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        ‘They say there is one true test for a witch. You throw ’em in the river. If they drown, their innocence is proved. If they float, they’re a witch and you take ’em out and hang ’em.’

        The Heretic’s Daughter by Kathleen Kent
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      The bitter winds flew in from the sea, lashing everything in their path. I tucked my hair into my jacket and dropped my head as we continued towards the end of the pier.

      Getting Elijah out of the house for the first time in weeks since that night when he only just escaped Orpheus’s clutches was worth every second of the arctic blast, even if it meant watching him and Anna – the loved-up lovebirds – up close and personal, and keeping Noah company.

      I glanced over at Noah, who seemed lost in his own thoughts. I had to admit that even though I’d groaned at the thought of spending a few hours with him, he was looking particularly handsome. He was rugged up in a thick blue jacket with the collar pulled up high, his blond hair had grown longer and his black sunglasses hid his eyes, which had hardly glanced my way.

      Gone were his puppy-dog pleasing ways, and in their place was a cool distance. I wasn’t sure anymore where we stood, whether we were even friends. Ever since the Easter dance where I’d kissed Jet and then chased after Ezra, he’d understandably backed away. It didn’t seem to matter how many times I’d apologised for my behaviour; he wouldn’t warm up to me. I wondered, not for the first time, why he’d even bothered to come.

      Elijah and Anna walked in front of us, their hands intertwined, as they had been every moment since Elijah had started his long road to recovery. Anna was laughing at something Elijah was whispering in her ear. My gaze flickered to my brother. His hair had grown longer, too, but not from design. He’d been too sick to get to the barber. For the last month, he’d stayed in bed and recovered from the most harrowing night of our lives, where we’d only escaped by using the magic potion – my first magic potion – to help his captors forget about the witches they’d met. Not only had his hair grown wild, but his face remained unshaven and his clothes had grown baggy on his frame too. Even now as he walked, there was pain in his every step – a pain he tried to hide with his smiles, jokes and warm affection – pain that I worried would never leave him.

      My body heated just thinking what Orpheus Blackthorn had ordered done to Elijah – not only that night when he’d tortured him, physically and mentally, but also the scars he’d etched on his soul, possibly forever. The seeds of anger that mirrored the pain my brother felt sprouted and grew inside me like weeds, spreading their insipid branches through me, strangling my heart.

      ‘Watch it,’ said Noah, grabbing me and pulling me away from the edge of the wharf where I’d wandered, enfolding me in his strong arms.

      ‘Sorry,’ I said, my heart racing as I glanced down at the icy water far below, where I’d nearly fallen.

      Slowly, he helped me stand and steadied me. ‘You okay?’ he asked, pushing his glasses on top of his forehead, his warm brown eyes scanning my face; God only knows what he saw.

      ‘Yes,’ I whispered.

      ‘You don’t look okay. You were walking all over the place and you’re as pale as a ghost.’

      A witch, I corrected silently.

      I glanced ahead for Elijah, but the lovebirds were well ahead of us and didn’t even know we’d stopped walking.

      I opened my mouth to lie, but closed it again. I could never tell Noah the truth about who I was or what had really happened that night, but I didn’t need to pretend with him either.

      ‘I’m worried about Elijah,’ I said quietly, rubbing my mitted hands together. ‘Lost track of where I was walking.’

      ‘Oh,’ said Noah, a small smile on his lips. ‘He seems much better.’

      I nodded. ‘Anna may have something to do with that.’

      He stared down the pier towards them, a faraway glazed expression appeared on his face before he turned to me and smiled. ‘You shouldn’t worry so much. Everything is going to be okay, you know.’

      Part of me yearned for the simple and safe life Noah offered. If only I could forget everything else, take his hand in mine, pull him towards me. But I stayed where I was. He was the day and I was the night, and even though we were out of the woods with Orpheus, who no longer suspected us of anything, I was a witch and would always be a witch.

      ‘So have you forgiven me yet?’ I said, raising an eyebrow at him.

      A look of pain passed through his eyes. ‘Trying.’

      ‘I know I’ve said it a thousand times and I can say it a thousand more – I’m sorry, Noah. I came to the dance as your date. I don’t know what came over me…’

      Noah let out a long breath and gazed up at the cloudless blue sky.

      ‘Jet, he doesn’t mean anything to me,’ I said.

      The sound of Jet’s name made Noah’s forehead scrunch up. ‘I know he doesn’t mean anything to you,’ he said, his words sharp.

      I gasped as I thought about the one person I was trying my hardest to forget. The one person I wanted but could never be with. Ezra. My heart stung just thinking of him.

      ‘We’re not together,’ I said, remembering the moment Ezra told me it was too dangerous for us to be a couple.

      Noah watched me for a long moment. ‘You might be able to fool others, but you can’t fool me. You feel about Ezra the same way those two feel about each other.’ He glanced up at our siblings, who were kissing. ‘How I feel…felt about you. So, if I’m not jumping for joy every time I see you, you can see why.’

      The truth of his words struck me hard. I waited for him to storm off and ignore me like he’d been doing every day at school. Instead, he crossed his arms and waited for me to respond. Lying was useless.

      ‘It doesn’t matter how I feel,’ I said. ‘Ezra and I are not together – will never be together – so right now, yes, it’s difficult. But in time…’

      I stared across the blue water, where small whitecaps were in frenzy.

      He placed his firm hand on my arm and I glanced up at him.

      ‘In time, can you forget him?’ he asked.

      Could I forget the way Ezra kissed me? The way he understood me without me having to speak? The way he made me feel when we were together, when we were apart?

      Noah stepped closer, slid his hands up my arms and pulled me close to him so there was nowhere for me to go. He wrapped his jacket around us, and within the space he created, I felt his warmth.

      He dropped his head and whispered in my ear. ‘Can you forget him…for me? Can you?’

      He kissed my ear, and heat radiated through my body.

      ‘Eva… I won’t be your second choice.’ He dropped his hot lips to my neck, and my body responded. His hands gripped my waist. I raised my head to him, and desire was written all over his face. ‘But I will wait for you…if you want.’

      I wanted his mouth on mine, to take away my pain. I wanted to be claimed by someone who would look after me. I never wanted to think about Ezra, ever again. But I knew that I would think about Ezra. Until I didn’t crave him like I craved air, I could never be fair to Noah.

      I pulled away from Noah, my eyes stinging. ‘I’m not ready, Noah. Making you wait wouldn’t be fair to you.’

      He narrowed his eyes and let out a low growl. ‘Will you ever be over him?’

      ‘I hope so,’ I said, remembering how I’d felt day and night since that night on the boat.

      ‘Then I’ll wait,’ he said.

      ‘No, Noah, don’t wait for me. Please. That’s not fair to you. I don’t know if…when I’ll ever be ready.’

      ‘I’m a patient man, for something I want. And I want you.’

      Heat returned to my body – something I’d never expected to feel for Noah.

      ‘But no more Mr Nice Guy,’ he said. ‘Until you’re mine… And you will be mine.’

      I opened my mouth to say something, but closed it again.

      He smiled and slid his sunnies back on his head. ‘Now that we have that sorted, let’s catch up with the lovebirds. And Eva?’

      I gazed up at this guy who was now waiting for me. ‘Yes?’ I said quietly.

      He took my hand. ‘Watch where you’re going? I don’t fancy a swim in the arctic waters today, okay.’

      He tugged me and we started walking, hand in hand, an unspoken promise between us; a promise that never in a million years had I expected to make.
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      I knew my face was blazing when we finally caught up to Anna and Elijah, who were waiting for us, silent and watchful. I risked a glance at Elijah, whose eyes were burning holes into me. Apparently, our little interlude on the pier had not gone unnoticed.

      I pulled my warm hand from Noah’s. ‘Noah was making sure I didn’t fall in. I nearly did…fall in, but…you know. Look, it doesn’t matter.’

      Elijah smirked and Noah laughed, but Anna came forth and took me by the hand, saving me. ‘I’m glad Noah was there to stop you falling in. That’s a long way down.’

      I glanced at the water, wishing I could disappear within its depths, and saw something that made me gasp. Everyone turned to where I was looking.

      ‘What the…’ said Elijah.

      There, bloated and floating in the boiling brew of an ocean, were thousands of dead fish. I gazed out further and further, my eyes meeting the same disturbing view. I’d seen dead fish before, but so many all at once, rolling around in the deathly waters where they’d swum, made my stomach churn.

      ‘What’s happened?’ said Anna, her hand clutching mine.

      No one had the answer. No one dared to answer. In a small town where fishing was a big industry, this was a disaster. In a small town with an evil, power-hungry dictator, this was a catastrophe.

      I glanced around the deserted pier and across to the town, where only a few brave people scuttled around in the cold. Once this news got out, there would be fingers pointed, accusations made – people would pay. I watched my brother, whose pink cheeks had faded to the colour of chalk.

      ‘We have to go,’ I said, my voice hoarse.

      Anna and Noah exchanged looks. They didn’t know the full story of what happened to Elijah, and they never could. They had no idea what Orpheus Blackthorn was capable of. But Elijah’s haunted eyes told an entirely different story.

      ‘Let’s go quickly. Before anyone sees us here,’ said Elijah.

      ‘And don’t tell anyone what we’ve seen,’ I added.

      Anna’s pretty face clouded over as she gazed at Elijah, realising that she didn’t know something he did. He walked to her and took her hand, but she dropped both of our hands.

      ‘Care to fill me in?’ she said.

      Elijah’s breath became shallow, as though the act of breathing was hard. Every night since that terrible night, I’d stayed in my room reading about witchcraft, waiting for Anna to leave and our parents to go to bed. Then I’d gone down and sat on the end of Elijah’s bed. During those moonlit hours we’d talked – about how he was, about witchcraft and eventually about that night. At first it had been almost impossible for Elijah, but bit by bit, he’d opened up and told me the horrifying things that had been done to him. I’d lived through each and every moment, sickened to the core, but I’d made myself listen.

      As the wounds he’d suffered turned into mine, I kept him talking until there were no more words to say, no more ways to interpret what happened and how he felt. Only then did I feel the weight start to lift from him. In my heart, I knew his pain hadn’t disappeared, but simply transferred onto me.

      That’s why I knew how Elijah felt and why he couldn’t tell Anna what had happened. She might understand in her own way and keep his secret, but it would tinge her blessedly open heart to the flames of darkness.

      ‘Elijah, are you okay?’ I said, moving to hold up his slumping body.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ said Anna, alarm in her voice.

      Elijah tried to smile, but it looked like a grimace.

      I smiled at Anna and then explained. ‘He’s okay, just a bit much for his first outing.’

      I lodged myself under one of Elijah’s arms, and Noah wedged himself under the other. Together, we walked back down the pier, the wind blowing at us from behind – this time carrying the salty, putrid smell of dead fish in its currents.

      ‘Didn’t think I’d see the day when you’d need your sister to help you walk,’ I said before laughing, everyone joining in.

      ‘Lot of things I didn’t think I’d see today,’ said Elijah, bringing an end to my laughter.

      I glanced at Noah, who was smiling to himself like a satisfied cat after a large meal of mouse.

      Oh crap! What. Have. I. Done.
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      The last words I heard before I closed the front door were from my mother.

      ‘Don’t be long.’

      It wasn’t what she said; it was how she said it. She didn’t say it as flippantly as she would have in the past. There was a trace of fear in her words. She meant every single one of them. In days gone by, I would’ve rolled my eyes and left her words on the doorstep, but not anymore. Not since Orpheus Blackthorn, the tyrant mayor of Melas.

      ‘I won’t,’ I replied firmly.

      And I wouldn’t.

      As I walked down the stairs and across the front path to the street, I noticed the autumn air was getting cooler and the shadows lengthening. I calculated I had about an hour to drop the cakes I held in my arms to the church and get home before curfew. That was plenty of time. Drop and go.

      I still couldn’t believe I’d spent the whole of Easter Saturday baking for the Easter day fete. Baking was not my thing and attending an Easter day fete at church on Easter Sunday most definitely not my thing. I reminded myself that it was a small price to pay to stay on Orpheus’s good side. Thanks to the potion Orpheus and his team of police had drunk, no one knew we were witches, and so we were blessedly no longer suspected of anything.

      As I walked along the quiet street towards church, my every step loud on the pavement, I recalled the family meeting we’d had as soon as Elijah was well enough. Knowing there was no way out of this godforsaken town that was effectively guarded by road and sea, we’d decided two things. First, Elijah and I would most definitely start learning the art of witchcraft, which had been denied us for so long, but in the safety of our home and taught by our parents. And second, we’d pretend we were the model family that even Orpheus Blackthorn couldn’t help but admire.

      ‘Hide right under his nose,’ my dad had said. ‘It’s often the safest way.’

      It was the same advice our kind-hearted and astute neighbour, Violet, had given me when I was struggling with the decision about whether to learn my craft.

      And so with the decision made, we’d set about creating the persona of the perfect, pious family. We changed the way we dressed, covered our skin with boring clothes, wore sensible shoes and no make-up, styled our hair and started actively volunteering at school and most especially at church. I bowed my head as though in prayer, all while remembering the latest spell or potion I was trying to master.

      I shuffled the cake boxes that had grown heavy in my arms. I baked cakes now, and I smiled about it. I smiled all the friggin’ time and it was killing me. Before I knew it, I was walking up the church steps, smile pasted on, ready to greet the other bakers, who were all told to meet at 4.30 p.m. – on the dot.

