When I looked down through the giant tree, the ground seemed a million miles away. One false move and that would be it. I’d never liked heights, and my stomach dropped. For a few minutes, I was still, cursing under my breath.

      The wind sprang up again, the cool air bracing against my searing skin and bringing me back into the moment. I forced myself forward and progressed a few inches, then a few more, until I was on the move. When I reached the first fork in the tree, I hugged it tight and kissed it. It was hard to get going again, but I took a deep breath and continued climbing down.

      I was making slow progress when an owl hooted from a nearby branch. I looked up and lost my balance, my sweaty hands no longer able to grip the tree. I cried out as I slipped and plunged towards the ground.
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      A few metres below, my body hit a branch, which slowed my fall. I reached out and just managed to grab hold of a nearby branch to avoid spiralling to the ground. My heart thudded in my chest while I dangled in thin air.

      Finally, I found my breath and moved my legs around until I located another branch to rest my feet against. With a quick intake of breath, I let go of the tree and crouched, balancing precariously on the branch that swayed under my movement. The moment the branch was still, I wrapped my hands around it and continued on down, not wanting to be in the tree for a second longer than necessary.

      Finally, I made it down to the ground. I ran my hands over my left arm, which I’d hit on the tree, and noticed I’d punctured my pants and my knee was raw and bleeding, but otherwise I was okay. I shuddered just thinking of what could have happened.

      I glanced back up the tree innocently doused in moonlight – the tree that had woken me, inspired this crazy decision, then saved me from my fall. I shook my head, pulled the straps of my backpack close and, wincing, walked back down my front path and out onto the sleeping street.
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        * * *

      

      I took one final look around me before I slipped back into the woods. Ever since I’d left home, I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being watched. I’d stopped several times, but hadn’t seen a thing. The streets, already quiet in peak hour, had seemed as if they’d been asleep for a hundred years.

      The moment I was inside the woods, the light from the bright moon was stolen by the trees that towered over me. I remembered back to the last time I’d been there, when Jet had found me, when he’d kissed me. And last night, I’d let him kiss me again – in front of my whole class and teachers. My body flushed with heat. I forced myself to admit that the kiss, well, the kiss…

      Stop it, Eva!

      It didn’t matter how he’d kissed me, how his hands felt on me… It didn’t matter, because he was bad, bad news and I should never have kissed him once, let alone twice, and certainly not publicly. Certainly never again!

      I groaned and realised how quiet it was; it was as though the bushes were holding their breath.

      Focus!

      I thought back to the map showing the layout of the woods that I’d been studying since getting lost last time. I had a fairly good idea where the circle of trees was and where my satchel would still, hopefully, be. I walked on, trying to ignore how the shapes of the trees looked like grotesque monsters.

      After a few minutes, I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being watched. I turned and looked around, but nothing and no one was there. The wind sprang up and weaved its way through the trees and bushes, making their leaves and branches all rub together as though whispering to each other.

      I cleared my throat and resisted my desire to turn and run for my life. This was my chance to get my satchel and cleanse my crystal. I had to take it. I continued on and even though the same feeling of being watched returned over and over, I didn’t turn back around.

      As morning approached, the light began changing colour. Slowly the black turned to the darkest shade of blue, indigo blue, and a few sleeping birds awoke. I finally emerged on the riverbank and saw steam rising from the water’s surface. Several slivers of orange-and-pink light were being painted on the canvas above me, and the night was fading fast. It was possibly one of the most beautiful landscapes I’d ever seen, and even though I knew I should keep moving, I was transfixed, held in the beauty of this special place.

      I was so mesmerised that it took me several moments to realise someone was standing by my side.

      ‘Good morning, Eva,’ said a voice I knew only too well.

      I nearly jumped out of my skin before I realised who it was and what trouble I was in.
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        * * *

      

      ‘What the hell, Elijah? What are you doing here?’ I shouted, sending a flock of birds into flight above the river.

      I turned to Elijah, whose eyes looked as if they were made from stone. ‘I could ask you the same question.’

      ‘How dare you follow me, sneak up on me like that. You scared me half to death!’

      Elijah replied, his voice edged with something I’d hardly ever heard before, something that made me take a step backwards. ‘Well, for a start, you woke me up when you screamed.’ He looked at my torn tracksuit, my bleeding leg. ‘When you slipped on the tree. Besides, how else am I to supposed to find out what you’re up to?’

      ‘Ever thought about respecting someone else’s privacy? I’m not five anymore.’

      ‘You call this privacy? Sneaking out, climbing down the tree where you could’ve broken your neck and coming out here, into the woods…on your own? Or maybe you’re not planning to be here on your own? Who the hell would know? Certainly not me.’

      A fire burst to life inside me. ‘Yes, I call this privacy. I call this none of your goddamned business.’

      ‘What’s going on with you, Eva? I don’t even know you anymore. I mean, last night, seriously…poor Noah. You should have seen his face when you kissed Jet and then ran after Ezra like that. You should have heard…’

      His words cut me like a knife. ‘Heard what?’

      Elijah’s face was red and there were small beads of sweat above his lip. ‘What people are saying about you.’

      I laughed; I couldn’t help it. ‘So what, I’m the town hussy, is that it?’

      He turned his face to the side, regarded me closely. ‘Is that what you want?’

      I laughed again, in his face. ‘You really have to ask me that?’

      He opened his mouth, closed it again.

      I turned away from him and saw that the transformation from night to day was in full swing, and if I weren’t so pissed, I’d be transfixed by the pale-pink beauty before me.

      ‘I’m sorry. That was uncalled for,’ said Elijah, his voice returning to normal. ‘I’m just confused and worried…about you.’

      The kookaburras started up their welcome, heralding the arrival of the new day. We stood silently and listened to their mighty chorus.

      Eventually he spoke again. ‘I’ve never felt like this before. I’ve always known you like I know the sun will rise in the morning and set at night. But not anymore.’ His voice cracked, and I turned to look into his violet eyes, the same colour as mine. ‘Nothing is right anymore.’

      The truth to his words struck me, and my eyes filled with tears. ‘I can’t tell you everything anymore, Elijah, because you wouldn’t understand. You would try and stop me, and that’s no longer possible.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ he said, his eyes wide. ‘You can tell me anything. Anything.’

      I looked into his eyes – the eyes I’d gazed into from the moment I was born. They had always been my compass to the world. My north. My south. My east. My west. I knew we were at a junction in our relationship. I’d moved forward while he had stayed where he was. Could he move with me? Could he continue to walk by my side?

      ‘Come,’ I said, taking his hand. ‘There’s something I want to show you.’

      He looked at me warily before nodding. Together we left the river and started back into the woods, where the golden light now shone.
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        * * *

      

      We walked in silence as the pink light faded until it disappeared, leaving the pale-blue autumn-morning sky behind.

      ‘Where are we going?’ asked Elijah.

      ‘You’ll see,’ I said, butterflies taking flight inside me. What I was about to do was a risk, no doubt about it. But in that split second I’d made my decision, and now there was no turning back. I blocked out what this could mean if things went wrong and focused on where we were, this time determined not to get lost.

      We walked on silently, the chorus of birds chattering and screaming their delight. Before long, we reached the circle of trees.

      ‘Follow me,’ I said, my words a whisper. I made my way to the small gap between the bushes. ‘Keep an open mind,’ I said before stepping into the small gap and walking into the clearing. Elijah quickly followed, and then he stopped and turned around, taking it in.

      ‘This place…’ he said.

      ‘I know. It’s pretty amazing, huh?’

      ‘How did you find it?’

      I walked over to the altar. There, sitting exactly where I’d left it, was my satchel. I let out the breath I was holding, and my whole body relaxed.

      ‘What’s that doing here?’ he said, walking over and picking up my satchel, then opening it up and finding the remains of the flowers, plants and herbs that I’d picked, along with his knife.

      ‘I left them here by accident,’ I said.

      Elijah’s forehead creased into long lines. ‘I don’t understand. What were you doing with them? And what’s with the flowers?’

      I put my hands on the altar and remembered the last time I’d done that, when I had created my witch’s symbol that had caused more trouble.

      ‘You ready for the truth, Elijah?’

      He nodded, just once.

      ‘And you won’t tell me what to do, or tell Mum and Dad?’

      He looked at me intently and nodded, eventually.

      I tried to find the words, the words that would help me explain this right.

      ‘Spit it out, Eva. I’m getting hungry.’

      I laughed at my brother, who didn’t even crack a smile.

      ‘Sorry, right, well, the simplest way to say this is that I’ve decided to learn how to become a witch.’

      ‘You what?’ he said, his voice raised. ‘Mum thought you might, but I said you wouldn’t, because you’d promised and you would never break a promise like that.’

      ‘Look, before you go nuts on me, you need to listen, really listen and not judge.’

      Elijah clamped his mouth shut, but his face was full of all the words he wanted to say.

      ‘I know that I made my promise, and when I made it I had no intention of breaking it. But something changed for me, something that I could no longer ignore.’ I went on to tell Elijah about the day that I’d come home and seen the police harass Violet and how this made me realise I could no longer stand by and do nothing – that to do nothing was a crime.

      Elijah’s face changed as I spoke, emotions rolling off him as though in waves. Finally, I was quiet, the only sound coming from the breeze that tousled the tree leaves.

      ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ asked Elijah, his words sharp enough to puncture me.

      ‘Because you don’t understand.’

      He opened his mouth to speak, but I spoke first. ‘Because you would rather do nothing, stay hidden and wish this whole situation will go away. But guess what, this whole situation is not going away. Orpheus Blackthorn is not going away. He’s going to continue to prey on poor, defenceless people like Violet, and he’s going to let his people continue to torment everyone.’

      Elijah’s face paled, but I continued, raising my voice with every word.

      ‘When will it stop, Elijah? Huh? Don’t you see, it won’t. He won’t stop until someone stops him. And who do you think is going to do that if people – like you – hide away?’

      ‘But…’ he stammered out.

      ‘But what? Of course, it will be dangerous. But it’s more dangerous doing nothing.’ I lowered my head, but looked up into his eyes. ‘So I decided to fight fire with fire. We were given our birthright for a reason. I choose mine and no one, not you, not Mum or Dad and certainly not Orpheus, can ever take that decision from me. So that’s why I came here, that’s what I want to do. I am learning to be a witch.’

      Elijah blinked quickly, his dark lashes brushing his face.

      The heat had left my body, and my next words came out as a whisper. ‘If you don’t want any part of this, just go.’ I turned my back on him and closed my eyes, the pale sun on my face as I waited to hear his footsteps walking away from me.

      ‘Eva,’ he said, putting his hand on my arm. ‘Don’t turn your back on me.’

      I opened my eyes and turned around, and there were his violet eyes – the mirror of mine – looking at me in a way he’d never looked before. I glimpsed a strength I’d never seen before.

      ‘Okay,’ he said.

      My heart leapt.

      ‘Okay, I’ll learn with you.’

      ‘You will?’ I squealed like a five-year-old before launching myself at him, hugging his body, which felt as hard as a rock. ‘And since when did you get all buff?’

      Elijah’s face turned pink, and he didn’t know where to look.

      ‘Seriously, bro, those muscles, where did they come from?’

      ‘I’m not sure. Dad said the same thing happened to him at the same age. Apparently it’s a male teen witch thing.’

      I started laughing and flexed my arm up like a bodybuilder. ‘Gee, I wonder what I’ll get?’

      ‘A smart mouth and a knack for attracting the wrong attention.’

      ‘Ha ha, you’re hilarious.’ I slapped his ridiculous bicep, smiling widely. For the first time in a long time, the world seemed as though it were as it should be. ‘I’m so glad we’re doing this together.’

      Elijah raised an eyebrow. ‘It’s not like I have much of a choice. If you can do it–’

      ‘I can do it better,’ I finished. I thought back through our childhood and all of the times he’d said those words to me and I felt an ache for what was, what never could be again. ‘That’s not a good enough reason, Elijah. This is too important. It’ll change your life forever.’

      Elijah nodded and let out a long breath. ‘I know that, I do. And I didn’t make my decision for that reason.’