      ‘Well hello, dear,’ said ancient Mrs Miller with the massive mole on her chin as I made my appearance.

      ‘Hello, Mrs Miller,’ I said brightly. ‘And how are you this afternoon?’

      ‘I’m very well, thank you, Eva. Looks like you’ve been a busy baker.’

      I forced out a little giggle. ‘Yes, well, nothing I like better.’

      ‘A young woman after my own heart. It was quite the test, wasn’t it, dear?’

      My heartbeat picked up.

      Test, what test?

      I nodded, hoping that would be enough.

      ‘Which one of these made it the hardest?’ she said, walking closer and inspecting the box on top with the chocolate cake inside. ‘I bet it was this one.’ She inhaled deeply and gazed up at me. She was so close that I could smell her coffee breath.

      ‘I do love chocolate,’ I said, for once not lying.

      ‘And you didn’t get tempted to have a little bit?’ she said, smiling like a fox with its prey in sight.

      That’s when I remembered. It was Lent and for all intents and purposes, I was not allowed treats until tomorrow, on Easter Sunday. I smiled, remembering the chocolate I’d licked from the bowl, the extra cake I’d made that we’d devoured for afternoon tea.

      ‘Well, I was a little tempted, but we all know what happens to people who give in to their temptation.’

      ‘Indeed,’ she said, raising an eyebrow. ‘Mr Blackthorn has very strong views on Lent, as you know, dear. Good to see that you remembered. Would hate to report you for not knowing your religious duties.’

      I kept my smile in place, knowing how much she’d have loved the opportunity to dob me in. Orpheus had great incentives for dobbers, and with an increasing list of archaic and ridiculous rules for our town to obey, it was almost impossible to remember them, let alone comply with them all.

      ‘Where can I leave the cakes, Mrs Miller? I do need to get back home before night falls.’

      ‘You’re a wise girl,’ said Mrs Miller, taking one last longing look at the chocolate cake before she directed me to the kitchen, which was crammed with women both young and old – not a man in sight. It was bad enough having to cook, but the fact that Melas men were no longer allowed to cook made my blood boil.

      ‘You okay?’ said Anna, who rushed to my side and helped me unload my cakes. ‘You look a little flushed.’

      I glanced around and saw way too many listening ears. ‘I’m good. How are you?’

      She winked as she spoke to me. ‘Oh, you know, who doesn’t love a day in the kitchen?’

      I had to turn away to stop myself from laughing.

      She stepped closer and her soft brown eyes suddenly filled with concern. ‘How’s Elijah? Is he okay after Thursday?’

      I thought back to our walk down the pier where we’d found the dead fish and where I’d made an unspoken promise to Noah about something I wasn’t ready to even consider.

      Anna didn’t need to know the whole truth – how exhausted and downcast he’d been ever since.

      ‘He was a bit tired. Much better today. I know he’s looking forward to seeing you in the morning.’

      Little pink roses appeared on the cheeks of Anna’s pretty face.

      ‘I know someone else who’s looking forward to seeing you tomorrow,’ she said quietly.

      I let out a low groan. There was no point pretending. ‘I don’t know what happened, honestly, Anna.’

      She raised an eyebrow and watched me carefully.

      ‘I don’t want to lead him on,’ I said quietly. ‘I’m not ready…’

      She linked her arm through mine. ‘I think my brother knew exactly what he was doing – he seemed to be the one leading you.’

      ‘Well…’ I said, remembering his hot lips on my neck, his hands on my back. ‘No more Mr Nice Guy.’

      Anna giggled. ‘It looks like all gloves are off and I must say, I’m not unhappy about it. I’m definitely Team Noah.’

      ‘Stop it,’ I said, my face burning. ‘I’m single and I plan to stay that way.’

      ‘We’ll see,’ said Anna before we were interrupted by Mrs Williams, another smiling assassin who started issuing her instructions for the morning bake sale. We nodded away, but both Anna and I froze at her last request.

      ‘Mr Blackthorn has asked that all girls wear white – and only white – to church in the morning.’

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. I could just manage the smiles, the fake prayers and the baking, but wearing virginal white – that was something else.

      ‘Do we have a problem, girls?’ she said, her laser-sharp eyes burning holes into us.

      Anna recovered first. ‘Of course not, Mrs Williams. I was just trying to think of what I had to wear, but I’ve just remembered some nice white pants and a jumper.’

      Mrs Williams looked down her nose at Anna. ‘There will be no pants, Anna. It must be a white dress, preferably to the ground, but below the knee will suffice.’

      I pressed my lips together, afraid of what might come streaming out if I opened my mouth. Anna blinked quickly and I could almost hear the hands of time slipping backwards to another century.

      ‘A pretty young woman like you, dear, must be protected. Those pure white clothes you may well mock will give you just that.’ Mrs Williams looked Anna up and down. ‘If you go around in black jeans and tight tops, then it’s like you’re telling everyone you’re cheap and easy. Not even Mr Blackthorn can help you then.’

      Anna’s pretty face had transformed into something entirely different. It was the first time I’d caught a glimpse of another side to my friend, and it made me like her even more.

      ‘You know, Anna, I have the perfect dresses for us. They’re pretty and pure, just like Mrs Williams asked for,’ I said. ‘I mean, we may be a bit chilly and might even catch a cold, but I’m sure we’ll manage.’

      Anna turned to look at me, her eyes wide.

      Mrs Williams smiled and tucked the ends of her bob up and under. ‘That sounds perfect, dear. A little cold never hurt anyone. I’ll see you both here, bright and early in the morning.’

      Mrs Williams left us so she could prey on other young women. I pulled Anna close and whispered in her ear. ‘Smile and let’s get out of this hellhole.’

      Within a minute, we’d made our way safely onto the street and out of earshot.

      ‘You have to be kidding me,’ said Anna. ‘A white dress. We’re not five and we’re not living in the dark ages.’

      I sighed and took her hands. ‘Anna, we’re not five, but we are living in the dark ages. The only chance we have is to stay on Orpheus’s good side. If that means smiling, baking and dressing like a child, then so be it.’

      ‘You’re right,’ she said, her body shaking slightly. ‘Of course you’re right. What was I thinking? I was about to give her a piece of my mind. What would have happened then? Oh goodness…’

      ‘You didn’t and you won’t.’ I leaned in closer and whispered. ‘And what they don’t know won’t hurt them.’

      Anna giggled. ‘Oh, you are naughty, Eva.’

      ‘You don’t know the half of it,’ I said, looking down the street where autumn leaves were falling, leaving skeletal trees that were fast being swallowed by the darkness. ‘But unless we want to get in trouble, we’d better run home and put our hair into curlers.’

      Anna laughed and hugged me. ‘Thank goodness you’re here. I couldn’t imagine life here without you and Elijah.’

      I hugged her back. ‘We’re the lucky ones. Now go on, get.’

      She laughed before walking off. I turned and set off for home, making myself walk and not run in case it drew attention to me. I was passing school when I heard a voice calling me from inside the school grounds – a voice I hadn’t heard for the last month.

      All of my control seeped from me as white-hot heat entered my body. I crossed the road and went in search of the voice’s owner.
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      He was there, behind the deserted office, away from the street, leaning against the building as if he were some kind of Greek god.

      Jet.

      I strode straight up to him. His smirking face sent me over the edge and I put my hands against his chest, shoving him as hard as I could into the concrete wall behind him.

      ‘What the hell, Eva?’ he said, taking my hands in his and stopping me from doing it over and over again.

      I snatched my hands away and stepped back, the world coming back into view.

      ‘How could you?’ I growled, not recognising my own voice.

      ‘Eva,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve said I’m sorry a hundred times. I didn’t know what was going to happen.’

      ‘You didn’t think that telling Orpheus Blackthorn that Elijah was out walking in the woods wouldn’t lead to him being arrested and tortured so badly that he nearly died?’

      Jet gasped. ‘What? I’m sorry… I didn’t know.’

      ‘Well, you’re an idiot. Did you know that once they arrested Elijah, Max came back to my house to attack me…to rape me? Did you know that?’

      ‘He did what?’ His black eyes were like steel.

      I took a step back. I’d gone too far.

      ‘It doesn’t matter. It’s none of your business, Jet. Just leave me alone. Leave my family alone, and if you ever so much as mention my name again, I’ll tell the police what I saw in town that night – who was responsible for the act of witchcraft.’

      I realised with a jolt that I was shaking and that nighttime had arrived. ‘Don’t ever talk to me again.’

      As I turned to walk away, he spoke in a desperate voice I’d never heard before. ‘Eva, I’m sorry, okay? So very sorry. I was mad and jealous… That’s all. It was stupid and immature and it’s killing me. I don’t expect you to forgive me, and I don’t blame you if you tell the police what you saw in town, but please know I meant no harm to you or your brother. Please tell him for me. Please.’

      I stopped walking as his words found their way past the barrier I’d created to keep him out forever.

      ‘Stay away from us,’ I managed to stammer out before I turned and made my way back down the darkened street, tears running like rivers down my face.
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      I shivered as I walked into church on Easter Sunday morning. It was even colder inside than outside, where the icy winds blew the tarnished and scattered leaves along the streets. Everyone had been saying it was the coldest April for over a hundred years, and as the frosty air crept through the gaps in my virtuous white dress and down my spine, I knew it to be true.

      I felt the stares as our family made our way to the hard benches at the side of the almost full church. This was the first time Elijah had been well enough to attend church since falling sick. I took in the looks of surprise from the congregation as they realised the young man – my brother – was only a shadow of himself.

      Seeds of anger sprouted deep inside, yet again. The thought of having to sit through an hour’s service with Orpheus – the beast that hurt my brother – preaching down at us, spreading his hate, made me angry in a way that I could barely contain.

      ‘It’ll be okay, sis,’ said Elijah in my ear as we sat down. ‘Just think of all that chocolate at home.’ I smiled at my brother, who knew my every thought. If he could deal with Orpheus, then so could I.

      I spread the skirt of my absurd vintage dress around me and pulled Mum’s white fur shawl tightly across my shoulders, releasing my hair, which hung long down my back – completing my innocent, virginal look. I remembered back to our hunt for a long white dress the night before. Finally, in the chest at the back of the cellar, we’d found it. It was a dress that had been passed down from one generation to the next, never intended to see the light of day again. I’d groaned when I saw how its fine silk fabric fell down with a splash to the ground and its thick, tightly fitted satin bodice and long sleeves made me look like an old-fashioned debutante at best. Mum had been more hopeful and spent the rest of the night cleaning it up and locating a simple white heel.

      ‘Stop fidgeting,’ said Elijah quietly so that only I could hear. ‘You look good.’

      I shot him a look. ‘I look ridiculous. I feel ridiculous.’

      ‘At least you’re not the only one,’ he said, a small grin on his face.

      I scanned the church. Apparently word had gotten around. Scattered throughout the church like white flowers were other brides of Christ. All of them looked as uncomfortable as I felt. I leaned back in the pew, the hard timber jutting into my back.

      The mood in the church was different today. It was always a little tense as we waited for Orpheus to arrive, but today it had an unexpected charge about it, as though the congregation knew there was bad news about to be delivered.

      I recalled our last Easter, which felt like a lifetime ago. Our extended family, a coven of witches, had come over to our old home where I’d grown up, for breakfast. We’d feasted on chocolate and hot cross buns. Our home had been full of laughter and love – completely taken for granted. I came back into the church with sadness in my heart and began rubbing my fingers, which were going numb.

      ‘Can we squeeze in?’ said Anna, who was standing at the end of the pew, her voice soft and warm.

      Elijah moved away from me, closer to Mum and Dad, and patted the space beside him.

      Anna laughed her sweet, tinkling laugh while she moved past my parents in her fitted white dress and sat between me and Elijah. Immediately they clutched each other’s hands and started whispering to each other.

      I glanced up and there, standing in the aisle, his brown eyes fixed on me, was Noah. I gazed at the empty space next to me, kicking myself for not spreading out earlier.

      ‘Come, sit down,’ I said, pasting on my smile, tucking the skirt of my dress underneath me.

      Noah made his way along the narrow pew and sat down next to me, his right arm and legs pressing against me in the small space, pushing heat into my body, which was starting to feel like an icicle.

      His gaze raked over me, and my face started to burn.

      ‘Happy Easter,’ he said, raising an eyebrow.

      ‘And to you.’ I inched away so that we weren’t sardined together.

      ‘Going somewhere?’ he asked, smirking.

      I pulled my lips into a tight smile. ‘I wish.’

      He chuckled. ‘All dressed up and nowhere to go?’

      ‘Oh, do shut up,’ I whispered.

      ‘Eva,’ he said, a mocking expression on his face.

      The large double doors opened at the rear of the church, bringing a blast of cold air inside. We stood, ready for master Orpheus to make his grand entrance. My shawl fell down my shoulders. Noah grabbed it and placed it back on my shoulders, his hungry gaze landing on my fitted satin.

      I felt the lick of desire as his gaze trailed along my neck.

      ‘You look beautiful,’ he whispered in my ear.

      My skin felt as though it stained crimson, and I turned to see Ezra’s green eyes penetrate mine as he walked down the aisle behind his father. His gaze grazed over me and then flickered on to Noah, who was still watching me. Ezra turned away, but not before pain creased his face.

      I felt as if someone had taken all the wind from my sails. For the last month, Ezra had not come near me at school. If we happened to be in the same room, he avoided me like the plague. Now, the first time he glanced at me, it looked as if I’d moved on.