      ‘What then?’ I asked quietly.

      ‘Contrary to what you think, I feel it too. The urge to become who I’m supposed to be. It scares the life out of me, too, perhaps more than you, but when you said those things, you didn’t just beat me into submission – you made me face it, who I am. That’s the best way I can explain it.’

      I nodded. ‘I know exactly what you mean. I feel it too.’

      ‘Seems like you’re feeling a lot of things these days. Care to talk about it?’

      I knew exactly what he was referring to – my boy situation. I let out a long groan. ‘Not really and besides, there’s nothing to talk about. A false start, a bad decision and…’

      How would I describe Ezra?

      I knew my face was blazing.

      ‘That bad, huh?’

      The pain returned to me, numbing everything but my heart, which burned with the knowledge that we could never be together.

      ‘Well, if you think that’s bad, wait until we tell Mum and Dad. They’re already beside themselves with worry,’ he said.

      I felt the familiar knot tighten inside me, as it always did when I thought about the stress I was causing them. ‘I thought I could keep it a secret, to protect them, but clearly I was only fooling myself.’

      ‘We need to tell them. Maybe they can help us learn what we need to know.’

      ‘Yeah right,’ I said, picturing their faces. ‘We’ll probably be grounded, locked in our rooms until we’re fifty-two.’

      ‘That doesn’t seem to stop you,’ he said, his face pained. ‘Just promise me, no more climbing down that tree.’ He glanced down at my arm and leg.

      ‘I can’t promise, but I’ll try,’ I said, ignoring the glare he gave me.

      ‘You want the truth, remember?’ I said quickly, stopping whatever words he was about to fire at me. ‘Anyhow, I don’t know about you, but I’m starving and we should probably get home before Mum and Dad realise we’re not sleeping in like a couple of lazy teenagers.’

      Elijah nodded and took one last look around. ‘This place really is something. What do you think it is?’

      The crystal angel!

      ‘I nearly forgot,’ I said, taking off my backpack and rummaging around inside until I found the angel wrapped in my scarf. I took it out and explained why I’d brought it.

      ‘O-kay,’ he said, looking between me and the angel.

      ‘Probably best you just go with it for now. I can show you in the book later.’

      ‘You have the book? But Mum and Dad…’

      ‘Searched my room, I know. Yes, I have it.’

      He released a low whistle. ‘You really are a badass.’

      ‘One of us has to be,’ I said before placing the angel down on the altar and picking up the satchel and knife, then sliding them into my bag. ‘Come on, let’s get outta here. I’ll tell you more as we walk.’

      ‘Are you leaving it here?’ he said, eyeing the angel.

      ‘Yep, tonight is a full moon and the angel needs the moon’s energy before I can make my first potion.’ I tried to ignore the way Elijah was looking at me, as though I were an alien.

      ‘First potion. Well, this is really happening. And what might that potion be?’

      ‘It’s to help people forget about the existence of any witches they’ve met. I have no idea whether I can make it properly, but I thought it might be a good one to try first.’

      Elijah nodded, pulled his thick lips into a smile. ‘Way to go, sis. I like it. Get all these morons to forget about us and we can start planning how we’re going to get rid of Mr Blackthorn.’

      ‘Yes, well, it could take a while, and God only knows what we can do to try and stop Orpheus, but this might give us some time.’

      ‘Always were the clever one,’ he said, nudging me.

      ‘Someone had to be.’ I nudged him back.

      A feeling of warmth spread through me. Elijah and I were back on an even keel, and I didn’t have to go through this alone.

      I took one last look at my crystal angel, which was sparkling in the sunshine. It was the first time since I could remember when it wouldn’t be with me, and I didn’t want to leave it there. But clearly, no one else knew about this place or they would have found my satchel. It would be safe for now, I told myself before turning away and leaving the little sanctuary – our own place of magic.
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        * * *

      

      The morning sun was rising in the sky, sprinkling a kaleidoscope of colour through the marmalade-coloured autumn trees as Elijah and I walked towards home.

      I was starting to get used to being in the woods and felt confident I would no longer get lost, so long as I didn’t stray too far from the path.

      We were nearly back at the road when we heard the sounds of people talking and laughing as they walked directly towards us. We stopped and Elijah’s gaze darted in all directions. I put my finger to my lips and was looking for a tree to hide behind when Jet and his gang all emerged into our field of vision.

      We froze like bunnies in the spotlight, and sure enough, our unnatural movement quickly caught the attention of the absolute last person I wanted to see.

      ‘Well, well, well, look who we have here,’ said Jet, letting out a long whistle. ‘If it isn’t Little Miss Red Riding Hood and the Big Bad Wolf.’ His cronies all burst into laughter, while the redhead, whom I recognised from the night in town, snarled at me.

      I knew instantly that the Jet I’d glimpsed from time to time was long gone; his bad-boy mask was well and truly on.

      ‘Hi to you,’ I said. ‘Come on, Elijah, let’s go.’

      ‘Hey, pretty lady,’ said Jet, grabbing hold of my arm, forcing me to stop. ‘Where do you think you’re going?’

      I tried to remove my arm, but he tightened his grip, making my skin twist and burn.

      Elijah stepped up to Jet’s face and when he spoke, he sounded like someone I’d never met before – someone dangerous. ‘Let her go, now.’

      Jet laughed in his face and tightened his grip further.

      Elijah didn’t hesitate. He grabbed Jet by the shoulders and pushed him so hard that he crashed to the ground.

      The woods became deathly silent as everyone turned to Elijah, unblinking.

      ‘If you touch her again, you’ll have me to answer to. You understand me, moron?’

      Jet glanced at his gang, who were all still staring, wide-eyed, at Elijah.

      Jet got to his feet, dusted himself off. ‘I understand you perfectly – Elijah, isn’t it?’

      ‘Good. Let’s go, Eva,’ said Elijah, putting his arm around me.

      As we started to walk away, Jet’s words found us. ‘Although you have to admit that she didn’t seem to mind me touching her last night.’

      Jet’s gang all spluttered with laughter. I grabbed hold of Elijah, who appeared to be about to charge at Jet.

      We kept walking, but at the last moment, before we disappeared, I turned my head and called out to Jet, ‘I hope you enjoyed it, Jet, because that was the last time.’

      Jet’s laughter turned to silence as we walked away, although I couldn’t shake the feeling that publicly shaming him wasn’t going to get us the last laugh.
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      ‘You ready for this?’ asked Elijah, who stood beside me at the bottom of the stairs outside our home.

      ‘No,’ I said, my voice wavering. ‘But I never will be, so best we get it over and done with.’

      ‘No more lies,’ said Elijah.

      ‘No more lies,’ I replied, taking one more peek at my brother, who all of a sudden seemed older and more responsible, like a grown-up, before we walked up the stairs and knocked on the door.

      Pearl, who must have been sitting by the front door, started to meow loudly. My heartbeat sped up as Mum’s fast feet strode across the floor and before I was ready, Mum flung open the door.

      Mum’s mouth literally dropped open as she looked between us, then at my face still packed with old make-up, and slid her gaze down to my tattered tracksuit and bloody knee. She pulled back the door, a hard line forming on her forehead, and let us in.

      The moment we were inside, she let it rip. ‘What on earth? And…both of you? What is going on, and don’t give me any more stories. This time, I want the truth.’

      ‘What’s going on?’ said Dad, who strolled into the living room where we stood, still in his pyjamas.

      ‘These two have some explaining to do,’ said Mum, her face hot and angry.

      I put my hands out in front of me. ‘Yes, we do. We need to talk. There are things I need to tell you, that we need to tell you.’

      Mum looked up at Elijah, confusion passing through her grey eyes. ‘Elijah?’

      ‘Come on, I’ll put some toast and the kettle on. This could take a while,’ said Elijah, walking into the kitchen and flicking on the kettle. We followed him and shuffled around preparing food and hot drinks, a well-practiced dance.

      Finally, when we were settled at the table, Mum cleared her throat. ‘So.’

      ‘So, the first thing I need to say is sorry, sorry for lying to you both,’ I said.

      Dad sat forward in his chair. ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘I know exactly what you’re talking about,’ said Mum, her voice and eyes sharp.

      ‘Let her speak,’ said Elijah before taking a sip of tea.

      I glanced at the clock. It was five past ten in the morning, but it felt like late afternoon. I wondered how long this would take before I could grab Pearl and head to bed.

      I started to speak, and explained my decision to learn witchcraft, the promises I’d broken to keep my secret safe. I tried to keep my gaze on my parents while I spoke, explaining all that I’d kept hidden from them, but it was almost impossible with the waves of shock and pain I was causing to ripple across their faces.

      Finally, I was done and the only sound came from the ticking of the clock from the wall. Mum wiped a tear from her face.

      ‘I’m so sorry, Mum and Dad,’ I said, my voice small. ‘The last thing I wanted to do was hurt you, but becoming a witch was something I had to do – the same way I knew you’d try to stop me.’

      Dad put his hand on Mum’s hand. ‘We knew this might happen, love.’

      ‘And what about you?’ said Mum, turning to Elijah. ‘Have you been lying to us too?’

      ‘No, but there’s something you both need to know,’ he said, shuffling in his seat.

      Mum wiped another tear away before she glanced over at Elijah, the truth of what he was about to say already written all over her face.

      ‘I’ve decided to learn witchcraft too.’

      Mum let out a guttural cry and started to sob. ‘No, you can’t. We won’t let either of you.’

      Before I knew it, my words came out thick and fast. ‘The thing is, Mum and Dad, we’re not little kids anymore. Soon, we’ll be eighteen and legally we’ll be adults. You can no longer stop us becoming who we are meant to be. Don’t you see, this is not up to you. The decision has been made.’

      Tears continued to trickle down Mum’s face, and she no longer tried to wipe them away. ‘It’s too dangerous,’ she whispered.

      ‘It’s too dangerous not to,’ I said firmly.

      ‘She’s right, Angie,’ said Dad, his voice quiet.

      Mum swung around to face Dad, and she glared at him as though he were a traitor.

      ‘I don’t like it any more than you do, but they’re old enough to make up their own minds, and let’s face it, they might need to protect themselves, and others. These are difficult times,’ said Dad.

      ‘I’m sorry to make you so upset, Mum,’ said Elijah, standing and going to fetch the tissue box and placing it in front of our mum, who sat there, unmoving.

      ‘Oh, come on, love,’ said Dad, rubbing her arm. ‘We can help them. They won’t be alone and no one else has to know.’

      ‘I have a bad feeling about this,’ said Mum, her gaze directed at me. ‘Orpheus Blackthorn is watching you like a hawk and if you so much as put a hair out of place, he’ll know.’

      ‘Mum, I’m no longer a person of interest. He was only interested in me because he thought his son was, but Ezra made it very clear to me last night that he never wants to be with me.’ I stopped talking, tried to even out my wobbling voice. ‘That’s why there is no police car out front. If we keep a low profile, we should be okay.’

      ‘We’ll be careful, Mum and Dad,’ said Elijah. ‘That’s a promise.’

      Mum picked up her cup of tea, the wafts of steam rising over her face. ‘And so it begins, the power of two.’

      ‘Pardon?’ I said, nearly choking on my toast.

      Mum spoke as though on autopilot. ‘It’s one of witchcraft’s oldest sayings. The power of one witch is something to behold and treasure. The power of two, born together, carries the power of the unleashed sea. Something wise to remember.’

      Elijah and I glanced at each other, an unspoken current of understanding running between us.

      Dad cleared his throat. ‘Love, I hate to say this now, but we need to get ready.’

      Mum let out a long groan. ‘Can’t we just cancel, for goodness’ sake.’

      ‘You know we can’t. It’s the law.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ asked Elijah.

      ‘The church is running a fundraiser tonight, to raise money for a new church bell, would you believe, and we’ve been roped in to organise it,’ said Dad.

      ‘It’s now against the law to say no to anything requested of you by the church, police or government,’ said Mum, wiping her face.

      ‘That’s unbelievable,’ I said, swallowing the lump in the back of my throat. ‘And why a bell? I mean, seriously?’