      I held onto my groan and turned my attention to the front of the church where the priest stood, Orpheus sitting beside him, glowering down at us all from his throne that had been installed, front and centre.

      The congregation fell silent and sat up straighter as the priest began his service, which got longer and more severe as the weeks went by. Seconds turned into minutes, and by the time Orpheus stood to address us, I was so cold I’d started to shake. Noah and Anna glanced at me and before I knew it, Noah had taken off his thick jacket and placed it over my shoulders; it smelt like smoke from an outdoor fire and its heavy weight immediately warmed me. I moved to take it off, but Anna put her arm around me and whispered in her calming voice, ‘Just leave it, Eva. Your lips are blue, for Christ’s sake.’

      Immediately, I thought back to Orpheus’s rule #303: Never take the Lord’s name in vain. I left Noah’s jacket where it was and turned my attention to Orpheus, who was standing at the pulpit, watching me. He’d spied the whole exchange, and I prayed he couldn’t lip-read.

      ‘When you’re ready,’ barked Orpheus as his gaze left mine and bored into other members of the congregation, ‘I’d like to start by wishing you all a Happy Easter.’

      The word happy hung in the air like an axe waiting to fall.

      ‘Today we remember that Christ is risen,’ he roared.

      ‘Truly he has risen,’ we replied in chorus.

      ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you,’ he said, both hands flat on the podium.

      ‘Truly he has risen,’ we yelled as loudly as we could, making Orpheus’s stone face crack into a smile.

      ‘You may sit,’ he said, motioning us down.

      We all sat and for the next thirty minutes, with Noah’s body pressing against mine and his hand continually brushing against my leg, we endured Orpheus’s rant on the death of Christ and his resurrection.

      I’d started to zone out by the time Orpheus bellowed, ‘Jesus was victorious over Satan.’

      Satan? What the…?

      I swallowed. The church services had been getting stranger by the week, but today had dropped to a whole new level.

      Orpheus stopped and the congregation waited for the final prayers. But not today. Today he was most definitely not finished.

      ‘Before you rush off and turn your backs on Lent and start sinning – gorging on cakes and chocolate – there’s an important community matter I need to discuss.’

      A baby’s cry broke out at the back of the church, its squawking protest echoing mine. As the mother quickly hushed her baby, Orpheus began speaking.

      ‘A crime has been committed in our town.’

      People murmured until Orpheus roared, ‘Silence!’

      The baby started crying again. This time the mother stood and left from the side entrance. With the baby’s crying fading, Orpheus spoke again, his face growing darker by the second.

      ‘The fish from our bay, which have fed us since the days Jesus lived, have been poisoned,’ said Orpheus.

      A few people gasped, but as I glanced around the room, I saw many expressions remained neutral. This was not news. But the poison, who would do that? I leaned forward as Orpheus’s voice dropped lower, dripping with venom.

      ‘I thought we were one community, all here to look after and love one another, but it seems we have the devil amongst us. Probably in this very room.’

      Everyone stared at the people they’d known all their days – their lives intertwined through their children and grandchildren. For the first time, they looked at each other like strangers. I wanted to warn everyone not to get sucked in, not to turn on each other, but my words were silenced by our secret.

      I remembered being on the wharf where we discovered the dead fish. Did someone see us? Would we be blamed?

      My breath shortened, and not even Noah’s thick coat could keep out the cold.

      ‘A devil that wants to poison our fish – poison us,’ Orpheus continued, scrutinising the room, which started to feel small. ‘Who would do this, I hear you ask. Who indeed?’

      I kept my face neutral, reminding myself that he no longer suspected anyone of witchcraft – I’d made sure of that.

      Orpheus let out a long sigh and tightened his grip on the podium, his knuckles turning white. ‘You’ll be relieved to know we’re taking this incident very seriously. Investigations are underway. I ask that if you have any information to assist this enquiry, that you don’t hesitate to come forward. Failing to pass on information is now a crime and will be dealt with accordingly.’

      Everyone inside the church sat like statues as Orpheus delivered the final prayer. Then he smiled, but it did not reach his eyes as he invited the congregation to attend the Easter fete to be held on the grounds outside the church. The organ started and the back doors were opened, blasting leaves inside as Orpheus, his family and the priest walked back down the aisle. As they drew closer, I was about to turn away when I locked eyes with Ezra’s mum, Gretel, as thin and fragile as a baby bird. Since that dreadful day, I’d managed to avoid contact with her, but in the fraction of a second, she winked at me. And then she was gone.

      Everyone around me was moving, but I stayed still, frozen to the core. She’d recognised me from her house the day I rescued Elijah. I’d assumed Ezra had slipped her the potion, but clearly that had never happened.

      What the heck, Ezra!

      ‘You ready to sell some cakes?’ said Anna, who was standing next to me.

      I gazed up at her, hardly seeing her.

      What would this mean? What if Gretel told her husband?

      ‘Eva, you okay?’ said Anna.

      I nodded, made myself stand and be shuffled along the pew and outside to where the weak sun had emerged. I scanned the crowd, looking for Ezra, who owed me answers. I spotted him at the other end of the church grounds, standing next to his mother.

      ‘Come on, there’s no getting out of this, sister,’ said Anna, taking my arm. I looked at her sweet face, my breath returning.

      ‘You sure you’re okay?’ she asked.

      ‘Let’s just get this over with,’ I said as I slipped off Noah’s coat. I passed it back to him and thanked him before finding my way to the cake stall.

      The ladies of Melas turned into frenzied pecking hens, and for the next twenty minutes Anna and I were swamped by impatient and demanding women all desperate for Lent to be over as they laid their hands on cakes.

      Finally, like a swarm of bees who’d had their fill of nectar, they buzzed away to the tea-and-scone area and started talking up a storm. I was cleaning the table littered with the discarded, unworthy cakes when I heard a deep voice that I’d come to know only too well.

      ‘Good morning, ladies,’ said Orpheus.

      I stood up quickly and tried to find some type of expression that hid my horror.

      ‘Good morning, Mr Blackthorn,’ said Anna, who might have been scared of Orpheus, but did not hate him as I did.

      ‘I must say you both look a vision in white,’ he said, his gaze travelling a little too slowly over our bodies. ‘Don’t you agree, son?’

      What!

      I turned around and saw Ezra, who was being beckoned over by his father.

      ‘Hello,’ said Ezra, walking over and gazing down at the cakes.

      ‘I was saying, don’t these young ladies look lovely – so pure and innocent – exactly as young women should. Don’t you think?’

      Ezra kept his eyes where they were, but I noticed that the muscle in his jaw clenched tight. ‘Yes, Father.’

      ‘Eva and Anna, isn’t it?’ said Orpheus.

      ‘Yes, sir,’ said Anna, while I could only manage a nod.

      ‘This is my son, Ezra. I believe you’re all in the same grade at school.’

      ‘Hi, Ezra,’ said Anna, whose arm gently nudged mine.

      ‘Hi,’ I said, Ezra looking up at the same time as me. Our eyes met for the first time in over a month, and an invisible wire of electricity zapped between us.

      ‘As you know, ladies, our family recently moved here and Ezra could use some nice friends like you. Why don’t I leave you for a few minutes to chat?’

      ‘Lovely,’ said Anna, smiling at a mortified-looking Ezra.

      ‘Sorry about that,’ said Ezra the moment his dad was out of earshot.

      Anna glanced between me and Ezra. ‘You know what, I’m going to get us all some hot chocolates. I’ll be back in a few minutes.’ She turned and left before I could say a word.

      Ezra looked like a stallion ready to bolt.

      ‘Don’t go,’ I said quietly.

      ‘Why? What do you want to talk about? The weather? Or perhaps my dictator father? Or maybe you want to tell me about your new perfect boyfriend?’ said Ezra, his eyes hard.

      ‘Stop it,’ I said sharply. ‘Noah is not my boyfriend.’

      ‘Could have fooled me. I saw you two.’

      My face flushed and I dropped my gaze to the ground as I tried to find the right words.

      ‘I knew it,’ he said. ‘Didn’t take you long.’

      I raised my eyes to his. ‘Like I said, he’s not my boyfriend, and if I remember rightly, it was you, and not me, who didn’t want to be together.’

      His mouth opened and closed again. ‘It wasn’t because I didn’t like you – I wanted you to be safe. I’m just not ready…to watch you move on.’

      ‘I haven’t moved on,’ I said, my words sliding out like slippery fish. ‘The last month has been… I think about you all the time.’

      ‘You do?’ he said, a small smile appearing in the corner of his lips.

      ‘Not that it’s helping,’ I said.

      He let out a long sigh and leaned forward. ‘Living here, without you, it’s like living in hell.’

      I watched him more closely. Lines were carved into his forehead and around his eyes. He looked older and as though he carried a heavy weight on his shoulders.

      ‘How are things…at home?’ I asked.

      His gaze flickered to where his mother and father stood, talking to the sadist Max and an eager group of parishioners out the front of the church.

      ‘It’s okay. I’m okay,’ he said.

      ‘Oh God. It’s that bad, huh?’

      He fixed those bewitching eyes on me, flicking his sandy-blond hair from his face.

      ‘What can I do to help?’ I said.

      ‘I’ll be okay. I have my mum.’

      I glanced at his mother, who was watching us.

      ‘Your mum remembers me from that day we rescued Elijah. I thought you’d given her the potion.’

      ‘What? You never told me she’d seen you that night.’ He rubbed the side of his face.

      ‘Didn’t I?’ I said, remembering how kind Ezra’s mum had been when we’d met.

      ‘No,’ he said quietly, running his hand through his hair. ‘Shit.’

      I tried to swallow. ‘Will she tell your dad?’

      ‘If she was going to, she would have by now.’

      But there’s no guarantee, I added silently.

      ‘Why didn’t she?’ I asked.

      ‘It’s complicated.’

      I glanced at Gretel, the beautiful bird in a gilded golden cage. ‘She’s trapped, like you.’

      Ezra drummed his fingers on the table. ‘Not forever… Someday this will be over.’

      The way he said it made my heart contract. I thought living in this hellhole and pretending I was an innocent, religious girl was hard, but I had my family to come home to. Behind closed doors, I could be myself. For Ezra, it was even worse behind closed doors.

      I moved my hand so that our fingers touched. ‘Ezra?’

      He stared through my eyes and straight into my soul.

      ‘You’re not alone. Even though we can’t be together now, I’m still here for you.’

      He put his finger on the top of my hand, sending a zap into my heart. ‘That…means a lot to me.’

      Orpheus glanced over at us. I quickly removed my hand, passed Ezra a cake before saying, ‘Maybe now I’m dressed like the perfect young lady, he’ll let us become friends. Who knows, he might even let you court me.’

      Ezra laughed and the weight slipped from his shoulders. ‘You never know – I might be calling you soon.’

      Noah, who walked back outside carrying two hot chocolates, stopped for a moment when he saw Ezra and me laughing together. Then he moved towards us and Ezra stopped laughing. My gaze flickered between them – they were around the same height, the same build and they scowled at each other like mortal enemies.

      ‘Stop it,’ I whispered.

      ‘One day, when this madness is over…I’ll find you,’ said Ezra.

      My face burned as he walked back to his parents, where he was quickly absorbed into the formalities of being Orpheus’s son.

      ‘Everything okay?’ said Noah, passing me a hot chocolate.

      I took a small sip. ‘Yes. Thanks.’

      ‘Because it looked like I disturbed something.’ He glared at Ezra. ‘Something that will make the waiting period just that little bit longer.’

      ‘Stop it, Noah,’ I said sharply, putting down my hot chocolate and continuing to pack up.

      Noah’s face turned into a patchwork of colour. ‘I go away for five minutes…’

      ‘Noah…’

      ‘Okay, okay,’ he said, putting his free hand in the air. ‘I’m a patient man.’

      I stopped what I was doing and grabbed the skirt of my long silk dress. ‘This is not me. I am not…good…like you. You need someone else, someone who deserves you. You shouldn’t wait for me.’

      ‘I know you, more than you realise, so don’t tell me we don’t belong together. If you’d give me a chance, we could be the perfect fit, like Anna and Elijah.’

      His words were a temptation, and for a second I glimpsed us together, his hand in mine, him always by my side.

      ‘I’m not like my brother. He…he has a good, pure heart,’ I said, brushing the last crumbs off the tablecloth. ‘I’m not good for you. You should move on.’

      Noah walked around the table and gently took me by the shoulders, then turned me towards him. ‘Whether you believe it or not, you do have a good heart. And not just a good heart, but a great big heart.’

      I groaned and turned away.

      ‘Stop looking at him. Look at me.’

      I gazed at Noah’s radiant, peaceful face. It felt like the sun shining on me. He stepped a little closer and drew me in.

      ‘You’re exactly the one I want. Let me in,’ he said.

      I felt his heat press against me. But then I pictured Ezra’s face if he were to see us now. I pushed Noah back, stepped away and finished packing up.

      ‘Eva?’ said Noah.

      ‘I’ll see,’ I said quietly. ‘Tell the others I’ve gone home.’

      ‘I’ll call you,’ he said.

      I raised an eyebrow and walked past Ezra, ignored the daggers in his eyes and headed home.
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      The moment I was inside my picture-perfect house, I unzipped my white dress, slipped out of it and threw it on the back of the couch before racing, two at a time, up the stairs and back into my attic sanctuary where my cat, Pearl, was waiting for me. I pulled on my thick dressing gown and sat down next to her on my bed. She strutted her way to my lap, where she sat down and started to purr.