      ‘To remind everyone they must attend church,’ said Dad.

      ‘In other words, to remind everyone who’s in charge,’ I said.

      ‘Correct,’ said Mum. ‘Since I’m not in the mood for being arrested, I’d better get ready. I have no idea what time we’ll be back, but can you two at least promise me you will stay at home and out of trouble?’

      Mum’s glare was red hot. ‘I just want to go to bed, Mum. It’s been a long night,’ I said.

      ‘After you’ve washed your face and cleaned that leg up, okay.’

      ‘What’s wrong with my face?’ I said with a fake look of surprise.

      Mum leant over and put her warm hand on my face. ‘Your face is perfect, Eva. Just not sure the Dracula look is the one you’re going for.’

      I burst out laughing when I pictured what I looked like. Dark smudged eyes and the remains of the bright red lipstick Anna had painstakingly applied last night – a night that seemed a lifetime ago.

      We all stood, and I collected Pearl before heading upstairs to where a hot shower and warm bed waited for me.
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        * * *

      

      I was dreaming about walking beside the ink-coloured river in the woods when a sharp noise entered my dream state and dragged me back into my bed, where the afternoon shadows grew long in my room. I sat up, straining to listen.

      Then came three sharp knocks on the front door, and my heart lurched to life. I looked around for my dressing gown to put over my cotton nightie.

      ‘Coming!’ said a gruff Elijah, who’d clearly been asleep like me.

      I gave up trying to find my dressing gown and pulled my favourite blue jumper over my head. I opened my door, sat down on the edge of my bed and listened.

      I heard Elijah fumble with the locks and the sound of the door opening.

      ‘Yes,’ said Elijah, his voice hard to read, even for me. ‘Can I help you?’

      ‘As a matter of fact, you already have,’ said Max, his creepy voice making my hair feel as though it were standing on end. I stood up, moved to the door.

      ‘What do you mean?’ said Elijah.

      ‘Elijah Martinez, right?’ said Max.

      ‘Yes, how can I help?’

      ‘Elijah, you are under arrest,’ said Max, who must have immediately grabbed Elijah because I could hear them shuffle about.

      ‘I would advise you not to resist,’ said Max, the sick sound of his pleasure reaching me. ‘That is punishable by law now. Officer Moore, come and hold him.’

      Within seconds it was quiet.

      ‘That’s better now, isn’t it?’ said Max.

      ‘You’re making a mistake. I’ve done nothing wrong,’ yelled Elijah.

      I felt as if I were going to catch on fire. Every inch of me wanted to run downstairs to help my brother, but I knew I’d most likely be arrested too and be of absolutely no help to him.

      ‘That’s not what I hear. I hear you’ve been out and about at all hours walking in the woods. And here I was thinking that your sister was so bewitching that she just had to be a witch, when it was you all along.’

      ‘What have you heard?’ said Elijah.

      ‘Elijah, Elijah, Elijah – gosh, your wilful temper so reminds me of your sister. Does little Eva happen to be at home?’

      I felt as though I was going to be sick. I started to back away from the door, hoping like hell the sounds of my feet on the floorboards wouldn’t give me away.

      ‘No, she’s out.’

      ‘Is that so? And where might she be?’

      ‘I think she’s at the library?’

      ‘Really? The library? Quite the bookworm.’

      I continued to quietly move backwards, towards my walk-in wardrobe.

      ‘Well, I don’t think it can hurt to check, do you?’ said Max.

      ‘Knock yourself out,’ said Elijah, his voice as casual as they come.

      ‘Officer, take him to lock up. I’ll see you there shortly,’ said Max, whose footsteps immediately started towards the stairs, seeming to know exactly where my room was.

      Elijah made a low noise, like a growl, but was quickly taken outside. The front door shut, leaving me all alone with one sadistic man.

      I quickly took the last few steps into the little room that was off my bedroom. I stepped behind the place where my clothes all hung and opened a cupboard and slipped inside. I felt nauseous in the small dark space, but took in quiet breaths of air as Max’s footsteps creaked against the floorboards in my room.

      ‘Eva,’ he said, his voice cheerful and sick. ‘Where are you?’

      I closed my mouth and froze.

      ‘I do like a game of hide-and-seek – particularly when there’s no one here to watch.’

      My body broke out in a lather of sweat. I closed my eyes and withdrew into myself.

      ‘Poor little Eva, all alone with no family here to protect her. And I hear Ezra dumped you too. No real surprise when you consider what you got up to last night. Jet tells me that you and him, you know, got together, together, you naughty little minx.’

      I opened my eyes and put my hand over my mouth, kept in my cry.

      ‘Shame really, but I never did mind seconds.’

      He walked into the little room where I hid and clicked on the light, but no light came on. I silently thanked my dad for not having time to replace the globe. I heard Max breathe as he moved around, picking things up, smelling them. The coat hangers scratched along the pole where they hung as he moved closer to me.
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      I dry retched as Max’s radio came to life.

      ‘Max, we have a situation. Elijah escaped on foot when we got to Orpheus’s house. We’re sending the dogs out. You’re needed down here. Pronto.’

      ‘Shit!’ said Max, kicking one of the walls before replying. ‘On my way.’

      I waited for him to leave the room, but he stood silent.

      All of the oxygen left my body, and my head went so light I thought I might pass out.

      ‘Little bitch,’ he said quietly. ‘I will get you.’

      And then he was gone, walking back across my room and running down the stairs. He slammed the door so loudly that the whole house shook.

      For a few seconds I stayed where I was, and then I opened the door, crawled out of the cupboard and sat down, shaking like a leaf, and cried.

      After a while, I managed to stand and stagger back into my bedroom, where the smell of Max and his overbearing cologne, mixed with his essence of sadism, lingered in my room. I walked to the window, opened it and let the cool air rush over my face.

      After a few deep breaths, I scrambled to my bedside table, picked up my phone and texted my parents.

      Come home now. Elijah arrested. No idea why. I’m okay. Eva X

      Then I tapped out another one.

      Elijah, where are you? Are you okay? X

      I heard Elijah’s phone ding from his room.

      Crap!

      I sat down on my bed and stared at my phone, waiting for a reply. As the shock passed, my mind started to whirl with thoughts and questions – questions that left me sick with dread.

      I didn’t know what they had on Elijah, or what might happen to him, but I knew who’d done this.

      Jet!

      Heat from the fire of darkness started to burn inside me, spreading to my fingertips.

      I picked up my phone, scrolled through my school’s contact list and sent Jet a text.

      I will never forgive you for what you have done.

      I held onto my phone and paced the length of my room, up and back, up and back. I stopped, texted my parents again. Waited. Texted. Nothing. I called them. It rang out. I called again and again, and it rang out each and every time.

      A rising panic filled every inch of me as it dawned that something must have happened to my parents as well, and that I was on my own with this.

      My phone dinged, and I looked down to see a text from Jet.

      Something happen to the big bad wolf?

      I waited for my hands to stop shaking before I tapped out my reply.

      Elijah was arrested and I don’t know what happened to my parents. Happy, arsehole?

      I looked around the room, which was filling with soft golden light. How could something so terrifying be happening in this town, in this place that was so quiet and beautiful?

      My phone dinged and I read Jet’s reply.

      What! Are you for real? What happened? Tell me everything.

      This time I didn’t wait for my anger to pass. I let it fill every inch of me.

      Go to hell.

      The time for waiting was over. The time for being a victim was over. I was a witch! A witch with powers that had been passed from one generation to the next. A witch didn’t cower in a cupboard, waiting for someone to attack them.

      I felt the power of this knowledge resonate through every cell in my body. My mind cleared and I knew then what I must do. I closed the window, gathered what I needed and put everything into my backpack. I quickly changed into my black jeans, jumper and thick jacket, then slid my phone into my pants.

      I ran down the stairs, two at a time, and left a note on the bench, explaining what had happened to Elijah and that I was okay and would be back as soon as I was able.

      I grabbed some food and water, shoved them into my backpack and took one more look around the room, which was being flooded with darkness from the impending night, before leaving through the back door.

      The moment I was outside, I zipped up my jacket and ran straight to the bike shed, where I grabbed my old bike. After heading out the back gate, I peddled as fast as I could to the woods. I stashed my bike behind a tree, out of sight from the road, and started to run.

      Adrenalin surged through my body as I used the last of the light to jump over fallen debris, swerve between trees and duck under low branches.

      I felt alive – more alive than I could ever remember. I knew that ice-cold terror lay beneath this feeling, and if anything were to happen to my family I probably wouldn’t survive, but I pushed these thoughts and feelings down and locked them away. They couldn’t help me now.

      I arrived at the river at the same time as night fell. I stopped for a minute to catch my breath. How could it have only been this morning at sunrise when I stood in this same place with Elijah beside me? It hardly seemed possible, yet somehow it was.

      I checked my phone again, but there were no replies. I looked out over the dark waters that rippled against the breeze. The moon was rising in the sky, its perfect orb casting its yellow light onto the trees, the leaves and the water before me.

      Something stirred inside me. It was as though an ancient power that had witnessed the waxing and waning of moons since the beginning of time was waking up. I raised my arms to the moon, closed my eyes and let its powers wash over me.

      A gust of wind sprang up around me and I opened my eyes, expecting to see the waters stirring and the leaves moving, but the wind was pushing into and away from me – and only me. I opened my hands. Wind shot out in a straight line and hit the water, making ripples and small waves appear.

      It felt so primal and so exactly right that I took a deep breath and let the light and energy from the moon soak into me and pass through me into the waters, causing the waves to grow larger until the normally still river was frothing and churning with waves that sloshed up against the banks and onto the ground in front of me.

      When the waves splashed at my feet, I lowered my hands and looked at them, breaking my connection with the moon. The wind settled and the river slowly returned to its tranquil state.

      What. Just. Happened.

      I’d accepted I was a witch and that I would need to learn my craft. I knew my hands possessed powers, powers to conjure up my witch’s mark, but never in my wildest dreams had I thought they would possess the power to generate wind. I placed my hands together – they were cool and electric.

      What else can they do? What else can I do?

      You can help your brother, came a little voice in my head.

      Crap!

      I’d been so bewitched by the moon that I’d lost track of what I was there to do. I stood taller and pulled my backpack close, and with the water lapping against the banks, I turned and ventured deep into the woods, where I’d attempt my very first potion. A potion that could help me rescue my brother and hide our identity, or could fail and leave me helpless to assist Elijah.

      I shuddered to think of him, what might be happening to him right now, in this very moment. As twins, we’d always been in sync with each other. And now, as I walked in the woods so thick that the moon only managed to scatter its light into the darkness, a feeling of dread sat deep within me. Elijah was in trouble. A small cry escaped me, and the feeling of pure and beautiful power that had flowed through me under the light of the moon seeped into the earth beneath my feet, leaving me empty and hollow.
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        * * *

      

      I climbed through the small gap in the circle of trees, which was soaked in moonlight. Immediately, the darkness that had accompanied my every step in the woods lifted. I walked quickly to the altar, where my little angel sat, facing the sky full of stars.

      The moon was still climbing towards its midway point, where it would cleanse my crystal. I still had a couple of hours, and I’d need every single one of them to get my potion ready.

      I shrugged off my backpack and made myself eat one of Mum’s banana muffins. How could it only have been yesterday morning she made these? I wiped away a tear that sprang to my eyes and pulled out everything I’d need. Then I set to work.

      I started by casting a magic circle. I felt slightly ridiculous as I stepped out six steps east of the altar. I crouched and placed the feather on the ground and said the words, ‘Spirits of Air, I call on you.’ A current of electricity pulsed through me, and I fell back onto my bottom, then sat unmoving for a few moments.

      Any feelings of self-consciousness melted away as I stood and took ten more steps to the north. I crouched and placed the rock on the earth, saying, ‘Spirit of the Earth, I call on you.’ The same current of electricity passed through me and this time, I closed my eyes and sent it back into the earth. I stood and repeated the process to the west, where I placed some water from the river in a small shell and called on the Spirit of Water. Finally, ten steps south, I lit a candle and called on the Spirit of Fire.