      ‘When did life get so complicated, Pearl?’ I said, stroking her soft white fur. ‘Do you remember when there was nothing to do? No boys. No church. No drama.’ She gazed up at me with her bewitching green eyes. ‘Of course you remember!’

      As I patted her, I stared out through my bedroom windows to where the bare branches of the oak tree were being rattled by the icy breeze.

      ‘Did you know that Easter used to be my favourite day of the year?’

      The front door banged shut, and my family began moving around downstairs.

      ‘Eva, come downstairs, I have a surprise for you,’ yelled Elijah.

      I don’t want any more surprises. I want to turn back time to one year ago and never, ever leave our home, our family, where we were safe.

      Instead, I lifted a nonplussed Pearl onto my bed, slipped on my pink slippers and made my way downstairs to the kitchen.

      There they were, my family, sitting around the kitchen table with big smiles lighting their faces. In front of them on the table was the biggest chocolate egg I’d ever seen. It was at least three times the size of a football.

      ‘Surprise!’ said Mum. ‘And Happy Easter.’

      ‘Where did you get this?’ I leaned forward to inhale the sweet, intoxicating aroma of chocolate.

      ‘You won it, darling,’ said Mum. ‘I entered us all into a little competition, and your name came out of the hat.’

      ‘Are you sure you didn’t have something to do with that?’ I asked, giggling.

      ‘Witch’s promise.’ Mum wiggled her nose.

      ‘You should have seen Orpheus’s face when he saw the egg,’ said Dad. ‘He almost started drooling. So much for “I shalt not give in to temptation.”’

      I glanced at Elijah, whose face was pale. ‘You all right?’

      ‘I will be, once you crack open the egg.’ He forced his lips into a smile.

      I picked up the egg and hugged it close. ‘You expect me to share this?’

      ‘Yes,’ they all said in chorus.

      I put the gigantic egg back on the table, imagined that it was Orpheus’s head and karate-chopped the top of it, cracking the egg wide open.
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      We sat together in the kitchen, stuffing our faces with chocolate and drinking tea until I felt sick.

      ‘Think I might have overdone it.’ I sat back and groaned.

      ‘You think?’ said Elijah, the only one who’d hardly eaten a thing.

      ‘You sure you’re feeling all right?’ I asked, watching Elijah closely for a reaction. I’d thought he was slowly improving, but with a jolt, I realised he was actually getting worse.

      ‘Stop your fretting, sis,’ he said. Those were the same words he’d used countless times. But the lightness, the jest that had been part of him… Well, it was gone.

      ‘Must have been awful, seeing Orpheus and Max for the first time since…’ I said, just above a whisper.

      A deep silence fell in the kitchen, the only sound coming from the ticking of the clock on the wall.

      ‘What can we do, Elijah – to help you?’ I asked eventually.

      He reached out and took my hand. ‘Just be here.’ He gazed at my parents, his face grey. ‘All of you.’

      I squeezed his hand, unable to trust my voice.

      ‘It will get easier, son. Today was a big day. Tomorrow will be better and the day after that… You’ll be feeling your old self again soon, just wait and see.’

      Elijah smiled at Dad, but unlike everyone else in the world, I saw through his smile and into the pain that was spreading like a disease, ravaging his body.

      Mum stood and flicked the kettle on. She discreetly wiped her eyes before turning and speaking brightly. ‘Well, I think today was a success. We’re still considered a fine and upstanding family.’

      ‘Is that what you call it? I call it torture,’ I said before groaning, remembering the humiliation of dressing as though I were a different person from a different time.

      ‘I think we got off lightly, Eva,’ said Mum, refilling the teapot. ‘It could be worse, much worse.’

      I thought then of Ezra, who would probably be at home in his giant mansion, his every move monitored by his monster father.

      ‘I have a bad feeling about those fish,’ said Dad. ‘It’s madness, Orpheus telling everyone the devil poisoned them.’

      My skin prickled as I remembered Orpheus’s words and his face when he spoke about the devil – ironically looking like the poster child of the devil.

      ‘I do too,’ I said.

      ‘Do you think we should do something?’ asked  Mum, her words creating a magic all of their own.

      ‘It’s too dangerous, Ang,’ said Dad. ‘We agreed that we’d teach Eva and Elijah magic at home, but that’s all.’

      Mum silently poured us tea. I could see her mind ticking over, weighing up the risks.

      ‘Orpheus is looking for trouble. If we do nothing, Christian, then he’ll start blaming people. We already know he hates witches. It’s just a matter of time before he starts on about that…looking to blame witches…looking for–’

      ‘Us,’ I finished, my stomach churning.

      ‘I see your point, Angie, but what if we’re caught? And anyway, neither of us could master that kind of spell.’

      Mum’s glance flickered between me and Elijah.

      ‘Let me and Elijah try,’ I said, grabbing hold of the fruit dangling in front of me.

      ‘No,’ said Dad. ‘At the moment, we’re safe. But if we put one foot out of line, or if we’re spotted in the wrong place at the wrong time, we’re in trouble.’

      ‘Oh, come on, Dad. We’ll be careful. Elijah?’ I said.

      Elijah stared through the kitchen window to where wispy clouds filled the sky. ‘It’s probably safest we lie low.’

      I frowned at my brother. Not only was he getting sicker by the day, but he’d also turned into a chicken. I opened my mouth to peck at him, but then I felt Mum’s hand on mine.

      ‘Elijah’s right. Let’s leave it for now and see what happens. We can reassess if the situation changes.’

      I thought of my family’s book of magic hidden in the cavity of my bedroom floor. As I remembered the chapter on water spells, Elijah spoke. ‘Don’t even think about it, Eva.’

      Mum and Dad glanced up at me with a start as I felt my cheeks burn..

      ‘It was just a thought,’ I said.

      ‘A dangerous one,’ said Elijah, sinking further into his chair.

      It was as though a cool breeze entered the room.

      ‘Okay, okay.’ I held up my hands. ‘So long as we agree to reconsider if the situation changes.’

      My family nodded.

      ‘Come on, bro. You need bed,’ I said, standing.

      He gave me the same look I’d given him not long ago.

      ‘Two can play at mind reading,’ I said, holding out my hand and helping him stand.

      Elijah hugged us all before he ambled away. He turned as he reached the stairs. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without all of you,’ he said.

      It was as though he’d squeezed my heart. Not only was it what he said, but also the way he said it, as though sadness was drowning him, and we were the only thing stopping him from giving up the fight.
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      At 10 a.m. on Easter Monday, I was at my desk studying when my mobile rang. I saw it was Noah’s number, then cleared my throat.

      ‘Hello,’ I said quietly.

      What do you want?

      ‘Hey – how are you doing?’ he asked.

      I saw you yesterday!

      ‘Fine. And you?’

      ‘Fine, that doesn’t sound good.’

      ‘I’m good, okay. Just studying.’

      Get the hint.

      ‘Right then, well, I was calling to see if you wanted to go mushrooming with me.’

      What?

      ‘Mushrooming?’

      ‘You’ve heard of it, haven’t you? Kind of a big deal around here. Every autumn basically the whole town goes into the woods searching for mushrooms. When it gets dark, we meet for a big bonfire and cook up the mushrooms.’

      ‘Really? I’ve never heard of anything like that,’ I said, stalling.

      The woods…for the day…and night.

      ‘Well, now you have. Will you come with me?’

      My breath turned shallow. Did I want to go with him?

      ‘As in a date?’ I asked.

      ‘I’d like to think so, but we can go as friends. That’s fine too.’

      I held onto my groan.

      ‘That’s a long time.’

      He laughed and I felt my body relax.

      ‘Afraid something might happen out there in the big bad woods, huh?’ he said.

      ‘Nothing is going to happen, Noah–’

      ‘Don’t say no. Say yes. Come on – it’ll be fun, and let’s face it, we could use a little fun around here.’

      I pictured us walking together in the woods, both of us laughing as he reached out and took my hand.

      ‘I’m not sure. I have a lot of studying,’ I said, curling a piece of hair around my finger.

      ‘That’s a terrible excuse. Almost as bad as “I need to wash my hair.”’

      I laughed again.

      ‘Come on, don’t make me tag along behind Elijah and Anna. I couldn’t bear it. Please, pretty please.’

      ‘Stop it… Oh, okay, I’ll go.’

      For a moment, the line was silent.

      ‘Great. I’ll swing past around midday next Saturday to pick you up.’

      Crap! What have I done?

      ‘Okay,’ I said quietly.

      ‘And Eva?’

      Yes?’

      ‘Wear a warm jacket. It gets chilly out there and you may need something to keep you warm.’

      He laughed and said goodbye before the line went dead.

      No! No! No!

      I threw my phone onto the bed and put my head in my hands. I hadn’t even made it clear I was only going as his friend, and now he probably had the wrong impression.

      My phone rang again. I assumed it was Noah calling back to tell me something, so I answered it without checking caller ID.

      ‘Hey, I’m glad you called back. I need to tell you something,’ I said.

      There was a long silence, and I checked to make sure the call hadn’t been cut off.

      ‘Eva,’ said a voice that immediately made my heart thump.

      ‘Ezra.’

      ‘Who did you think I was?’

      Crap.

      ‘It doesn’t matter. Is everything okay?’

      ‘Does something have to be wrong for me to call you?’

      ‘Well, since you never call me, I wouldn’t know,’ I said, annoyed at how hurt I sounded.

      ‘Ouch,’ he said.

      ‘So, if nothing is wrong…’

      ‘Why am I calling?’

      ‘Don’t get me wrong, it’s nice to hear your voice.’

      Stop it, Eva.

      ‘It’s nice to hear yours too,’ he said quietly. ‘And if you and Elijah aren’t busy next Saturday, I was wondering if you’d like to come mushrooming with me?’

      I put my face in my hands, my face flushed.

      ‘I didn’t think you were allowed to see me in public,’ I said.

      ‘It must have been that dress you wore yesterday, or the cake you baked that we ate last night for dessert. Anyhow, whatever you did, it worked. Mum suggested I ask you and Elijah, and Dad’s agreed – says you’re from a fine, upstanding family.’

      I sat up. ‘Are you for real?’

      ‘Yep,’ he said, laughing. I pictured his face, the light in his eyes.

      ‘Are you telling me that your mum and dad want us to go out together?’

      ‘As friends. But what they don’t know won’t hurt them. There’s a lot of woods to get lost in.’

      I groaned. ‘You said it was too dangerous for us to be together.’

      ‘If you don’t want to go, just say,’ he said, his words peppered with anger.

      ‘That’s not what I said, but nothing else has changed.’

      ‘I didn’t say it would be without its risks, but life is short. If we play our cards rights, we should be okay.’

      Should be okay.

      ‘What’s worse, Eva – that we’re not together, or that we take a few risks and hide right under the nose of my dad?’

      Little beads of sweat bubbled on my forehead. It was the same logic my family were living by.

      ‘If something goes wrong, your dad would make your life a living hell. Remember last time,’ I said, my voice breaking up.

      ‘The thing is, my life is already a living hell, so that doesn’t matter. It’s you I’m worried about. But if we’re careful…’

      I wiped the dewy sweat from my forehead.

      ‘Look, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Dad wants me to spend time with you and Elijah, so let’s just start with next Saturday and take it from there. What harm can come from that?’

      ‘Sure, yes, that makes sense,’ I said before I remembered Noah. ‘Oh, Ezra – I’m sorry, but I can’t go with you.’

      ‘Really?’ he said.

      ‘I was so surprised to hear from you that I forgot I…already have plans.’

      ‘You mean a date?’

      I cleared my throat.

      ‘You are going with someone?’ he said.

      ‘It’s nothing. Just a friend.’

      ‘A friend called Noah?’

      ‘It doesn’t matter.’

      ‘It matters to me.’

      I leant forward, rested my pounding head in my hand.

      ‘Look, I have to go,’ he said quickly. ‘I’ll see you around.’

      He hung up and I sat, the phone pressed against my ear, for a few moments. Eventually I came back into the room, which was full of the sunshine from the world outside. Somewhere Ezra sat in a room on his own, thinking that I’d deserted him, given up on him for someone else.

      I dialled his number, but it rung out. I texted him, but he didn’t reply. I stood up and paced the floor. It had been my chance, my one chance to be with Ezra out in the daylight, and I’d blown it. For a boy I wasn’t even sure I liked.

      I stopped pacing. What. Had. I. Done.
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      Saturday came around quickly – way too quickly. Mushrooming was to be held on the last weekend of school holidays. As the day drew closer, a feeling of dread sat like steel balls in the pit of my stomach. I’d tried everything I could think of to get out of the mushrooming double date, but Orpheus made the event compulsory for every resident under seventy in Melas.

      At exactly noon on Saturday, there was a firm knock on the door.

      I held onto my groan as Elijah walked briskly to open the door and let in Noah and Anna. Their matching navy puffer jackets, blond hair and bright brown eyes made them look especially cute and impossible not to like.

      The moment they were inside, Elijah and Anna hugged, his lips lingering around her ear as he spoke quietly.

      ‘Hi,’ I said to Noah, who turned from the lovebirds and back to me.

      His smile lit up his face, and I found myself smiling back.

      ‘You ready?’ said Anna.

      I tugged my backpack on and picked up my basket and small knife.

      ‘Ready as I’ll ever be,’ I said, not quite managing to keep the sarcasm from my voice.

      As Elijah slid on his jacket, I called out to my parents, who were in the kitchen preparing our dinner we’d eat together later at the bonfire.

      ‘We’ll see you later.’