      The moment I was finished, I directed the current to connect the four points of my circle. Instantly, I felt its invisible force buzzing through each of the four points, enclosing me. The feeling of everything being as it should be, that I was exactly where I should be, flowed through my veins.

      I went back to the altar and one by one, I placed the flowers, herbs and roots that I’d collected from the river on my previous trip, along with a container of water, my talisman, the boline and lastly, the heavy pewter chalice that I’d stolen from my mum’s cupboard.

      I remembered back to my childhood, always seeing the chalice on my parents’ window ledge in their bedroom. I used to run my finger over the golden star carved into its side, not knowing that what I was seeing was a pentagram, known also as the wiccan’s or witch’s star, with each corner representing one of the five natural elements. It was an ancient symbol and I found myself running my fingers along its ridge, wondering at when the chalice was last used. I imagined my mum when she was younger, her dark hair down around her waist as she made her potions.

      I took off my jacket, released my hair from its braid so that it fell down my back. I slipped off my shoes and lit candles for the altar. At last I was ready. As the moon inched higher into the sky, I prepared my ingredients that I’d memorised from the book on witchcraft. Using the sharp boline, I cut up the petals from the roses and flowers from the lavender. I finely chopped the herbs of fennel, juniper, rosemary, anise and frankincense. I tore off leaves from the eucalyptus tree, crushed up small berries and sliced the roots from the many plants I’d scavenged from the muddy earth next to the river.

      Finally, I was ready. The moon was nearly at the midnight point. I placed my hands firmly on the altar and stared up at the moon. The sound of howling nearby made my breath catch in my throat. I opened my eyes wide and searched the darkness. There, next to the entrance, lit up by the glow of the moon, was a set of golden eyes – wolf’s eyes – fixed on me. It raised its head and sent its eerie call to the moon.

      I clutched onto the altar as my legs buckled. Running away would be useless – it would outrun me, and when it found me…

      Fear ran through me like a drug in my veins, and my slow and steady breath deserted me. The wolf stopped howling, and looking directly at me, it strode forward. I gasped, but I made myself look into its golden orb eyes.

      Stay still. Stay still. Stay still.

      Slowly it slunk closer.

      ‘It’s okay, boy,’ I said quietly, my heart racing like a bullet train.

      The sound of my voice made the wolf stop and cock its head to the side. It was now only several meters from the edge of my circle. The wolf was enormous, at least twice the size of me, and its thick white coat glowed in the moonlight. For a split second, I forgot to be terrified and saw the wolf for the incredible, majestic creature that it was. And then it moved again. This time it sprinted. I screamed as it leapt up, the circle’s perimeter buzzing as the wolf flew through the air, directly towards me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      I crouched, put my hands up over my face and braced myself for the impact. I heard the sound of bodies colliding behind me, and I turned in time to see the wolf land on top of a black panther that had hit the ground.

      A terrifying fight unlike anything I’d seen before broke out – teeth were bared as they snarled at each other before they launching themselves, smashing into each other over and over again. I stood, completely frozen, as these beasts released unworldly sounds.

      I’d started to back away when the panther’s emerald-green eyes turned towards me. In a heartbeat, it launched itself at me. At the last moment, the wolf attacked it, pushing it away from me and rolling to the ground.

      In a split second, the panther was back on its feet, its body arched, its head lowered, its teeth bared and dripping with blood. I looked over at the wolf and saw its flank was covered in blood. The panther was winning… The panther was going to kill the wolf that was trying to save me, and then it would kill me.

      Sweat broke out all over my body and trickled down my back. The panther sauntered slowly towards the wolf, whose legs were giving way but who continued to stand bravely.

      ‘Hey, you!’ I yelled out, loud and clear.

      Both animals turned towards me, green and golden eyes staring at me. The panther growled, a deep-throated growl that told what was about to happen. The wolf moved, but it was too late. The panther sprang from the ground, straight towards me.

      Heat surged like fire through my hands. I raised them towards the panther, whose body arched against the flames that emerged from my hands. It fell into a heap on the ground at my feet. I stepped backwards and held my flaming hands out as the panther found its feet and snarled and snapped at me. I stepped closer, the flames dancing on the panther’s skin.

      The panther screamed out, rolling on the ground, putting out the flames, and then tried to launch itself onto the wolf. I quickly moved between them and raised my hands to the panther, who buckled in the air, its body catching on fire. The smell of burning hair filled my nostrils as the panther fell to the ground and rolled, dousing the flames that danced upon it.

      The panther got to its feet, slower this time. The hate from its emerald eyes saturated me. I stared back and took another step forward, yelling, ‘HA!’

      The panther startled backwards, and I put my hands forward and ran at it. It turned and bolted, its sleek black body moving back into the night towards the parting between the trees. When it reached the gap, it stopped and glared at me.

      I raised one hand towards it. In my palm was a fireball.

      I spoke in a voice I hardly recognised. ‘Hurt me or the wolf, and it will be the last thing you do. Now GO before I change my mind.’

      The panther hissed before disappearing through the gap in the trees and back into the night. I waited for a few moments before facing the wolf, which dropped down to its side.

      I approached the wolf slowly, calmly, my hands now empty of fire.

      ‘It’s okay, boy. I won’t harm you,’ I said quietly.

      The wolf whimpered, but stayed unmoving as I approached. When I reached him, I slowly crouched down until we were eye to eye. His face was massive, probably double mine, and his eyes, which I’d mistakenly thought were looking at me like prey, were now soft.

      ‘Thank you, Boy – for protecting me,’ I said quietly. ‘I owe you my life.’

      The wolf shuffled forward on its paws and nuzzled its face next to mine.

      ‘You’re a friendly fellow, aren’t you?’ I laughed before putting my hands on his neck, his fur soft under my hand. I patted him, the shock of what had happened and what I was doing – something I’d never imagined doing in my life – starting to sink in.

      The wolf dropped down onto the ground and whimpered. I carefully moved to the damaged side of the wolf and saw blood gushing from the deep panther bite – Boy was in serious trouble.

      My mind raced with ideas on how to help him. I could run back to town for help, but the rate blood was flowing made me doubt whether I’d have enough time. I could try to bandage him up, stop the bleeding, but then what? Out here, he’d be an easy target. That panther would be back before I’d made it into town for help. I checked my phone, but there was no reception out here.

      A feeling of helplessness washed over me. ‘What am I going to do with you, Boy?’

      He moved his head and placed it on my lap. I sat down and stroked the hair behind his ears. Heat built in my hands. Not the type of heat that ignited fires, but a warm, slow and steady heat that throbbed in my hands.

      The wolf closed his eyes.

      ‘Don’t you dare. You’re not going anywhere.’

      His body sagged against mine, and a prickling fear pierced my heart.

      ‘Trust me,’ I said quietly, placing my hands over his wound, warm blood immediately gushing over them. I held them there, and the warmth from my hands left me and entered the wolf. I took slow and steady breaths and focused on the energy that was flowing.

      The seconds ticked on into minutes, and fear that I’d managed to keep at bay crept back into my heart.

      ‘Fight, Boy. Fight,’ I said loudly, pushing a big rush of energy into him.

      He was quiet for the longest moment of my life. But then he opened his eyes, and his golden gaze stared ahead as though he were already dead.

      ‘Boy?’ I asked in a whisper.

      The wind died down and the only sound I could hear was my heart, which thudded in my ears.

      ‘Please, Boy, stay with me.’

      And then he blinked and raised his head to look at me. He stood before me, as regal as a king, before he knelt on his front paws, his head dropping to the ground.

      I sat speechless, unable to move or speak as he rose again and came towards me. He rested his head against mine for a moment before striding to the gap in the trees, where he stood, a sentry on guard.

      It took a rush of wind upon my face to bring me back into the moment and remember why I was there, and what I now had to do. I stood, pushed away all my fears and looked down at the ingredients I’d need for the potion. The boline, the crystal, the chalice – they’d all been cleansed by the light of the full moon at midnight. The moon above me sat full and ready, waiting for me.

      Was I ready? Could I do this?

      Letting out a long sigh, I concentrated on inhabiting my body and imagined white roots from my feet growing down into the ground. In my mind, I called on my ancestors who had gone before me – asking for the love and protection from them, my parents and my brother, my twin soul. A feeling of peace settled on me along with another sensation, as though I were surrounded by invisible people, my people, my tribe, all there to help and guide me.

      I was ready. I put my bloodstained finger in the rose oil, and one by one I touched every object in front of me, saying the words I’d memorised. ‘Great Mother, Great Father, I ask you to join me as I consecrate these tools for magical work. My intention here tonight is to create a potion to help people forget witches they’ve met.’

      I picked up the wrapped sage that I’d made into a wand, and held it under the flame of the candle until it caught fire. I picked up the tools and smudged each of them in the sage smoke, saying, ‘I consecrate these tools for magical purposes. May they be released from all their worldly energy to carry the energy of the elements.’

      When I was done, I put the sage wand to the side and started to prepare the potion using the ingredients that were laid out in front of me. In they went, a pinch here and there, and finally I added the river water.

      Using my finger, I stirred the potion. Butterflies fluttered in the base of my stomach. There was only one more thing to do. I had to cast a spell. If it didn’t work, the potion would just be a whole lot of ingredients and nothing more. But if it worked, magic would enter the water and bring forth the essence from each of the plants, the herbs, the roots, so that together, they would combine and produce their own magic.

      I swallowed the lump that sat in the back of my throat. The words from Ethel came back to me then. What had she written? ‘Follow your nose.’ I raised the potion to my nose and inhaled. I could smell beyond the scents of what was there, to the secrets and power beyond. The words that I had read, over and over again, night after night came back to my lips, and I whispered them now.

      

      
        
        
        ‘Here I stand

        under the light of the wiccan moon

        presenting gifts in both my hands.

      

        

      
        Tonight,

        shine your magic,

        shine your light.

      

        

      
        Cast a spell

        to make mortals forget

        that witches live as well.

      

        

      
        One little drop

        to forget our kind

        and make the hate stop.

        I ask you to cast away, cast away, cast away

        under the light from the wiccan moon

        and the sun from all the days.

      

        

      
        Cast your magic away.’

      

        

      

      

      I put the chalice down and held my breath. Nothing happened. The potion stayed exactly as it was. The spell didn’t say what would happen, but just to stand back. I peered into it, but nothing was different – at all.

      What had I done wrong?

      Panic gripped me, and my mind raced ahead to think about how I could help Elijah without the potion, but it came up blank.

      I put my head into my hands.

      NO! NO! NO!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      A pungent smell wafted up towards me. I moved my hands away from my face and there, in front of me, was smoke rising from the chalice. When I leant in closer, a massive cloud of smoke exploded from the chalice – all over my face.

      Coughing, I swiped at the air until it cleared, and then I started laughing – laughing at the warning I didn’t heed, laughing because the spell had actually worked – and for a split second, I forgot to worry about everything and everyone and relished the feeling of being a witch.
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        * * *

      

      My footsteps crunched loudly on the leaves as I approached my bike. The excitement of creating my first spell had faded the moment I’d left the circle of trees. The moon was now riding down the hill towards the horizon, and the enormity of what I was about to attempt weighed heavily on my shoulders.

      I put my hand on Boy’s head. ‘Lucky I’ve got you, hey, Boy?’

      Boy nuzzled his head against my hand.

      ‘My knight in furry armour.’

      The moment I’d left the circle of trees, Boy had been by my side.

      ‘It won’t be safe for you, Boy, down at Orpheus’s house.’

      Boy raised his head, his golden eyes contemplating me.

      ‘Once I’m on my bike, you’d better get going. I don’t want anyone to see you.’

      I shuddered just thinking what might happen to Boy if he was found. Wolves had been feared in the hearts and minds of the people from Melas before Orpheus arrived. I could only imagine the hunt that would take place if people knew a wolf lived in the woods.

      ‘I’m serious,’ I said as I reached my bike. I took my hand from Boy’s head and clapped my hands. ‘Go on, Boy.’

      Boy didn’t move.

      ‘Come on, Boy – you can’t stay here.’

      I groaned.

      If only animals could understand English!

      I checked my phone again, but still there were no messages from my family. Only five from Jet wanting to know where I was, whether I was okay, and the last, that he was sorry, that he had been angry at me and didn’t expect anything bad to happen.

      ‘Sorry,’ I mumbled. ‘You will be sorry, arsehole.’

      I shoved my phone back into my pocket and grabbed my bike, then walked it to the clearing. I swallowed as I looked around, but there was only a stillness under the light of the moon.

      ‘Thanks, Boy,’ I said. ‘Stay safe, okay?’

      He nodded. I cocked my head to the side. He couldn’t understand me, could he?

      Every noise from the bike was amplified in the stillness as I pushed it onto the road, but what choice did I have? It would take too long to walk, and there was no one to drive me.

      Come on, Eva, you can do this!

      I climbed onto the bike and set off down the road that would lead me to my brother…and Orpheus.
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        * * *

      

      The roads were empty, thankfully, as I rode my bike down the long road to Orpheus’s house. The light from the moon cast a silvery silk blanket over the world, which was still fast asleep. Every now and then I would glance into the woods and see Boy’s golden eyes as he followed me, his presence filling me with untold comfort.

      My mind was racing as fast as my peddling feet. At home, my plan had made sense and I’d reasoned that, with a bit of luck, I could pull it off. But now, even with the magic potion safely tucked into my backpack, my plan felt sketchy at best, pathetic at worst.

      My legs started to wobble. What had I been thinking? It wasn’t as if I could just waltz in there, hand out my potion and get Elijah the hell outta there. There would be cameras following my every move, not to mention security. Max!

      My body felt cold, so cold. Only hours ago, Max had been in my house, in my bedroom, and he’d very nearly found me. What would he have done if he had? The answer flashed through my mind before I could block it. I went numb. Could I have fought him off? My hands, which felt like icicles, started to heat up. Of course! My hands. If they could stop a panther, surely they could stop a sick and twisted man like Max.

      I was so lost in thought that it took me a few moments to realise there were headlights in the distance, coming in my direction.

      Crap!

      I was in the middle of the road and felt like a deer seeing a cougar. I turned my handlebars and peddled hard to get off the road, then pushed my bike behind a tree and stood as still as could be. In the distance, I saw Boy’s unblinking eyes.

      ‘Stay there, Boy,’ I whispered as the car approached.

      Is it slowing down?

      Shit! Shit! Shit!

      It is.

      The car drew closer, the sounds of its tyres crunching against the gravel becoming louder. My heart raced in my chest, and I quietly sucked in air. I looked over to Boy, who’d disappeared. Good decision.

      The car stopped less than ten meters from where I stood. My legs trembled; my body trembled.

      ‘What did you see, boss?’ asked an unfamiliar voice.

      ‘I don’t know what I saw, dingbat,’ said Max, his voice making me grab hold of the bark on the tree. ‘It dashed across the road too quickly.’

      ‘An animal, you reckon?’

      ‘Perhaps,’ said Max, and I imagined him rubbing his stubbly jaw. ‘Or a person.’

      ‘Really? I mean, what would someone be doing out on these roads at night?’

      ‘I can think of a few things,’ said Max. ‘Don’t forget who we have locked up in the cellar, doofus.’

      ‘I know that, boss, but she’s not going to come out on her own now, is she?’

      ‘She’s unpredictable. I wouldn’t put anything past her.’ He sounded hungry –

      hungry for me. I closed my eyes, concentrated on breathing.

      ‘Well, let’s go see if she’s home,’ said his sidekick. ‘It’s not like her parents can call anyone when we’ve got their phones.’ He started to laugh, a stupid, gasping laugh that made me want to put my hands on him.

      ‘I have a better idea,’ said Max before opening his car door.

      It took every ounce of strength in me not to bolt.

      He walked towards me, but Boy, hidden safely in the woods, began to howl.

      ‘Holy shit,’ said Max’s sidekick, who got out of the car. ‘Wanna go hunting?’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      I heard Max fumble with something, and it took me a few moments to realise what he was doing. Before I could scream, before I could warn Boy, Max – gutless, heartless Max – had shot three rounds into the bushes, his bullets flying all around me and into the tree behind me. I sat down on the ground, no longer able to support myself.

      ‘You get him, boss?’

      ‘I don’t know, idiot, but he’s not the one. Let’s go hunting the game I really want.’

      They got back into the car and their radio buzzed, the voice on the other end telling them to come back to Orpheus’s house, saying he’d be awake in two hours and all police officers were to meet back there now.

      ‘Coming,’ said Max, and then he slammed the transmitter down. ‘Shit.’

      ‘Better head back,’ said the sidekick. ‘Check on Eva later.’

      ‘She won’t know what’s coming for her,’ said Max, his voice bitter.

      The car turned around, its spotlights lighting up the forest before it sped off, sending rocks flying.

      I called out for Boy, over and over, but he didn’t come.

      All my strength and resolve left me and I lay down on the ground, on the cool earth, and I cried – cried for my brother locked up in the cellar, cried for Boy, who may have sacrificed his life for mine, cried for my parents, who had no way of reaching anyone and who must have been beside themselves with worry.

      A big wet nose nuzzled my neck, and I sat up to see Boy’s golden eyes looking at mine.

      ‘Boy,’ I yelled, checking him over before I threw my arms around him.

      He stepped in closer and I stayed hugging him, crying and laughing that he was okay and there was still hope that I could get Elijah out safely. I looked at my watch. It was 4.30. I had two hours before Orpheus would wake up and be led to my brother.
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        * * *

      

      I slowed down before I reached the gated entrance to Orpheus Blackthorn’s residence. I stowed my bike in the woods, took a deep breath and dialled Ezra’s number.

      I barely breathed as the phone rang on and on.

      ‘Pick up,’ I muttered. ‘Pick up.’

      ‘Eva,’ came the sleepy voice of a boy who made my heart do a leap, even now.

      ‘Ezra,’ I whispered.

      ‘What’s the matter?’ he said, sharper.

      ‘Are you alone? Can you speak privately?’

      ‘Yes. What’s going on?’

      ‘I need your help,’ I said, my words crumbling.

      ‘Where are you?’

      I looked around into the woods, which were slowly leaving the night and entering the day. I put my free hand on Boy’s head.

      ‘Would you believe that I’m outside the gates to your house, in the woods?’

      ‘You’re what? What’s going on?’

      I found my voice and, in fits and starts, told him about Elijah’s arrest and a little about Max, leaving out any reference to witchcraft and the specifics of what help I needed from him.

      ‘Stay where you are,’ he said.

      ‘No one can know I’m here.’

      ‘Don’t move,’ he said and the phone went dead.

      ‘You’d better go, Boy,’ I said, patting his soft fur on the top of his head.

      But Boy didn’t move. I wondered whether he’d still be by my side when Ezra arrived. I pictured Ezra’s face when he saw the white wolf. I squashed my fear of what he might do to Boy. I had no reason not to trust him, even if he was the son of the man who hunted my kind.

      I took a deep, steadying breath and glanced out through the woods, which were slowly filling with the same insipid green light from under the ocean. Up high on the hill was the entrance to Orpheus’s house, where Elijah was being held in the cellar. My heart started to ache and I wiped my tired eyes, trying to imagine how I would get him out of there when every single police officer from Melas was in the same building.

      I was so busy watching the house that I nearly jumped out of my skin when I heard footsteps to my right. I looked over and there, emerging from the sea-green misty light, was the only guy I’d ever truly liked. My heart did a little star jump before I managed to pull myself together, reminding myself that we could never be – he had even told me that himself.

      ‘Eva,’ he said, stopping, his eyes wide and his whole body on edge as he watched Boy.

      ‘This is Boy.’ I put my hand on Boy’s head. ‘He’s been taking care of me.’

      Ezra blinked a few times. ‘Boy,’ he said, putting out his hand.

      Boy left my side and took a few slow steps towards Ezra.

      My heart leapt in my chest. Just how protective was Boy?

      Ezra’s eyes didn’t leave Boy for a second.

      ‘Be nice, Boy. Ezra is a friend,’ I said as Boy stopped before Ezra and locked eyes with him. Seconds ticked by, and all that was nearby in the woods held its breath. Boy walked forward and put his head under Ezra’s hands.

      ‘Good boy,’ said Ezra, gently patting him. ‘Can I see Eva now?’

      Boy moved to the side and Ezra chuckled. ‘Clever boy.’

      Ezra walked forward, his emerald eyes taking me in. I imagined what he saw. A young woman whose hair was wild, her eyes tear-stained, her body covered in ash, her whole being riddled with fear.

      ‘You okay?’ he asked, his gaze darting to Boy.

      ‘It’s a long story, but yes. Boy saved me tonight.’

      ‘From what?’

      ‘A panther,’ I said, realising how far-fetched that sounded. ‘And then Max.’

      ‘What?’

      I nodded. ‘It’s been a long night. I’ll explain when we have more time. I’m sorry to bring you into this, but I didn’t know what else to do.’

      A flash of pain passed through Ezra’s eyes before they turned to stone. ‘I’m so sorry, for what my dad and Max are putting you and your family through. It’s awful and I hate him for it.’

      Before I realised what I was doing, I’d placed my hand on his arm. ‘You can hate Max, but don’t hate your dad. No matter what, he’s your dad and nothing good can come from hate, trust me.’

      He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

      ‘On the phone I said I needed your help, and I do,’ I said.

      He opened his eyes and looked at me as though uncertain whether I was a friend or foe.

      ‘What do you need?’ he asked.

      ‘I need you to help Elijah escape.’

      He gasped.

      ‘I know it’s a lot to ask, I do, but I don’t have a choice. Elijah is my brother, my twin. I am…nothing without him…nothing.’

      ‘They have Elijah? What in the hell happened?’

      I told Ezra the abridged version. When I finished, Ezra ran his hand through his hair.

      ‘What about Max? He’s harassing you, isn’t he?’

      I looked away. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

      ‘Of course it matters,’ he said, his hands balling into fists. ‘I reported that weasel to my father, you know, after the dance, and do you know what he did? He laughed.’

      I could picture the scene inside my mind. ‘I’m sorry, that’s awful, but I don’t think you should talk to your father about me. It gets you into more trouble, and that’s the last thing you need.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter what trouble I get in – what matters is your safety. Tell me everything that happened.’

      I felt like a cornered animal, and I knew that Ezra wouldn’t let up until I’d told him everything. I tried to hold back the tears that kept sneaking from my eyes as I told him what Max had done.

      ‘I’ll make sure he stops,’ said Ezra, the ice back in his eyes.

      ‘You know, you really don’t have to do anything. I can take care of myself, and besides, I have a plan.’ I looked up at the sky, which was baby pink. ‘We can talk more about Max later if we must, but right now I really need your help.’

      ‘You do realise that every single officer is at my place right now, waiting for their master to wake so they can report on the night’s activities?’ he said.

      I sighed, the situation felt impossible.

      ‘It might be difficult, but we can do this. What do you need?’ he said.
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        * * *

      

      As we stood on the edge of the woods near Ezra’s house, waiting for the police to congregate for their seven o’clock meeting with Orpheus, Ezra quietly tried to talk me out of what I wanted to do.

      ‘It makes no sense. Even if by some miracle we pull this off, it makes no difference. They’ll just come and arrest Elijah again, and probably you as well.’ His voice broke up.

      I turned towards him, biting my lip. ‘If this goes to plan, they won’t want to arrest Elijah, or me for that matter. In fact, they’ll forget all about us being…people of interest.’

      ‘How so?’ he asked, his body tensing.

      ‘Well, it’s kind of a long story, but the short version is that I have a drink that will make them forget all about me, Elijah and my family.’

      I expected him to laugh or at least erupt in disbelief. Instead, he narrowed his eyes a fraction. ‘Go on.’

      ‘Well, I was thinking that you could distract the officers, put a drop of what I have into their drinks, while I get Elijah out of there.’

      ‘Show me,’ he said.