      ‘Have fun,’ said Mum, for the first time not issuing her military-style warnings that had been fired all morning. ‘See you out there.’

      Within seconds we were out the door and down the stairs, with Elijah and Anna lagging behind.

      ‘Did you get my text?’ I asked.

      ‘Yep,’ said Noah. ‘I got your three texts actually.’

      ‘Sorry, a bit of overkill, huh?’

      He let out a short gruff laugh. ‘No, it’s fine. I got the message, and know we’re just going as friends.’

      My shoulders dropped.

      ‘But that doesn’t mean we’ll come home as friends,’ he said, nudging me.

      I nudged him back, hard, and told him to behave.

      ‘I’ll try,’ he said, taking a long look at me before turning back to the path ahead and beginning to make small talk.

      Before long we reached the edge of the woods, where I hadn’t been since that night I’d rescued Elijah. Elijah’s face turned grey as he gazed into the woods where his night from hell had started.

      Every day I watched my brother, looking for the smallest sign of improvement or deterioration. Occasionally, usually when Anna was at our house, he’d get some colour in his cheeks or walk more like he used to. But, more often than not, he walked as though carrying the burden of a hundred blankets on his shoulders. I’d tried everything I could think of to help him, but his body and mind remained submerged under the ocean of heartache.

      ‘We don’t have to go,’ I said. ‘Why don’t we go get hot chocolates instead?’

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Elijah, who’d started snapping at me whenever I fussed over him. ‘It’s compulsory.’

      I put my hands up. ‘Okay, just a suggestion.’

      ‘Come on, Anna,’ said Elijah, holding her hand tightly as they stepped into the woods.

      Noah and I followed. It was misty inside, like walking through clouds. The people of Melas were all out and about, talking and laughing as they scavenged for mushrooms. Before long, I forgot about the memories that lingered in the wispy white air.

      I was laughing at one of Noah’s jokes that he’d whispered in my ear when I saw Ezra from the corner of my eye. He was putting the bonfire together and was crouched down, arranging the kindling. It took me a moment to realise that he’d been there all along, watching me and Noah together.

      Our eyes met through the woods and in them, I saw pain, pain that I’d put there. For a moment, I imagined this same day if I’d come with Ezra. I imagined us walking together through the woods that were white and misty, hand in hand, his fingers sliding across the top of my hand.

      ‘Earth to Eva,’ said Noah. He walked around to stand in front of me, blocking my view of Ezra.

      ‘Yes?’ I said, looking up at him.

      ‘Didn’t you hear me?’

      ‘Sorry, what did you say?’

      Noah put his hand on my arm and leant in. ‘I said, we want to get away from the crowds – more mushrooms…more space.’

      More places to be alone.

      I stood back and crossed my arms so that he was forced to remove his hand. I searched for Elijah, but he was already disappearing into the mist.

      ‘Fine,’ I said, following Elijah, not daring a glance back to Ezra.

      We walked deeper into the woods. At first, there were a few people scattered here and there as they searched for mushrooms, but soon there was no one but us in the smoky mist.

      ‘Let’s look here,’ I said loudly, not keen on getting lost in the woods yet again. Anna and Elijah settled at the base of an enormous fig tree and began searching for mushrooms. I glanced around for the trees my parents had taught me to look for while mushrooming.

      ‘Come on,’ I said to Noah, spotting a grove of oak trees.

      I took off like a dog on a scent trail. When we reached the oak trees, I hunched down and studied the area. It had been raining almost non-stop all week, and the cold that had been buried into the wet earth rose up and greeted me, making me shiver.

      ‘Find anything?’ said Noah, crouching down next to me.

      He was so close I could feel his warm breath on the back of my neck. My traitorous heart sped up, and I swallowed before refocusing on the landscape around me. I leant forward on my hands and knees and carefully made my way between the trees. Then I stopped and sat back, the joy of discovery making me feel light, just as it had always done since I was a little girl. All around me was a small field of mushrooms, sprouting their domed, malformed heads from the muddy soil.

      Noah gasped as he took in my find.

      ‘Pretty cool, huh?’ I said.

      He turned to me, even closer than before. ‘You’re amazing.’

      It was so quiet in this part of the woods, and for a few moments it felt as though there were only the two of us left in the world. His eyes were soft and warm and I longed to run my hand over his cheek where he’d recently shaved, feeling the bristle against my hand.

      Stop it, Eva.

      I cleared my throat and took the knife from my basket, then sliced the head from the slippery jack mushroom in front of me.

      ‘I’ll wait for you, Eva, for as long as it takes,’ he said quietly, his every word screaming in my ears.

      I didn’t trust my voice, so I continued on and gathered the feathery mushrooms as I’d been taught.

      We worked together in silence, filling our baskets. Old memories emerged as I held the buttery-soft plants in my hands. Every autumn back home, we’d gone mushrooming. It had been a family tradition. Perhaps it was a witching tradition. After we foraged, we’d prepare our mushrooms, dividing them into edible and poisonous. My aunt always disposed of the dangerous mushrooms. Or did she? Perhaps she’d taken the inedible mushrooms and turned them into a potion ingredient. I longed to find my mother and ask her, but I’d have to wait.

      I was so lost in my own thoughts that it took me a moment to realise Noah had sliced the head from one of the most poisonous mushrooms of all and was sniffing it.

      ‘Drop it!’ I took his hand the moment he dropped the mushroom to the ground.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ he said.

      ‘You just picked a death cap, an extremely toxic mushroom.’

      I held out his hand and looked closely at his fingers. Sure enough, a small rash was puckering on his skin.

      ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘We need to get some sage on that.’

      ‘Some what?’

      ‘Don’t worry. Just come with me.’

      Within minutes of foraging, I’d located a drooping sage plant in a sunny patch of the woods. I picked some leaves, placed them on Noah’s fingers and rubbed the tongue-like leaves slowly over his rash until his skin cleared.

      I pulled the plant from his hand and realised Noah was staring intently at me. ‘How do you know so much about plants?’

      Because I’m a witch!

      ‘My parents taught Elijah and me when we were growing up. We lived in the country, so I guess there wasn’t much to do.’

      ‘I thought I could spot a death cap, but clearly I have no idea.’

      ‘Don’t worry, it was the rain. It washed the yellow pigment away, so the death cap looked like all the rest.’

      ‘What if we’d eaten it?’ he said, his face turning pale. ‘They can be deadly.’

      ‘But we didn’t.’

      ‘Thanks to you,’ he said, taking one of my hands.

      ‘It’s fine, really.’ I pulled my hand away. ‘Shall we catch up with the lovebirds?’

      Noah glanced around, small creases appearing at the corners of his eyes. ‘If we can find them.’

      My heart did a little jump as I turned around, realising I hadn’t paid much attention to where I’d been going while searching for the sage bush.

      ‘We haven’t gone far. I’m sure we can find them.’

      ‘I don’t know, being lost out here with you wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.’

      I nudged him before walking off in the direction we’d come from. Before long, we came across Elijah and Anna tucked into the boughs of an enormous tree. We stopped walking and for a few seconds, they didn’t realise we were there. In the misty stillness we saw them unguarded. Anna had her head in her hands, crying quietly, and Elijah sat beside her, still, his face pale. When she raised her head to Elijah, her eyes were red and swollen.

      ‘Why can’t you just tell me the truth? I know you’re lying,’ she said, her every word an accusation, before bursting into fresh tears.

      Noah and I started to back quietly away, but Elijah’s head snapped in our direction. His gaze pierced mine and I knew, without wanting to, what was going on. Anna didn’t know our family secret, but it sat between her and Elijah like a thick, prickly blanket that was smothering their relationship.

      Elijah put his arm around Anna and whispered something in her ear. She sat up, looking startled, then wiped her eyes and put on a small smile.

      ‘Everything okay?’ asked Noah.

      ‘It will be,’ said Anna. She stood up, unsteady on her legs.

      ‘You know, why don’t we have some afternoon tea?’ I stepped forward and took off my backpack. ‘We’ve still got cake from Easter. I brought tea as well.’

      ‘Sounds perfect,’ said Anna, smiling at me gratefully before sitting back down, this time further away from Elijah, who was staring off into the distance.

      I set about putting afternoon tea together. Noah started to chat, trying to fill in all the empty spaces as the afternoon light grew heavy. When a light drizzle started, we packed up and headed back to where the group was congregating for dinner.

      The good citizens of Melas were buzzing around a large clearing, preparing the bonfire and cooking their dinners. People were chatting and laughing, and for the first time since we’d arrived, I glimpsed the community spirit I hadn’t been sure even existed. I walked to the communal cooking area, handed over our gathered mushrooms and let the lady in charge know we’d spotted a death cap in the woods.

      Anna immediately found her parents and made herself busy. Poor Elijah stared after her like a puppy separated from its family. When he looked to make no move, I shooed him over to Mum and Dad, who were preparing our meals. Noah was impossible to get rid of, so in the fading light we chatted as we gathered wood for the bonfire, which was soon crackling and hissing, filling the cold air with its warmth.

      I’d sent Noah back to his family and settled in with mine when everyone went quiet. I glanced around and there, standing next to the fire, the king of the world, was Orpheus Blackthorn. He was dressed in a black suit, and his penetrating eyes searched each and every family, one by one.

      ‘Greetings, people of Melas, and what a pleasure it is to see you all here.’

      Rather than continue, he fell silent, making everyone return his greeting. A smile slowly filled his face, and he reminded me of the evil joker in Batman.

      ‘We’re here tonight to mark the auspicious season of autumn as a community. Today we gathered the mushrooms and tonight we shall feast on them.’

      A few brave people called out cheers, but Orpheus narrowed his eyes and sought them out.

      ‘I wish I could agree with you and toast our town, but it seems that a dark shadow has fallen on us all,’ said Orpheus.

      The sky was now inky black, and with the fire behind Orpheus, he looked like the dark shadow he was referring to.

      ‘On Easter Sunday, I spoke about the devil’s work poisoning our fish. Since that time, I have eagerly waited for you to come forth and tell me who it is amongst us that poisons our waters, turning our fishes’ bellies to heaven. Every day I wait while more fish die, but still no one comes.’

      A log fell into the fire, the burning wood creating fresh flames, startling everyone.

      ‘The smell of death presses heavily upon us, and I fear what this sin may do to our community.’

      I swallowed and dared not look at my family. Months ago, I would have laughed at what this madman was saying, but that was before – before he’d tortured and nearly killed my brother.

      ‘Sin is like the spilling of ink on paper. It spreads and seeps into all in its path.’

      The friendly, happy vibe we’d been enjoying only minutes before disappeared with the smoke that swirled into the dark night. Only his poison remained, spreading through the people he was supposed to protect.

      ‘There’s evil here, probably right here. Maybe it’s your neighbour, or the teacher of your children at school. Perhaps it’s the child you teach. Or maybe it’s you.’

      All around me, people gasped and stared at each other, not with smiles in their eyes, but with fear.

      ‘But rest assured, I will not stop until I have found and rooted out all evil from our town. Today, we sliced the heads from the mushrooms we’re about to feast on. Perhaps such acts are the only way to deal with evil like this.’

      Sweat bubbled up all over my body as I pictured my family being rounded up and taken away. Perhaps he would burn us at the stake, or would he do as threatened – cut our heads off?

      Stop it, Eva. Like that will ever happen.

      ‘I implore you, watch your neighbours, your family and even your children – closely – and come forth with your suspicions and allegations. No detail is too small, and everything will be thoroughly investigated.’

      All around us, people shuffled where they stood. I wanted to shout at them, to remind them that Orpheus was a lunatic who needed to be arrested, but I clamped my mouth shut and looked away.

      There, in the corner of the crowd, was Ezra staring at me – the one person outside my family who knew our secret. The secret that if ever exposed, could see us killed.
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      Orpheus left his stage in front of the fire and did the rounds, talking to people as though he were the nicest man in the world. It took my family a few moments to compose ourselves and place our masks back on.

      ‘How was the foraging, dear?’ Mum asked quietly, taking my hand and squeezing it tight, pushing some heat back into my bones.

      ‘Successful,’ I blurted out. ‘Although we did find a death cap.’

      ‘A death cap, here?’ she said, her hand now clutching mine.

      ‘It was hard to spot, as its yellow pigment had been washed away in the rain.’

      Mum gazed over to the central cooking area. ‘Did you tell the cooks?’ she said, her words rushed and a red stain spreading on her neck.

      ‘Well, yes, I told the main cook, who I assumed she would tell whoever was sorting the mushrooms. Surely they would know how to sort mushrooms?’ I said, looking over to the communal cooking area where several women were making the mushroom sauce for everyone’s meal.

      ‘If it’s not your Aunt Ethel sorting the mushrooms, you can’t assume anything. You should know that,’ snapped Mum. She stood and strode to the cooking area. Dad quickly followed, leaving Elijah and me alone.

      ‘You okay?’ I asked.

      He let out a long sigh.

      ‘That bad, huh?’

      ‘That bad.’

      Elijah stared at Anna, whose eyes were glazed as she watched the fire.

      ‘It’ll be okay. You guys love each other too much for anything to get in the way.’

      He lowered his voice. ‘It’s a pretty big thing standing in the way.’

      ‘Well hello, Martinez twins,’ came the booming voice of Orpheus, who’d silently walked to stand behind us, making both Elijah and me jump.

      ‘Didn’t mean to disturb your cosy little conversation,’ he said.

      What exactly had he just heard?