      I raised an eyebrow, carefully took the bottled potion from my bag and passed it to him. He raised it to his face and then looked at me. ‘You made this, didn’t you?’

      Words wouldn’t come and I just stood there, gaping at him. The words of my ancestor Ethel came back to me and swam through my head: ‘Don’t tell anyone your secret, unless you trust them with your life.’

      Do I trust him? With my life? This boy who should be my enemy?

      ‘Tell me, Eva,’ he said, staring at me so intently that heat rushed into my body.

      A currawong started its melodic song, telling its beautiful story of the night that had passed and the day to come. By the time it was finished, the world around us was filling with life and birdsong, and the sun was moving into the sky. Now I could see his face clearly. There was nothing between us now – no shadows, no moonlight, no lies.

      ‘I am a witch,’ I said quietly, my heart seizing as the truth left my mouth –

      a truth that was so exposing it could risk not only my life, but my family’s lives as well.

      His face didn’t change, except a small smile turned up the corner of his mouth.

      ‘Why are you smiling?’ I asked, nudging him.

      ‘No reason,’ he said, the smile spreading across his face.

      ‘Don’t you believe me?’

      ‘Oh lovely, lovely, Eva. What am I going to do with you?’

      I snatched back my potion, wrapped it up and placed it into my backpack. ‘You’re unbelievable, you know. I tell you a secret that could put my whole family at stake and you laugh at me.’

      He grabbed my arms and pulled me closer. ‘Did anyone tell you that you’re adorable when you’re mad?’

      I glanced up at him, and the laughter disappeared from his face. His gaze burned into mine, and my stomach filled with butterflies as he leant down and kissed me gently on the lips and then pulled back. ‘I know you’re a witch. I’ve known since that night on the boat, when you thought no one else was there to listen.’

      ‘You’ve what?’ I said, taking in the meaning of his words. ‘All this time…’

      ‘Yep, all this time, waiting for you to own up and tell me yourself.’

      ‘You kept my secret…’

      ‘Of course I’ve kept your secret. What do you take me for?’

      His eyes were cold and he turned away from me. Before I could think, I reached up, pulled his head down and kissed him in a way that left us both breathless.
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        * * *

      

      We pulled away and he stared at me, his face flushed and his green eyes soft.

      ‘Oh, Eva,’ he said, running his finger gently down my face.

      ‘Crap,’ I said, remembering where I was and what, for a few moments, I’d forgotten.

      My heart felt as though it had been squeezed in my chest.

      How could I?

      ‘Elijah,’ I croaked. In the distance, through the trees, was the back of Ezra’s massive house.

      He checked his watch and took my hand, squeezed it. ‘It’s okay, we have a few minutes. Let’s go through the plan again, one more time.’

      And so, with the sun starting to rise in the sky, we went through the plan that, if it blew up, had the potential to get us both into serious hot water.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Ezra didn’t let go of my hand as we walked across the grounds to the rear entrance of his house.

      ‘What if someone sees us?’ I said, feeling as though I were five times larger than I was.

      ‘It’s unlikely. Even the security who guard our house go to the meeting. And even if they do see us, I’ll say that you’re my girlfriend and you’re here to see me.’

      I peeked at Ezra – sweet, surprising, loyal Ezra.

      ‘Girlfriend, huh. That sounds serious.’

      He turned to me, and I felt as though he looked straight into my soul.

      ‘Let’s talk, after all this – say midnight tonight on my boat.’

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. Midnight seemed like a million minutes away.

      ‘If I can get away,’ I said, my stomach twisting and turning.

      If I’m not arrested. In jail. In the cellar of his home.

      He squeezed my hand and we turned back towards his home, the shadow of which was already on us. He led me up the back stairs and opened the door. We waited a few moments, his home sounding so strange after being outdoors for so long. It was generally quiet inside, but from our left, down the hallway, came the murmur of people talking. Ezra stepped inside and after a few seconds, he beckoned me to follow him. I walked up the stairs and into his house, my every sense on edge.

      We stood in a small plain white room with a timber floor, and the head of a stuffed deer stared at us with glassy dead eyes, a look of horror etched forever into its being. I tore my gaze away and quietly passed Ezra my backpack.

      ‘Careful,’ he mouthed, squeezing my hand for a second before letting go.

      I took one long look at him before I turned right and walked down the hall that ran the length of the house, towards the entrance to the cellar. Morning light streamed through the windows alongside the hall. It would have been beautiful if it didn’t feel like a scene from a horror movie. I tried to quieten my steps, but my every footstep made the old floor creak and groan. I’d just reached the end of the passage when I heard the sounds of men talking, coming towards me.

      I opened the door to my left and ducked inside, then closed it just in time before the men walked past.

      ‘I think he’s about to crack, don’t you?’ said Max.

      ‘It’s amazing he hasn’t before now, considering,’ came the reply.

      Considering what?

      They kept walking and I never heard their reply.

      Considering what? What have they done to him? WHAT?

      My legs could no longer support me, and I sank down to the floor, covered my eyes and started to cry.

      ‘Well, hello,’ said a voice from the other side of the room.

      I looked up, and there, staring at me from an armchair by a log fire with a book in her hands, was someone with the same green eyes I knew so well – someone who held my destiny in both of her hands.
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        * * *

      

      We stared at each other for a long moment. Her long blonde hair was loose down her back. Under her thick white dressing gown she wore a pale-pink silk nightie, and on her feet were  slippers. She was fragile and beautiful, yet also somehow unstuck. In her eyes I saw everything: how she lived, what she endured and an unexpected kindness – the same kindness that Ezra had in his heart. Now I knew where he’d gotten it from.

      ‘I’m Gretel and you must be Eva,’ she said in a quiet voice. ‘Ezra has told me about you.’

      I nodded. There was no point denying it. I’d lost and lost badly, and now I would be absolutely no help for my brother. Tears welled up and flowed down my cheeks.

      ‘What’s the matter?’ she asked, passing me a tissue box.

      I wiped my eyes.

      Pull it together, Eva.

      ‘You don’t know?’ I asked, wondering how much she knew about the horror her husband was inflicting on the town, on my family, on Elijah.

      ‘No,’ she said quietly as she sat back down, her gaze flicking to the door.

      A small seed of hope burst inside me.

      ‘I’ve come to get my brother,’ I said, feeling returning to my legs, to my body.

      Her beautiful pale skin went so white that she looked unwell.

      I stood up. ‘I have to go.’

      I hesitated for a second, expecting her to call for her husband or a police officer, or at least drill me with questions.

      Instead, tears sparkled like crystals in her eyes. ‘Be careful, dear.’

      My eyes fluttered quickly and I realised in that moment who she was – a beautiful, precious bird trapped in a golden gilded cage with a beast for a captor.

      ‘You too,’ I whispered, my heart opening to this poor woman. I pushed the door open, then checked it was clear before I strode towards the cellar, where my brother was being held. I waited for the call, for footsteps, but they didn’t come. As I neared the stairs that would take me to the cellar, to my brother, dread sat in the pit of my stomach.

      What have they done to my beloved brother? Heat burned in my hands and I knew in that moment that I would hurt anyone who’d laid a finger on him.

      I checked my watch. The meeting would be about to start. I had maximum ten to fifteen minutes to get Elijah out of the house before the officers came back. Hopefully by then Ezra would have made sure they all had a drop of my potion in their morning coffees they routinely drank at their meeting, and they’d forget all about me and Elijah. If not, well, we were both stuffed.

      I blocked the rising fear that made me want to puke and walked down the stairs. The further I went, the darker and colder the room got. When I reached the bottom, it took me a few seconds to make out Elijah sitting in a chair in the middle of the otherwise empty room, flopped forward.

      ‘Elijah,’ I said, running across the wet concrete floor to where he sat. I crouched down. His whole body was soaked and his eyes were closed. I shook his shoulder. ‘Elijah, wake up.’

      He didn’t move. I put my hand on his face, which was hanging forward at an awkward angle. He was cold, so cold.

      What have these beasts done to him?

      I shook his arms. ‘Elijah, it’s me. You need to wake up. We need to get out of here.’

      He stayed still, and a fear unlike anything I’d felt before unleashed inside me so that, for a few moments, I was completely paralysed.

      I raised a hand to his neck to check his pulse. My body shook so much that I couldn’t rest my fingers against his pulse. I took a long breath and dug deeper than I ever had before, and calmed my body. Slowly, I stopped shaking. I searched again for the pulse of life – a life I knew I could never endure without.

      A small thud pumped against my finger. He had a pulse, but it was weak. There was no way my brother was waking up on his own. I stood up slowly. They’d done this to him. All my fears drained away, leaving red-hot piping anger that coursed through my veins. I placed my hands on my brother’s shoulders, and heat coursed from my body into his. It was as though I’d given him an electric shock. His body convulsed against mine and I took my hands away.

      Elijah cried out and started to struggle against the chair he’d been tied to.

      ‘Elijah, it’s me,’ I said, walking to stand where he could see me.

      ‘Eva, what are you doing here? You need to get out of here.’ His eyes were red-rimmed and wild and they looked straight to the stairs. ‘Go. Get out of here. Now.’

      ‘Not without you.’ I crouched down and looked at how they’d tied him to the chair. I gasped when I saw they’d used fishing line and it was pulled so tight that they had cut his circulation – his hands were deathly white.

      I growled and pulled out the knife I’d slipped into my back pocket. The moment his hands were free, I held them in mine until heat poured into them. Then I let them go.

      ‘What just happened?’ said Elijah, looking between his hands and me.

      ‘I’ll tell you later, but we need to get out of here. Can you walk?’

      Elijah stood and cringed in pain. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Let’s go.’

      They will pay!

      As we started towards the stairs, the lights above our heads turned up until they were blazing. Then we heard footsteps on the stairs. I turned to Elijah, whose face was frozen, his eyes round. I scanned the room, but there was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. I stepped in front of Elijah, my hands raised. No one would hurt my brother. I was ready.

      Orpheus Blackthorn stopped when he saw us and did a double take. Then he started to laugh, a belly laugh.

      ‘Look what the cat dragged in,’ he said once he was back in control, his pale-blue stare flitting between us. ‘And here I was, just coming down for a little chat with Elijah, when who should be here. The very girl I want to talk to. Eva, Eva, Eva. Seems that you can’t stay away.’

      I looked up at the stairs, strained to listen for any sounds, any movement, but there was nothing. Orpheus was alone – for now at least. It was him against us. I took a long slow breath. ‘We were just leaving.’

      He raised an eyebrow before he spoke in his thick accent. ‘I don’t think so.’ He collected the walkie-talkie from his hip pocket. I didn’t hesitate. I ran to him and knocked the walkie-talkie from his hands. It skidded across the room and landed in the corner. He put his hand back, pushed me to the ground and bolted towards the walkie-talkie.

      I sat up, lifted my hand and sent a bolt of fire. It landed on the walkie-talkie, setting it ablaze.

      Orpheus stopped in his tracks and turned to me before he spoke. ‘You’re a witch. I knew it! From the moment I laid eyes on you. You bewitched Ezra, didn’t you?’

      I stood up and walked to stand next to Elijah, who was staring at me, mouth open.

      ‘I am a witch, and do you know what a witch like me does to people like you, people who hurt my twin brother until they very nearly kill him? Do you?’ I said.

      I raised my hands in front of me, where a heat so hot burned that I knew if I released it onto Orpheus, he would catch on fire and all of our troubles would be over.

      ‘Eva,’ came a voice from the bottom of the stairs.

      ‘Ezra,’ I said, sweat dripping from my body. ‘Get out of here.’

      Ezra glanced between me and his father. ‘Don’t do it, Eva. It’s not worth it.’

      Orpheus stared at his son, his only son. ‘Did you bring her here?’ he thundered.

      ‘Yes,’ said Ezra, that one word sending an arrow to puncture my heart.

      Traitor!

      The heat from my body drained onto the cold, wet floor. I slumped forward, my hands on my legs, just holding me up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Orpheus’s frown turned into a grin, and he slapped his son on the back. ‘I knew it. I knew you had it in you. Son, I am so proud of you.’