      I found my smile and put it on. ‘Good evening, Mr Blackthorn.’

      He nodded and smiled at me. ‘Eva…’

      Elijah stood and as he shook Orpheus’s hand, every part of me cramped together.

      ‘I was sad to hear you already had plans today and couldn’t meet up with Ezra,’ said Orpheus, his piercing gaze on me as he spoke.

      I focused on keeping my breath steady, my voice even. ‘I know, it was such a shame. We had only just made plans when he called.’

      ‘With Anna and Noah, I believe.’ He glanced at where they sat. ‘I thought you would all be together tonight, and yet here you are, Eva, all alone.’

      I forced myself to look into Orpheus’s beady blue eyes, which bulged rigid and red. ‘Just while we eat, sir. You know how parents can be.’

      He laughed then and his face relaxed. ‘Touché, Eva, touché. I know exactly how protective parents can be, never wanting their children to be let down or hurt in any way.’

      I heard the unspoken threat in his voice, but I smiled and said, ‘Hopefully, we can catch up with Ezra again soon.’

      ‘Hopefully,’ he said, looking over at Noah. ‘If you’re not too busy.’

      ‘I won’t be,’ I said.

      ‘Well, I had better do the rounds. Hope to see you both, very soon,’ he said, winking at me before he walked away.

      ‘What was that all about?’ said Elijah.

      I quickly told Elijah about my phone call with Ezra.

      Elijah let out a low whistle. ‘You sure know how to get yourself into trouble.’

      I nudged his arm. ‘I swear I’m behaving. I’m surprised you can’t see my halo.’

      He laughed. For a second, he sounded exactly like his old self, and warmth filled me.

      ‘It’s not you I’m worried about, just those poor boys whose hearts you break.’

      ‘Oh, do shut it,’ I said.

      Mum and Dad left the cooking area and strode towards us. I knew by the way Mum walked, stiff and fast, that something was wrong. They sat down across from us in their camp chairs and tried to make themselves look relaxed.

      ‘What happened?’ I asked, keeping my voice low.

      Mum smiled. ‘It seems there are no mushroom experts in Melas. Never had a problem before, so not about to have one now.’

      ‘What!’ I said, a few heads turning our way.

      Mum laughed. ‘That’s exactly what I said.’

      Our closest neighbours lost interest and turned back to their groups.

      ‘So, there could be a death cap in the sauce that every single person is about to eat,’ I said.

      ‘Eating, the sauce they are already eating,’ said Elijah.

      ‘You have to be kidding,’ I said, a wave of nausea washing over me as I surveyed the groups.

      ‘Let’s stay calm,’ said Mum, her voice not betraying the fear in her eyes. ‘We don’t know for sure the mushroom was in the sauce. If we make a big deal now, it won’t make any difference, but it will draw attention to us.’

      I remembered back to Mum’s warnings about eating death caps – what started out as stomach pains, vomiting and diarrhoea turned into jaundice and, without intervention, could lead to liver and kidney failure and often, death.

      ‘I’ll be back,’ I said, then headed straight to Ezra, while Elijah walked to Anna and her family.

      ‘Eva,’ said Ezra’s mum, Gretel, when I arrived at their table. ‘How lovely to see you.’

      Ezra stood up to greet me.

      ‘Hi,’ I said. My heart thumped in my chest as I looked to see what they were eating, but thankfully, there was no food in sight.

      ‘Everything okay?’ asked Gretel.

      I swallowed and knew that Mum would kill me, but I had no choice. ‘I wanted to let you both know that I saw a death cap mushroom in the woods today. I just…assumed…that someone would check the mushrooms before they cooked, but…apparently not.’

      Ezra gazed past me at all the people eating, blissfully unaware of the poison they might be consuming.

      ‘I feel terrible,’ I said, tears welling up in my eyes. ‘I should have double checked the mushrooms myself. I just…’

      ‘It’s okay, Eva. The sauce may not even be contaminated,’ said Ezra, putting his hand on my arm. ‘Does it make any difference how much people eat?’

      I wiped away a tear. ‘No, and cooking it won’t get rid of the poison either. Oh God…’

      ‘Sit down, dear,’ said Ezra’s mum, standing. ‘I’ll go make sure no one else gets any mushroom sauce. It’s probably…for the best…we don’t make a scene.’

      I plonked myself down in Gretel’s seat, and Ezra thrust a soft drink into my hand. ‘Here, drink this.’

      I took a few sips, the sweetness reviving me. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘You okay?’ he asked from the seat across from me.

      ‘Your dad,’ I croaked. ‘He’s going to think someone did this – he’s going to think my family did this.’

      ‘Don’t worry about my dad. What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.’

      ‘But your mum.’

      He raised an eyebrow at me, telling me everything I needed to know.

      ‘Families,’ I said.

      In the firelight I surveyed the people who might wake up in a few short hours, the onset of their horrendous sickness only starting. The only people not eating were Anna, Noah and their family, and my family. At the central cooking area, Orpheus was eating some slices of meat – covered in mushroom sauce. He picked up a glass and raised a toast, beaming at me and Ezra.

      ‘Your dad is eating the mushrooms,’ I whispered.

      ‘You’re kidding,’ he said, turning to stare at his dad.

      ‘This is a nightmare,’ I said.

      ‘It may not even be poisonous, and it’s not your fault.’

      ‘But it is…’

      All of a sudden, being here with Ezra, but not being with Ezra – the acting –

      the possibility that my negligence allowed most of the community to ingest a poisonous mushroom felt too much. I had to get as far away as possible, and I knew the exact place I wanted to be. I stood up.

      ‘Sorry, I need to go.’

      ‘Where are you going?’ he said, standing next to me.

      ‘Tell my family I’ve gone home.’

      I turned and slipped into the darkness of the woods. Ezra continued calling my name, but I blocked him out and walked away – to the one place I hoped would bring me some comfort.
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      It was dark and misty as I strode through the woods. I reminded myself that I was more familiar with the woods now and I was unlikely to get lost, but I couldn’t quite shake the feeling something was going to go wrong.

      It was so quiet, unnaturally quiet, but I told myself it was getting late and the animals were tucked away, fast asleep. After a while, the overwhelming feeling I’d experienced at the bonfire dissipated, and I was left with the cold reality of what I’d done, what I promised I wouldn’t do – make a scene.

      My parents would be furious and worried about where I was when they realised I wasn’t at home. I checked my phone to text them, but there was no service. I was close now, but I stopped walking, debating whether to turn back.

      I was looking at my watch when my skin prickled. I glanced up and around, but I couldn’t see a thing in the mist. I swallowed and was about to head home when a twig snapped, sounding like a gun going off.

      ‘Who’s there?’ I asked, sounding far braver than I felt.

      No one replied, and every nerve in my body strained to make out who or what was nearby. I couldn’t see a thing in the mist, and I listened intently. At first, I heard nothing but the slight movement of leaves in the tops of the trees. But then, almost like a vibration, I heard the sound of breathing – not human breathing – an animal – a beast. I turned in that direction, my heart thumping.

      ‘Boy?’ I asked, my voice loud in my ears.

      Slowly, an enormous set of emerald-green eyes came forward, glowing in the mist.

      NO! The panther! How could I have been so stupid?

      I screamed, turned and ran. I could hear it gaining on me. Any second, it would pounce. From nowhere, words formed in my head. You are the Fire Queen.

      I took a deep breath, stopped and turned. The panther sprang forth and leapt into the air, its sleek body launching towards me. I raised my hands and flames burst from them, searing the panther, who roared and twisted against the flames before dropping to the ground. The panther rolled until the flames were out before turning towards me, glowering at me with those hypnotic green eyes.

      This time I was no longer afraid. I let the fire build in my hands. I felt the desire to release fire onto the panther and watch it burn. My hands shook, and it took everything in my power to keep them by my sides. The panther hissed as it walked slowly towards me.

      ‘Go!’ I shouted, and in response it lowered its head and hissed.

      My hands were trembling, and the flames in my hands grew into fireballs. The panther stopped a few feet away and crouched back, its white fangs bared, lusting for my blood.

      Inside me, I fought the battle to release the fireballs onto the panther. As the panther moved towards me, I forced my hands together. The fireballs in my hands collided, sounding like a cannon going off. The impact pushed me to the ground and the fireballs exploded in a stupendous bang, sending flames like fireworks in all directions.

      The panther turned and bolted into the bushes, leaving me alone in the dying flames. The heat seeped from my body, and the coolness from the night leached onto me. With shaking legs, I stood and stumbled back into the misty woods, blindly following my instincts.

      Before long, I found the entrance to the round clearing. Taking a quick look around, I slid through the gap in the trees until I was inside. The moment I was through, I felt as though a heavy weight lifted from me. Slowly, I walked to the exposed tree trunk – the altar – in the middle of the clearing. I placed my hands there, closed my eyes and let its gentle presence restore me.

      I’d almost found my equilibrium when the bushes where I’d entered stirred. My heart leapt as I opened my eyes to see not one, but two sets of eyes staring directly at me.

      ‘Who’s there?’

      ‘It’s me,’ said Ezra, walking forward until I could see him clearly. Boy, who was beside him, sprinted to me.

      I held out my hands and Boy ran into them, nudging me gently with his nose. I leaned forward to pat and hug him. ‘Oh, Boy, I’ve missed you.’

      ‘I don’t know who’s more excited to see who,’ said Ezra, coming to stand in front of me.

      ‘Oh, Ezra,’ I said, then stood and launched myself at the one person I was trying to stay away from, needed to stay away from, but never wanted to stay away from.

      He took me in his arms and held me as tightly as I held him. Eventually, Boy nudged our legs and we pulled apart.

      ‘Are you okay? What happened out there?’ he said, his face scrunched up. ‘I heard a massive explosion and saw flames.’

      Part of me knew I shouldn’t be talking to him about the panther and my powers, but a bigger part wanted to. He’d already proved I could trust him. So, I told him everything. When I was finished, his face was unreadable.

      ‘Are you…scared of me now?’ I asked.

      He laughed. ‘Scared…no. In awe…hell yes. Although, what’s with the panther?’

      My face burned. ‘It’s not the first time.’

      ‘What? You’re kidding.’

      I told him about my first encounter with the panther.

      ‘Once would be strange. Twice, well, that’s no coincidence.’

      The truth of his words struck me. There was something more to the story that had nothing to do with the problems in Melas. I remembered back to my parents telling me about the prophecy of the Fire Queen – that a dark force would try and claim the female twin. First the snake when I was a baby and more recently, a panther – not once, but twice.

      ‘I know what you mean. I’ll talk to my parents, see if they know more,’ I said. ‘Hey, do you think anyone else at the bonfire would have heard anything?’

      ‘It was pretty loud,’ he said, confirming my fears. ‘And that light show, well…’

      ‘Crap! Do you think they’ll suspect me?’ I said, my voice a whisper.

      ‘Everyone thinks I’m walking you home, so no, I doubt they’ll suspect you. They’ll probably think it was kids setting off fireworks.’

      ‘We can only hope, although everyone’s on a knife’s edge…’

      Looking for someone – anyone – to blame.

      Ezra let out a long sigh. ‘I’m sure it’ll be okay. Let’s take it one step at a time.’

      I inhaled deeply. ‘Hey, how did you find me? Let alone find the gap in the trees?’

      ‘After you…fled…I spoke to your parents and mine. Would you believe it was my dad who told me to go after you, make sure you made it home safely? Almost as soon as I started looking for you, Boy found me and led me to you.’

      ‘Your dad said what?’

      Ezra nodded and laughed, an ironic laugh. ‘He thinks you’ve dumped Noah for me, and you’re understandably upset.’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘And he’s thrilled.’

      ‘Are you kidding me?’

      Ezra smiled, his teeth shining in the moonlight. ‘Thinks you’re perfect for me.’

      My head went light. ‘I don’t understand. You were forbidden from having a girlfriend,’ I said, remembering the force of Orpheus’s hate when I first met him and the lengths he would go to protect his only son.

      ‘I thought so too, but lately he’s changed his mind. Thinks I’ve been moping around home too much.’ He imitated his father’s voice. ‘A nice young lady, from a good, pure Christian family, you hear, might do you good.’

      I opened my mouth, but no words came out.

      ‘I think my mum might have something to do with it. She likes you, a lot.’

      ‘She does?’ I said, remembering back to the beautiful, fragile, trapped woman.

      ‘What’s not to like?’ he said.

      ‘How about that I’m a witch, for starters?’

      He laughed and ran his fingers through his hair.

      ‘His worst nightmare,’ I said.

      Ezra reached out and found my hand, and blood surged through me.

      ‘In his eyes, I’m evil,’ I said.

      He stepped towards me.

      ‘His nemesis,’ I said.

      He moved closer so that our bodies touched.

      ‘We can’t be together, Ezra.’

      He pressed his finger against my lips and silenced me. Deep inside me, desire twisted and turned, and when he drew me to him suddenly and pushed his lips against mine, I pulled him closer and kissed him back.

      He was everywhere – my lips, my face, my neck. We reached a point that I’d never been to before and I pushed him away, gasping.

      ‘Stop,’ I said. ‘We can’t do this. We’re not even together.’

      He watched me warily.

      ‘Don’t you see? For the first time, we can be together,’ he said.

      ‘But nothing has changed.’

      ‘Everything has changed. We don’t need to sneak around, and my parents really like you. I hope yours will like me too.’

      ‘Of course they would – they’re already incredibly grateful for how you helped Elijah.’

      ‘Well, then, what’s the problem?’

      ‘You seem to have forgotten that just…being me will put us all at risk.’

      His smile disappeared and I knew I’d hit the mark.

      I placed my hands over my heart. ‘I want to be with you, I do. But if we’re together, I’ll be under your dad’s scrutiny all the time. It’s only a matter of time before I slip up, and then what?’

      Ezra rested his warm hand over mine. ‘Everyone in this town is under my father’s scrutiny. If we’re together, he’ll look out for you and your family…protect you.’

      His words made me flush and for a moment, I pictured us together.

      ‘Hide right under his nose, remember?’ he said.

      ‘Until something goes wrong, and it will go wrong.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘Um, like when he finds out I’m a witch.’

      ‘How will he find out, huh?’

      ‘I might slip up, one time. That’s all it’ll take.’

      ‘We’ll be careful.’

      ‘What if one of my family slips up? Game over.’

      ‘It’s true, they might, but they might slip up anyhow. At least this way, we can try and protect them.’

      ‘What if we break up? He’ll turn against me for sure.’

      ‘Break up? What would break us up? You planning to break my heart already?’

      Now he was smirking at me.

      ‘You might break up with me. Find a nice, normal girl.’

      He laughed as he stepped forward and slid his hand around the small of my back. I tried to swallow, but couldn’t.

      ‘He’s so old-fashioned, he might try and marry us off,’ he said.

      WHAT!!??

      He leaned forward and whispered in my ear. ‘Worse things could happen.’

      I wanted to pull away from him and set him straight, but like it or not, his words had made it through all my barriers, all my fears and straight into my heart.

      ‘I’ve never had a boyfriend before,’ I managed to muster, my voice sounding strange in my ears.

      He laughed quietly and nibbled on my ear. ‘Be my girl.’

      Every part of me was alive with feelings I’d never known. We were meant to be together. He was my destiny and I was his. No matter what we’d done to try and stay apart, we kept finding each other again and again.

      ‘Okay,’ I whispered, and he pulled away to gaze at me.

      The mist was surrounding us now, and the moonlight lit up his face, which was full of so many emotions that I read, one by one – jubilation, fear, desire, protectiveness. I cupped the side of his face with my palm.

      ‘You’re beautiful, did you know that?’ I said.

      He placed a hand over mine and closed his eyes. In that moment, I knew my feelings for him shifted past liking him towards something much bigger, much deeper and more lasting. I didn’t know then what it was, but in the days and months ahead, I would come to know exactly what that feeling was.

      When he opened his eyes, he turned his head slightly to the side, taking me in.

      ‘I want to remember this moment forever,’ he said.

      His words struck me, and I sat back and watched him, storing deep within myself every thought and feeling of mine, every look from him. Later, I would wonder whether his words had been a blessing or a curse, but in that moment, I became his and he became mine.
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      I was so used to sneaking in the back door that walking hand in hand with Ezra up my front stairs felt beyond strange. When we reached the patio, the automatic sensor light came on and I pulled my hand away from Ezra’s warm grasp.

      ‘We don’t have to hide anymore,’ said Ezra quietly.

      I gazed at my front door and listened to my family moving around inside.

      ‘Maybe not from your family,’ I said, then swallowed the lump in my throat as I pictured their faces when I told them Ezra, the son of our family’s mortal enemy, was my boyfriend.

      ‘I don’t want to keep us a secret,’ he said.

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Because you’re a terrible liar and I want to be with you morning, noon and night. Hiding our relationship will be impossible.’

      The sensor light clicked off and we were left in the darkness.

      ‘Are you ashamed of me?’ asked Ezra.

      I reached out and took his hand. ‘Not on your life.’

      ‘Well then?’

      ‘I know how they’ll react. Not long ago, I wasn’t even allowed to talk with you.’

      Ezra let out a long sigh. ‘You’re being a chicken?’

      I giggled. ‘Yep.’

      He leant in close and whispered in my ear. ‘The witch with fire in her hands is scared?’

      His lips found my neck and my breath became jagged. I pushed him away and the light came back on with our sudden movements. ‘Okay, okay, I’ll get this over with.’

      ‘We should tell them together,’ said Ezra.

      ‘What?’

      Footsteps inside started towards the door, and before Ezra could reply, my dad opened the door and glanced between us and then down at our hands, his eyes widening before he scanned the street.

      ‘You’d better come in,’ said Dad.

      Ezra stood still, looking at me.

      ‘Come on,’ I said.

      Together, we walked through my front door, ready as we were ever going to be to face the music.

      ‘Oh, Eva, where have–’ said Mum. She stopped as she took in Ezra and me. I wanted to snatch my hand away, but Ezra held it tightly.

      ‘What’s going on?’ said Elijah, who was sitting on the couch in the lounge room, watching the whole thing.

      I regarded my family, their questions and accusations stamped on their faces.

      ‘Eva?’ said Mum, her eyes fixated on our hands.

      ‘We need to talk,’ I stuttered out.

      ‘We?’ said Mum. ‘There’s a we?’

      ‘Mum, Ezra is right here.’

      Mum glanced at Ezra, who was watching me. Mum’s stare turned into a red-hot poker.

      ‘Can we at least sit down before the interrogation?’ I said.

      ‘Right,’ said Dad, gesturing to the couches in front of the fire.

      Ezra and I sat on the double couch and let go of each other’s hands. Across from us were my family, their faces set, their lips pressed together. I felt like a bunny frozen in the spotlight and my words wouldn’t form.

      ‘Eva,’ said Mum, her tone as sharp as a knife.

      I took a deep breath. ‘Look, there’s no easy way to say this, so I’m just going to tell you – Ezra is my boyfriend.’

      ‘What?’ said Mum. ‘We’ve been over this many times before – you both know it’s not possible.’

      I tried my hardest not to roll my eyes.

      ‘Do you think we don’t know the issues? That we came to the decision lightly?’ I said.

      The stone-cold eyes of my family turned my reasons for agreeing to be Ezra’s girlfriend from rock to liquid.

      ‘I’m sorry, but I just don’t understand,’ said Mum.

      I cleared my throat. ‘Well, for starters, we really like each other.’

      ‘In your case, I’m sorry, but that’s not a good enough reason, and you both know it,’ said Mum, dewy sweat appearing on her forehead as she turned to Ezra. ‘I can see you’re a very nice young man, and we’re incredibly grateful for the help you’ve given our family, but it’s not safe, for either of you. Your dad would never allow it.’

      I thought back to the long conversations I’d had with my parents when Elijah was recovering. I’d told them everything, even the fact that Ezra knew our family’s secret. They’d been devastated, but in the end had no choice but to accept it.

      I was so lost in my thoughts it took me a moment to realise Ezra was speaking.

      ‘I understand why you feel the way you do, but what you need to understand is that since that memory-altering potion, my parents have grown to like Eva – a lot. In fact, they’re both hoping that Eva will be my girlfriend.’

      Elijah started to laugh, and it took one of my death stares to make him stop.

      ‘I’m sorry, sis, but don’t you find this a little funny? I mean, the mortal enemy of our kind wants you to date his one and only son.’

      I narrowed my eyes at Elijah. ‘Not one bit.’

      Ezra spoke again, his voice calm, almost hypnotic. ‘I will never tell a soul your family secret, so my father will never know. And if Eva and I are together, it will help protect your family.’

      Elijah laughed again, but there was a trace of madness to his outburst.

      ‘I know where you’re coming from, son,’ said Dad to Ezra. ‘And if the situation were different, I’d be thrilled for you both, but don’t you think this is like playing with fire?’

      The truth of his words struck home, and my breath left me.

      ‘It would only be a matter of time before you got burnt, and then what? We’ve got nowhere to go, nowhere to hide,’ said Dad.

      Ezra gazed into the faces of my family and spoke quietly, yet with determination. ‘I would do anything to protect Eva…and all of you. Yes, we would need to be careful and it wouldn’t be without risk, but no one is safe these days. Wouldn’t it be safer if Eva and I were together? To help protect you.’

      ‘Hide right under his nose, remember?’ I whispered.

      A log from the fire crashed in the grate, but my family stayed still, wrestling with the lesser of two evils.

      Finally, Mum spoke up. ‘If anything goes wrong…’

      ‘The thing is Mum, we’ve tried not being together and it hasn’t worked. We keep coming back to each other, time and time again. We’re meant to be with each other.’

      Mum turned to face the fire and spoke, her voice laced with acceptance and sadness. ‘It’s fate bringing you together. Whatever happens now is meant to be.’

      I felt hot and cold all over. Would this decision that felt so right change the course of my family’s destiny? Would it protect us like Ezra said, or would it lead us into the epicentre of the fire?

      I locked eyes with Elijah, my twin soul. In them, I found my answer.

      ‘I say fight fire with fire,’ he said, the same words Violet from across the street had said to me in this same room. Elijah turned to Ezra. ‘But you must know we’ll do anything to protect Eva, and I mean anything. Can you live with that?’

      Ezra stiffened in the chair beside me. We all knew exactly what he meant, who Elijah would choose to look after if the going got tough.

      A gust of wind rattled the windows and Ezra took my hand.

      ‘Eva is my family now,’ said Ezra, looking up at my family. ‘And so are you – if you’ll have me.’

      For a few moments, the fire burned, the windows rattled, but no one said a word. My heart, my fragile heart, waited for the answer that would change the course of my life.
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      When I woke the next morning, sunshine was streaming into my attic bedroom. For the few moments between being asleep and being awake, I felt at peace, as though everything were as it should be.

      A sharp knock at the front door made me sit up, and the events from the day before, including Ezra becoming my first boyfriend, crashed down on me.

      I remembered back to the exact moment when my family decided to take a chance on Ezra and let him into our lives. There was something about the way Ezra had spoken that touched us all – a plea from his heart to ours to love him.

      After Ezra had left, we’d sat in stunned silence as the reality of what we’d agreed to overcame us.

      I listened to the muffled voices downstairs and wondered who our mystery guest was. Visitors had been rare since Orpheus had turned neighbour on neighbour. I stood and opened my bedroom door, then froze when I heard Max’s voice.

      It was as if the hands of time turned backwards to the day when Elijah was arrested and Max was in our house, hunting me. I slumped onto the cold timber floor as Max’s words floated up the stairs.

      ‘So, you’re telling me that no one, not one person, in your house is sick this morning?’ said Max, his every word terse and threatening.

      Oh no!

      ‘What’s going on, Officer? Why do you keep asking whether we’re sick?’ said Dad.

      ‘Most people in town have woken up violently ill this morning. So sick, in fact, that they needed to go to hospital.’

      The death cap mushrooms!

      ‘What?’ said Mum, her voice pitchy. ‘That’s terrible.’

      ‘Terrible for them – not for you.’

      I imagined the scene at the hospital, knowing how sick people would be.

      ‘Can we help in some way?’

      ‘Help?’ said Max.

      ‘Well yes, that’s why you’re here, isn’t it?’ asked Dad.

      ‘Not exactly,’ said Max.

      I pictured his beady pale brown eyes as he sized up my parents. ‘I’m visiting every house to make a report of who is and isn’t sick.’

      In other words, to see who may or may not be responsible for this.

      ‘Luckily for us, we’re all well,’ said Mum.

      ‘What about Eva?’ said Max. ‘I’d like to see her.’

      My breath abandoned me completely.

      ‘I don’t think that will be necessary, Officer,’ said Dad. ‘I’ll check on her and let you know. You know how teenagers can be on a Sunday morning.’

      I held my breath as I waited for Max’s reply.

      ‘No, I want to see her,’ said Max, walking inside our house. ‘Where’s her bedroom?’

      ‘With all due respect, I don’t think that’s necessary,’ said Dad.

      I glanced down at my frilly lace nightie, bare shoulders and legs.

      Move, Eva, move.

      ‘Christian, isn’t it?’ said Max.

      ‘Well, yes.’

      ‘Christian, I’m a member of the special police department and have full and absolute power to do what I like, when I like. If I want to see Eva, I see Eva. Now step aside.’

      As Dad argued back, I found my legs, made myself stand. I pulled on my dressing gown and headed downstairs. Elijah was a few steps in front of me, and we arrived in time before Dad grabbed hold of Max.

      ‘Well, well, well,’ said Max, his sleazy gaze sliding over my body. ‘That wasn’t so hard, was it?’

      I pulled my silk dressing gown closer around me, wishing I’d grabbed my thick fluffy one.

      ‘What can I do for you, Officer McCann?’ I said.

      His gaze dropped to my chest, and I wrapped my arms around myself.

      ‘Officer?’ said Elijah, standing next to me.

      Max glared at Elijah, his eyes narrowing. ‘Elijah, isn’t it?’

      I glanced up at Elijah, whose face was the colour of ash, and I knew in that moment that Elijah hadn’t told me everything Max had done to him that night.

      ‘Yes, that’s right. Is there something we can help you with?’ said Elijah.

      Max looked at us in turn. ‘Quite incredible that none of you are sick.’

      ‘We are very lucky indeed,’ said Mum, her eyes like frozen ice. ‘Do you know what made people so sick?’

      ‘Poison,’ said Max, his gaze fixed on me. ‘They say someone has poisoned the whole town.’

      I made myself blink and let out a gasp.

      ‘That’s shocking,’ said Mum quickly.

      ‘Yes, it is shocking, Mrs Martinez, that someone would do something so terrible to their neighbours. I mean, who would do such a thing?’

      I tried not to swallow the lump in my throat as I remembered back to the night before, when I told Gretel about the death cap mushroom. Had she told the police? Just how much did Max know?