      ‘I trusted you,’ I managed to get out. ‘How could you?’

      ‘The same way you had no problem kissing Jet,’ he said, pushing over a weak Elijah, who’d made a run at him. I rushed to Elijah, helped him from the ground, held him up.

      The sick and twisted Orpheus was beaming at Ezra, his hands clasped together. ‘This is an excellent turn of events.’ He glanced down at his watch. ‘You stay with them, keep an eye on them. I’ll go get the others.’

      ‘Sure,’ said Ezra, picking up the cup of coffee he must have placed unseen on the floor when he arrived and passing it to his dad.

      The coffee! The drops!

      ‘What’s this then, son?’

      ‘Well, I went to the briefing to tell you about Eva, but you weren’t there. I thought you might like your coffee. Might be a long morning with these two.’

      Orpheus whistled as he walked back towards the stairs. Ezra and I stared after him, watching the cup that he held in his hands.

      Drink! Drink! Drink!

      Orpheus stopped on the stairs and turned to Ezra. ‘You know, I don’t think I’ve ever been so proud of you, son,’ he said, then took a sip of his coffee before continuing on his way.

      Ezra turned towards me and for the longest moment, we stared at each other, silently transmitting everything that could never be put into words.

      ‘You need to go,’ said Ezra quietly. ‘Before he comes back.’

      ‘Does it work?’ I asked.

      Please say yes.

      ‘Does what work? What’s going on?’ asked Elijah, barely able to stand.

      ‘I’ll tell you when we get you home,’ I said, helping Elijah to walk forward.

      ‘I think it does. The moment they had their coffees, they stopped talking about you and Elijah. But if you don’t get out of here before they come back, they’ll start suspecting you all over again,’ said Ezra.

      ‘Right,’ I said. ‘We need to move. Elijah?’

      ‘Let’s go,’ he said.

      Ezra and I helped Elijah to the top of the stairs. ‘Once the coast is clear, I’ll grab the car and come pick you up where we planned. Think you can make it?’

      I nodded. ‘Thank you, Ezra,’ I whispered.

      Ezra turned back. ‘You can thank me later. Get moving.’

      Footsteps started down the hall, and I felt as though I was going to be sick. I helped Elijah move as quickly as he could in the opposite direction, but they were moving faster. Their footsteps got closer and closer, the back door still metres away.

      ‘Hey!’ came a voice that sent shivers down my spine.

      Max!

      I walked faster, and even Elijah seemed to get a boost of energy. We made it to the door. I put my hand on the knob, not daring to turn around.

      ‘Not so fast. Come back here!’

      NO! NO! NO!
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      ‘I said, come back here, weasel,’ said Max from behind us.

      Elijah and I froze.

      ‘If you ever talk to me or any of my friends like that again, you’ll have me to answer to,’ said Ezra before we heard the sound of someone landing a punch. Max cried out like a little girl who’d skinned her knee, and then we heard him hit the ground. A commotion broke out down the hall.

      I smiled, picturing Max lying on the ground in front of everyone. I opened the door and together, Elijah and I walked out of the hellhole and across the grounds towards the woods. As we walked I could feel eyes burning into my back. I turned around to see Ezra’s mum standing at one of the second-storey windows looking down at us, a small smile on her lips, but her eyes those of a trapped, desperate woman.

      ‘Fly free,’ I whispered before we disappeared into the safety of the woods.

      Slowly we made our way to the meeting point. I helped Elijah sit against a tree trunk and checked my phone reception. Finally, I had three bars. There were about forty missed calls from home. With a shaking hand I picked up the phone and dialled home.

      Mum answered on the first ring. I could tell from her voice that she was crying. ‘Mum,’ I said. ‘It’s me.’

      ‘Eva, thank God. Where are you?’

      ‘It’s a long story, but Elijah and I are together.’

      Mum started crying, loudly this time, and Dad took the phone.

      ‘Where are you? I’m coming to get you.’

      ‘Dad, it’s okay. We’re okay and we’ll be home very soon, but I need you to get ready for…’

      ‘For what?’ he asked. ‘What’s happened?’

      Mum was wailing in the background. ‘Dad, I can’t talk now. Elijah is going to be okay, but he’s not well. You and Mum should get ready for him. He’s going to need treatment, but you can’t take him anywhere. There will be too many questions.’

      Dad breathed loudly, in and out. ‘What kind of treatment?’

      I tried to find the words, to explain something that should never have to be explained. ‘I don’t know, Dad, exactly what happened to him, but he’s been…’

      I started to cry, big fat teardrops dripping down my face.

      ‘Tell me, Eva,’ said Dad. ‘You need to tell me so we can help him.’

      I looked down at Elijah, who was now fast asleep.

      What happened to him?

      What did they do to him?

      Will he ever recover?

      ‘Eva,’ Dad said sharply.

      ‘He was tortured, Dad.’

      Dad went silent and even Mum was quiet, but suddenly I knew what we needed to do. ‘Elijah was tortured by Orpheus Blackthorn and his men. We need to get out of this town, Dad, as soon as Elijah is well enough. Find a way out of this forsaken town and never look back.’

      Dad gasped, and then he did what I’d never seen him do in his whole life –

      he started to cry.

      ‘I gotta go, Dad, to look after Elijah. We’ll be home soon, through the back door. Be ready for Elijah.’

      ‘Be safe,’ he managed to get out before I hung up.

      I slid off my jacket and placed it over Elijah, who felt frozen. Every part of me was exhausted beyond anything I’d experienced in my life. My eyes stung, my body ached and I was so hungry and weak that I could barely move. I placed my hands on my brother’s arms and tried to find some heat, some energy to give my brother, but my hands only heated up a little before they went cold. I gave up and snuggled against my brother, and before I knew it, I was fast asleep.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Let’s get you home,’ said a voice in my ear. A voice that I knew like my own. I felt myself being lifted and moved. I opened my eyes and saw Boy on the ground beside me.

      ‘Don’t worry, Boy. I’ll take good care of her,’ said Ezra.

      My eyes were so heavy that I gave up and closed them, sinking back into the depths of sleep. The next thing I remembered was being in Ezra’s arms. He was carrying me and speaking quietly. ‘Don’t forget to meet me tonight. We need to talk.’ His lips pressed against my forehead before I slipped away again.

      Arms wrapped around me, my father’s arms, and I heard him cry out.

      ‘Thank you, son,’ he said. ‘I owe you my family’s lives.’

      ‘No, you don’t, sir. It’s the least I can do. I wish I could do more…stop him.’

      Then I was pulled back under the blanket of sleep while the hands of time clicked forward – slowly, steadily, silently.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke, my mouth was dry and every part of me ached. It was as though I’d been inside the spin cycle in a washing machine. I rolled over and bit by bit, everything came back to me.

      Elijah! I yanked off my doona and stood up in my bedroom, which was doused in pink light and afternoon shadows. My head spun, and I lost my balance and fell back onto the bed. In a second, I was up again and racing down the stairs, two at a time.

      I stuck my head into Elijah’s room, but he wasn’t there. Heart pounding, I ran down the rest of the stairs and into the living room, where the curtains had been drawn and Elijah lay on the couch, Mum and Dad moving around, tending to him.

      ‘Eva,’ said Mum, tears springing to her eyes as she ran across the room and took me into her arms.

      ‘Mum,’ I blurted out before bursting into tears. Before I knew it, I was passed to my dad, who took me in a bear hug, his arms bringing untold comfort.

      ‘You okay?’ he asked.

      Was I okay? Would I ever be okay again?

      I hugged Dad harder and pulled back, then turned to my brother, his face as white as a dove and beads of sweat covering his body.

      I tried to find my voice as I walked towards him. ‘How is he?’

      Mum stared at Dad, and they exchanged a look that told me everything. A cry escaped from me, and I sat down beside Elijah and took his hot hand.

      ‘We’re trying to break his fever,’ said Mum.

      ‘This is probably my fault,’ I said before fresh tears arrived.

      Mum put her arm around me. ‘No, darling, this is not your fault, not even one bit.’

      ‘Don’t you dare even entertain that thought, Eva,’ said Dad, his voice thundering. ‘There’s only one person responsible for this, and we all know who that is. When I’m finished with him–’

      ‘Stop it,’ said Mum, her hands out in front of herself. ‘No good can ever come from hurting another soul – you know that. Right now, we need to focus on Elijah.’

      Dad’s face went grey as he watched his son – his only son. I remembered back to Orpheus looking at Ezra, so proud of him for acting like a little monster. What kind of sick and twisted soul is he? I thought back to how I’d felt when I wanted to set fire to Orpheus. I didn’t care a hoot about him. If it weren’t for Ezra, I would probably have ignited him – watched him burn.

      What kind of person did that make me?

      What kind of witch was I?

      Was I really a white witch like my mother, who would never hurt another person? The answer hit me, and I felt hot in every part of my body. I wanted to turn and run, leave my family, never put them in danger again.

      Mum placed a tray of food in front of me and watched me closely. ‘I want you to tell me everything that happened yesterday.’

      I nodded, unable to trust my voice.

      ‘And I mean everything.’

      As my parents moved about, tending to my brother with witch’s potions and lotions I’d never seen before, I sat down on the floor next to Elijah and picked at food while I relived the day from hell that would be forever etched into my brain, both from living it and from remembering it.

      When I finished, Mum and Dad were staring at me as though they didn’t know who I was. I dropped my gaze to the ground – a ground I wanted to disappear into.

      ‘So, fire, wolves and a healer too. That’s pretty cool,’ said Dad, who had a small smile in the corner of his mouth.

      ‘I’m a freak,’ I said, my face burning up.

      ‘Oh, Eva, love, we’re all a little freaky, but flames, well, that’s really something,’ said Mum, who glanced over at Dad. ‘Christian, it’s time to tell Eva about the prophecy.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ I asked.

      Mum sighed before speaking. ‘There is a witch’s saying – a prophecy – about twins.’

      Dad started to speak, as though reciting poetry.

      

      
        
        
        ‘One day twins will be born.

        Each witch, on their own, will be a power to contend.

        But a power together, well, that will be a force to behold.

        One twin, baby boy, born with a heart so bright.

        The other, a girl, with a heart both light and shade.

        She who has the power of darkness on her is able to persuade.

        She will be hunted by the dark forces of nature,

        For she is their leader, the Fire Queen, whom they wish to claim.’

      

        

      

      

      When he finished speaking, I glanced at my brother, who lay trapped somewhere between life and death.

      ‘Is this the reason you didn’t teach us witchcraft?’ I asked quietly.

      Mum and Dad exchanged glances. Then my mother spoke. ‘Yes, darling, it is. When you and Elijah were babies, a python tried to kill Elijah and take you. It wasn’t normal. It wasn’t right.’

      I remembered back to the panther that had tried to hunt me. It couldn’t all be coincidences, could it? Was I being hunted by the dark forces of nature? Goosebumps prickled on my skin.

      ‘I have a heart that’s both light and shade?’ I said, my words a question and an accusation, making my parents shuffle in their seats. ‘You must think that if you kept this from us.’

      ‘You have a heart of gold, Eva,’ said Dad.

      ‘And we know you would do anything for your family,’ said Mum.

      ‘Anything…’ I said, the truth of this one word opening like the bud of a flower. ‘But the dark forces, what could they want…with me?’

      ‘There are many things we don’t fully understand, but I do believe that you have a choice, Eva, about what you do with your powers,’ said Dad.

      I watched my mother and father, who didn’t blink.

      ‘So, I can choose whether to be a white witch or a black witch,’ I said, remembering back to how I felt when I wanted to burn Orpheus. If Ezra hadn’t showed up, who knew what would have happened, and then what? Once I started using my powers for evil and darkness, it would be hard, perhaps impossible, to return to the light.

      ‘Yes,’ said Mum, her face drained of all colour. ‘I don’t think the dark forces can claim you unless something has darkened your heart.’

      ‘Like losing my brother,’ I said, looking over at Elijah, who only held goodness in him, who would never turn to the dark side – unlike me. If someone took my brother’s life, I knew I would make them pay with their life, and then the dark forces would be able to come for me and I’d be powerless to stop them.

      I shivered, and Dad pulled me into a hug. ‘We thought not telling you both would protect you, but we were wrong. We should have taught you witchcraft, to arm you, to protect you. I’m sorry – we let you down.’

      The reasons our parents had kept our birthright a secret finally made sense, and the simmering anger I’d felt since finding out seeped away.

      I glanced up at them. ‘It’s not too late. I want to learn. I need to learn.’

      Mum nodded, finally accepting she could not stand in the way of fate.

      ‘And when Elijah is better, you must tell him,’ I said.

      ‘Agreed,’ said Dad.

      ‘Will he be okay?’ I said through tears as I looked at my twin, who lay completely still.

      ‘I won’t lie to you. He’s really sick. Whatever they did to him…’ Mum broke off and began crying.

      Dad and I put our arms around her.

      ‘Now we need to wait. Only time will tell,’ said Dad. ‘Only time will tell.’

      ‘And then we leave,’ I said, Mum and Dad nodding in reply.

      ‘Then we get out of this godforsaken town,’ said Mum, her voice firm and clipped.

      ‘And never look back,’ said Dad.
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        * * *

      

      I opened my eyes to dim lights and the sound of the fire that crackled in its grate. I sat up, my back sore from falling asleep on the ground beside Elijah, who lay unmoving. I glanced over to my mum and dad, both asleep in their armchairs.

      It was just after ten o’clock, only two hours until I was supposed to meet Ezra at his boat – to talk about us. The very thought made my mouth dry, and I took a sip of water and turned back to my brother. There was no way I could leave him. As I picked up my phone to text Ezra, Elijah stirred beside me.

      ‘Elijah?’ I said, turning to my brother, but he’d settled back into place.

      I sat next to him on the couch, took his burning hand and found my voice. ‘Now listen up, Elijah. I don’t know what they did to you, but it’s over, do you hear me? You are at home now, and safe, with people who love you. And did I mention a seriously beautiful girlfriend who is beside herself with worry? She’s only called for you about fifty times, but don’t worry, I’ve told her you’ll be okay. Because that’s the truth – you will be okay.’

      I looked down at Elijah, his body covered in sweat that was beading up and dripping from him. I picked up a towel and wiped his ash-coloured face, sweat forming again immediately. He looked even worse than before, and even though my parents had cared for him, hour after hour, trying all sorts of things, they’d said there was nothing more they could do. Now we needed to wait for his fever to break.

      But what if it doesn’t? What if the fever is too strong for him?

      For a brief moment, I entertained the thought of life without my brother. A crater opened up inside me. A world without my brother was a world I could never live in. Tears trickled down my face, and a warm energy gathered inside me and started pulsing from my hands.

      ‘Don’t even think about leaving me, bro. I can’t live without you. You’ve been there every single day of my life, and I plan to have you by my side as my most annoying and beloved brother for the rest of my days. So fight, Elijah, fight with me.’

      I closed my eyes and let my love for my twin fill me and flow into his hand, which was almost too hot to touch. He didn’t move or stir, and after a while I started to cry, really cry. I was almost completely beside myself when I heard him speak. ‘You can’t get rid of me that easily, sis.’

      I opened my eyes and there was Elijah, smiling his crooked grin at me. I screamed and launched myself on him, making him cry out in pain. I sat up, removed my hands. ‘Sorry, sorry, are you okay?’

      Elijah tried to smile again, but in his eyes I saw something that was never there before. My carefree, goofy, loving brother was still there, but so was something else. Something that Orpheus had etched into his soul.

      ‘I’m okay, really,’ he whispered before our parents rushed over and took him in their arms.

      I stood up and moved away, turned away from him so he wouldn’t see the rage inside me. Inside my beautiful brother now lay the seed of fear and who knew what else. Until that moment, I’d detested Max and Orpheus, but had never properly hated anyone. But now hate for Orpheus spread through my veins into every part of my being. He’d allowed this to happen. His sickness was spreading into the hearts of the town and striking at the people who were my world. In that moment, I knew I’d do whatever it took to stop him and make him pay for what he’d done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I opened my window and climbed onto the branches, the cool air assaulting my face and exposed skin. This time I didn’t cling to the tree like a frightened child – this time I climbed down, steadily and carefully.

      The cold hand of guilt squeezed me tight as I neared the ground. I could see the glow from behind the curtains where my family were. Mum and Dad were grateful to Ezra for helping save us, but they would never understand or agree to what I was doing.

      I jumped onto the ground and pictured my mum and dad tending to Elijah. His fever had broken and he was out of immediate danger, but his road to recovery would be long and painful. He’d fallen back to sleep almost straight away, and the time for asking questions about what had happened would have to wait.

      I put my hands in my jacket pocket as I walked briskly down the whisper-quiet street. I kept my head up and eyes alert, but the streets were deserted and all the lights were off – this town was well and truly asleep. As I neared the docks, my mind raced and my whole body felt clammy. All I could think about was Ezra – what he’d done for me, what he’d risked and…that kiss. My body went hot and cold all over. In a few minutes, we would be alone.

      I arrived at the boat, wiping the sweat from my brow and trying to calm my racing heart. It was dark inside, and slowly I climbed onto the small yacht that was rolling gently on the waves.

      I opened the cabin door and moved inside. It was completely dark, except for a single lit candle on the table. Beside the candle was Ezra, waiting for me. He stood and covered the distance in several steps, took me in his arms, kissed the top of my head.

      ‘Dad…his cronies…none of them remember anything. I destroyed all the records of you and your family and the security footage. You’re no longer even a suspect.’ He pulled back and looked at me. ‘You okay?’

      I ran my fingers through his sandy-blond hair, traced my finger across his full lips and gazed straight into his emerald eyes, which were razor sharp with want. I wanted him as I’d never wanted anything in my life.

      Ezra pulled away and groaned. ‘Eva, we need to talk.’

      I wanted to step forward, hold him in my arms, but his words had put a barrier between us and I wrapped my arms around myself.

      ‘Come and sit,’ he said, more kindly. ‘I made us hot chocolates.’

      I sat down across from him at the small table, put my hands around the steaming cup and spoke, my voice wavering. ‘Just say it, Ezra. I can handle it.’

      Ezra let out a long sigh as he watched me, his face lit up by the flickering candlelight.

      ‘You don’t want to be with me,’ I said. ‘I get it. It’s too dangerous for you, not to mention I’m a witch – oh, and I hate your father.’ He gasped, but I continued like a freight train. ‘The man who gave you life, well, I detest him, for what he’s done to Elijah.’

      A cloud passed across Ezra’s eyes. ‘How is he?’

      ‘Until about two hours ago, we thought he might die, but he’s pulled through.’ I wiped away a rogue tear. ‘But he’s still sick, really sick, and…he’s changed. I don’t know what they’ve done to him, but my brother who wouldn’t hurt a goddam fly is no longer the same person.’ Tears came thick and fast, and there was nothing I could do to stop them. Ezra moved to sit next to me, put his arm around me. I turned and cried into his chest. ‘I don’t want you to go back there, to live with him. Come away with us.’

      His body froze. ‘What do you mean, come away?’

      I sat up and wiped my face with the tissues Ezra passed me. A small part of me told me not to tell him our plans, but I also knew that the time for secrets between us was over. I’d already trusted him with my biggest secret of all, and he’d stood against his father to help me.

      ‘As soon as Elijah is well enough, we’re getting out of here. It’s just too dangerous for…us…to be here.’

      Ezra ran his fingers through his hair. ‘You can’t–’

      ‘Well, I know it’s not going to be easy, and it will take some planning, but now that we’re not under suspicion, we should be able to find a way.’

      ‘It’s impossible to get out. Dad has made sure of it.’

      My heart started to thud in my chest. ‘What do you mean…impossible?’

      ‘He’s set up an electric magnetic field around town. Anyone trying to leave will trigger it, and the police are on standby to arrest anyone who tries. And the punishment, well, it’s harsh, really harsh. You don’t want to try, trust me.’

      I tried to find my breath, but it had fled and I gasped.

      ‘There’s only one road in and one road out, and that’s now manned, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. There’s simply no way out,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry. I wish you could get out.’ He spoke quieter so that it was just a whisper. ‘And I wish I could come with you.’

      I looked closely at Ezra then – his body was slumped forward and his eyes were fixed on the ground. Our lives were going to be miserable trapped in this hellhole, but Ezra’s life was indescribably worse – his would be hell on earth.

      ‘I’m sorry. That you have to live like this,’ I said quietly.

      He looked up at me suddenly. ‘You’re sorry.’ He let out a gruff laugh. ‘You have no idea how bad I feel about what happened to you, to Elijah, to your family.’ He stood up and started to pace. ‘My dad, he’s a beast, and there’s nothing I can do about it. I’ve tried, over and over, to talk to him, but he never listens. He calls me the biggest disappointment of his life.’

      ‘Oh, Ezra, that’s awful.’

      ‘Do you know the only time he’s ever been proud of me? When he thought I’d turned into an animal like him,’ he said, his words hot and heavy. ‘My life… It’s… Without my mum…without you…I don’t know how I would go on.’

      Ezra’s brutal honesty tore shreds from us both. I had trusted him with my secret, and now he’d trusted me with his.

      The only sound came from the waves as they gently lapped against the side of the boat. I stood and slowly walked towards him and held out my hands. ‘You are not your father, Ezra. You are not your father. You are not your father.’ I stopped in front of him and opened my arms, and he stepped into them. We held each other close. For the first time in as long as I could remember, I felt safe – at home.

      Finally, we broke apart and I put my hand on the side of his face. My body prickled with heat and every part of me felt naked, exposed, but I made myself say the words anyhow. ‘Even though our lives are so screwed up, I want to be with you.’

      Ezra put his large hand over my small one, and his voice was soft when he spoke. ‘I want to be with you too, more that you know.’

      I took his hand and pulled him towards the bed. My legs started to shake, so I sat down on the edge and took off my jacket, lay back and waited for him.

      ‘Ezra.’

      ‘Eva,’ he said, sitting down on the bed, his back to me. ‘We can’t. We can’t be together, not now.’

      A pain stabbed my heart, and every part of me went cold. I lay back and looked up at the stars that were twinkling away, diamonds in the darkness. I put my hands over my eyes to block out their beauty.

      ‘Every single cell in my body wants to be with you, and not just for now. God…yes now. But for every single day I have left in this world. What I want more than that, though, is to know that you’re safe – that I haven’t put you and your family in danger.’

      ‘Don’t you see? We’re already in danger just by living here,’ I said, my voice cold.

      ‘Yes,’ he said, sighing. ‘But if we’re together, even in private, my dad will find out and then…’

      I swallowed, remembering the fear in my brother’s eyes, the fear Orpheus Blackthorn had put there. I had a flash of what Orpheus might do to me should he know I had the heart of his one and only son.

      ‘I could never live with myself if something were to happen to you because of me,’ said Ezra.

      His words, the truth, sliced a light into the darkness of the small cabin and all of a sudden, the night felt large and I felt small, so very small. I tried to imagine how I would cope, day after day, seeing Ezra, knowing we could never be together.

      ‘I don’t think I can…’ I said, my words breaking up.

      Ezra turned around and crawled over to where I lay. He settled down next to me, drawing me close. His face was wet with tears and I wiped them away, kissed his face, his eyelids, and finally, his mouth. At first he didn’t respond, didn’t kiss me back. I pulled away. ‘If this is all we have, this night, this one night, then you’d better at least kiss me goodbye.’

      Ezra’s eyes reflected both the stars above and burning pain. He pulled me close and kissed me in a way that we both knew would be impossible to forget.

      Breathless, we pulled apart. I wanted more, he wanted more, but if we went further, we both knew there’d never be any turning back.

      I sat up, moved to the end of the bed where I put on my jacket.

      ‘Never forget, Ezra, I am here for you.’

      He let out a sound, a guttural sound that came from his soul.

      ‘You are never alone,’ I said, standing and doing the most unnatural thing I had ever done. I walked away from my one true love – my one true love that I could never, ever have.
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