      ‘I can’t imagine anyone doing such a ghastly thing. Perhaps it was an accident,’ said Mum.

      ‘An accident,’ said Max, his eyes fixed on my mum. ‘How so?’

      Mum kept her voice even, but her neck flushed with colour. ‘I have no idea – I just can’t imagine anyone doing such a dreadful thing.’

      ‘Certainly no one who’s sick would have done it,’ said Max, his gaze flickering across my family.

      ‘There must be something we can do to help, Officer,’ said Mum.

      Max glanced down at his clipboard and made some notes. ‘Orpheus will be very interested to hear you’re all well, most particularly young Eva here.’

      ‘Why?’ I said, the one word an accusation.

      Max sneered before looking me up and down as though he were hungry. ‘It seems Orpheus must like you, Eva. He’s as sick as everyone else, and yet he’s still thinking of you. Sent me here first to make sure you and your family are okay.’

      My lips parted.

      ‘I know, I hardly understand it myself, but there you have it,’ said Max.

      My dad cleared his throat. ‘Please tell Orpheus we appreciate his kind thoughts and that we’ll do everything we can to help.’

      Max raised an eyebrow and put his pen in his pocket. ‘I’ll be sure to tell him what I’ve seen here today.’ With one last glance in my direction, Max turned and strode back down the front stairs. Across the street, I saw Violet’s curtains twitch, her face flashing for a moment before disappearing.

      I contemplated running over to make sure she was okay, but Elijah pulled me inside and shut the door behind us all. For a few moments, we stood as still as stone.

      I watched Elijah closely. Coming face to face with Max, who’d tortured him for hours on end, had taken something from him. Rather than help him face his fears, anything that reminded him of that night took him further down the hole he was fast disappearing into. And now he was growing apart from Anna, I feared for him with my whole heart.

      ‘Eva,’ said Mum, bringing me back into the room. ‘Come and have some breakfast. We need to talk.’

      Shortly afterwards, we sat around the kitchen table with plates and bowls in front of us, but no one eating a thing. In fits and starts we talked through all that had happened the day before, including my run-in with the panther. Finally, I fessed up about how I’d told Ezra’s mum about the poisonous mushrooms.

      ‘You did what?’ said Mum.

      ‘I tell you a panther tried to attack me and you’re not worried, but I mention telling Gretel about the mushrooms, and wham…’ I said.

      ‘Well, clearly you can manage the panther, but what if Gretel talks, tells her husband?’ said Mum.

      ‘I’m sorry, okay, but I had to say something. All those people…’ I said, knowing how sick people would get, how some might die. ‘I should have realised they may not check the mushrooms properly, insisted on doing it myself.’

      ‘This is not your fault,’ said Dad, patting my hand. ‘And you did the right thing telling Gretel. We all have to live with our actions.’

      Mum put her arm around me. ‘Your dad is right. I’m sorry, I don’t know what got into me.’

      ‘Returning to the days of Salem might have something to do with it,’ said Elijah quietly from beside me.

      In the past, we would have laughed. But now we sat in silence as the truth of his words sank in.

      ‘I know this sounds strange, but I don’t think Gretel will say anything to Orpheus. She told me to keep it under wraps last night, and if she was going to say something, surely she already would have.’

      ‘I hope you’re right,’ said Mum, looking older than I remembered.

      Elijah turned his head downwards, his finger tracing imaginary lines on the table in front of him. ‘Seems like everyone in this town is hiding secrets,’ he said.

      I remembered back to the conversation I’d overheard between Elijah and Anna in the woods last night, our family’s secret standing between them.

      ‘Why don’t you tell Anna we’re witches?’ I said.

      ‘The risk is too great,’ whispered Mum.

      ‘I know,’ said Elijah, whose body drooped like a flower without water.

      ‘Do you trust her with your life?’ I said.

      My parents gasped.

      ‘It’s not an option,’ said Dad.

      ‘Absolutely out of the question,’ said Mum.

      ‘Why? If he trusts her, why shouldn’t she know?’ I said.

      All faces turned to Elijah. In that moment I remembered what my brother used to be like – and it was nothing like the person who sat beside me. Elijah pushed himself away from the table and stood, heavy on his feet.

      ‘I need to lie down,’ said Elijah.

      I watched him walk away, my heart feeling like lead. Where had his spirit gone? Would he ever be back?

      ‘What a disaster,’ said Mum, standing to put away the untouched food and plates. ‘Christian, we’d better go to the hospital to see how we can help. Eva, you keep an eye on Elijah.’

      ‘I have a better idea,’ I said. It had been brewing all morning, finally taking shape. ‘I’ll go and get what we need from the woods for a potion…to help people get better.’

      Mum’s knuckles went white on the back of the chair across from me as her grip tightened. ‘Out of the question.’

      ‘You know as well as I do that there’s no medical cure for death cap mushrooms. If we do nothing, some people are going to die, and then what? Can we live with ourselves then?’

      I met my mother’s almond-shaped eyes and saw into her soul, where there was a deep pool of fear.

      ‘Eva’s right. We can’t stand by and do nothing,’ said Dad.

      Mum nodded and sat in the chair, and Dad placed his hand on her shoulder.

      ‘We’re living a nightmare,’ said Dad.

      ‘If we do nothing, nothing will change,’ I said.

      ‘Promise me you won’t go into the woods alone,’ said Mum.

      I nodded, knowing exactly who I’d take into the woods with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      An hour later, I closed the front door behind me and zipped up my navy coat. The sky outside was a pale blue and the sun was shining, but the cold air was piercing.

      I checked the street and glanced over at Violet’s house. Max was long gone and I had a few minutes to check on her before Ezra, my boyfriend, would pick me up.

      Boyfriend! The very word made my face flush. I wondered if I’d ever get used to the idea.

      A cool gust of wind brought me back to earth, and I quickly made my way down the stairs and across the road to Violet’s house. She opened the door before I’d reached for her doorbell.

      ‘Come in, dear,’ she said, ushering me inside.

      I’d never been inside her little house, and I glanced around, taking in the two seats beside an open fire, lots of photos and discarded knitting on top of a pile of books and newspapers.

      ‘What a delightful room,’ I said, feeling safer than I had in a long time.

      ‘Come and sit.’ She steered me into one of the comfortable seats and passed me a tray of chocolates.

      ‘Just had these handy, did you?’ I said before giggling and taking a chocolate.

      ‘Always, dear. Now tell me, how are you? No one in your family sick, I hope?’

      ‘We’re all fine, thank you, Violet. I’m so glad you are too.’

      ‘Truth be told, I didn’t go last night. I might have to attend church, thanks to those brutes, but being over seventy has its perks.’ Violet thrust the chocolate box in front of me before continuing. ‘And a shame, I might add. Used to be such a fun way to catch up with neighbours. Back in the day when neighbours were looking out for you, not looking to spy on you, present company excluded.’

      ‘It must have been lovely,’ I said, looking at the pictures lining the walls and every available space. All around us were photos of young smiling faces, no idea of the future that waited for them.

      ‘It was,’ she said, following my gaze, her eyes misting up. ‘You would have loved my husband, Bertie, a real trick that one. We weren’t lucky enough to have children, but we had a wonderful life together.’

      My heart contracted and I had my first proper insight into how Violet lived her life, what she’d lost.

      ‘You must miss him,’ I said, my throat constricted.

      She nodded and for a moment I glimpsed past her violet eyes and deep into her hurting heart. ‘But, God willing, I’ll join him one day soon.’

      ‘You can’t say that,’ I said, picturing her house empty, one less light in the world.

      ‘Oh, but I can, dear. At my age, when you’ve lived a good life, joining your one true love in the afterlife doesn’t sound as bad as one might think.’

      ‘Don’t go anywhere, please,’ I said, my voice a whisper.

      She patted my hand. ‘Don’t worry, petal. I fear I shall be here for some time yet. Now tell me, how are you and that handsome beau of yours?’

      My face burned and I wondered just how much she saw from her front window.

      ‘I must say I’m rather glad you settled on Ezra. Never did quite trust that Noah fellow, trying too hard if you ask me. And as for Jet, well, if only he did make a little more effort. That would certainly make him hard to walk away from.’

      My mouth must have dropped open, because she laughed and the room was suddenly filled with decades of memories of her laughter. ‘Sorry, dear, but I did say I would look out for you.’

      I couldn’t help but laugh, and I filled with a warmth that had nothing to do with the fireplace. ‘You don’t miss a thing, do you, Violet?’

      Violet’s eyes turned sad and she looked past me and in the direction of my house. ‘How’s your darling brother?’

      I went to speak, but my mouth wouldn’t open. My heart swelled as all of my fear and worry for him erupted into tears.

      ‘Oh dear,’ said Violet, offering the tissue box and grabbing my hand, then holding it tightly in hers. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. One of the nicest young men, apart from my Bertie. Dare I ask what happened?’

      Still my words wouldn’t form, and she held my hand and let me cry for my brother who was lost, most especially to himself.

      ‘Orpheus,’ I managed to croak out.

      ‘Of course it was him,’ she said, her eyes hardening. ‘He’s a beast.’

      I wiped my eyes and tried to compose myself.

      ‘We must not let him win. You must fight harder for your brother. He needs you now more than he’s ever needed anyone in his life.’

      I opened my eyes wide as her words sank in.

      ‘Oh, and one more thing,’ she said, standing up and collecting something from the mantle above the fireplace. She held out a silver key. ‘Here’s a spare key to my house. Come here whenever you like, day or night, particularly if you have any more trouble with Max.’

      I tried to find words of protest or to at least thank her, but nothing would come. Outside, we heard the hum of Ezra’s Porsche as it pulled up. As quick as a flash, Violet pulled back the little curtains that faced the street.

      ‘Come on, dear,’ she said. ‘Best not keep this one waiting.’

      I found my feet and she walked me to the door. I felt stripped bare and somehow supported in a way that made me feel safe. Still my words wouldn’t come, so I leaned in and hugged her, her frail body slackening for a moment before she gripped me right back.

      ‘You’re welcome, dear,’ she said, her voice breaking up. ‘And don’t be a stranger.’

      She opened the door and the cool winds blew in. She put one hand on my face before she shuffled me out the door and closed it behind me. Ezra was leaning against his car, looking up at my house. For a few moments, I watched him unguarded. He wore his navy jacket and jeans, his hands in his pockets. His sandy-blond hair was tousled and he wore black sunglasses. I tried to imagine the look on his face, the colour of his eyes. I felt hot and cold all over, as though I were coming down with the flu.

      He was waiting for me. He was as nervous as I was, unable to get the courage to walk up my stairs.

      He is mine. I am his. Ready or not, he is my boyfriend.

      ‘Hey you,’ I said.

      He turned around quickly, a crooked smile on his face.

      ‘Hey yourself,’ he said, so shyly that I stopped on the other side of the road from him.

      For a few moments we watched each other, the words and promises made under the moonlight now exposed under the daylight.

      Heat built deep inside. When he opened his arms wide, I didn’t hesitate. I ran across the road and fell into his embrace. He dropped his head as I reached for him, our lips finding each other. Electricity danced between us and we pulled away, laughing in surprise.

      ‘I could get used to this,’ he said, then opened the Porsche’s passenger door for me and helped me inside before getting into the car as well.

      So could I.

      For a few long moments, neither of us spoke. My tongue felt twisted and Ezra stared straight ahead as he drove.

      Eventually, I found my voice. ‘I heard…that lots of people are sick… Your dad, is he okay?’

      Ezra turned towards me before looking back at the road. ‘He’s really sick, actually. I just came from visiting him in the hospital. There’s…so many people there… Most of the town. It’s like a scene from a horror movie.’

      I knew how poisonous the death cap was, and I pictured what was happening at the hospital. All of a sudden, there didn’t seem to be enough oxygen in the car.

      ‘I feel terrible. If I’d gone back earlier, checked the mushrooms myself, none of this would have happened,’ I said.

      ‘This is not your fault. The cooks should have checked the mushrooms,’ said Ezra, putting his hand over mine.

      ‘Have they confirmed it’s death cap poisoning?’ I asked.

      ‘Not yet. They’re waiting on the results before they start treatment.’

      ‘Has your mum said anything…about me telling her about the mushrooms?’ I asked.

      ‘She would never do that to you,’ said Ezra. ‘You’ll see what she’s like.’

      I imagined Ezra’s home where his parents kept secrets from each other, and it made me sad. We sped past the green forest as I tried to find the right words.

      ‘The thing is, there’s no medical cure for death cap mushroom poisoning.’

      Ezra pulled the car over in a nearby car park so that his car was hidden behind the trees, before he turned to me.

      I tried to swallow. ‘Death cap poisoning is one of the worst. In the beginning, it brings on stomach pains, vomiting and diarrhoea. Without treatment, it leads to liver and kidney failure, and often, death.’

      Ezra raised his sunnies onto his head and rubbed his eyes. His dad was a beast, but he was still his dad, and Ezra no doubt loved him.

      ‘You said there’s no medical cure, but there’s a treatment. What do you mean?’

      ‘Keep an open mind?’ I asked.

      He nodded as he stared intently at me.

      ‘I can make a treatment to help people get better.’

      His eyes grew wide.

      ‘A witch’s potion,’ I said, the words sounding unbelievable, even to me. ‘It’s the only treatment that works.’

      His mouth fell open.

      ‘Say something,’ I said.

      He chuckled.

      ‘What! You think this is funny? Don’t you believe me?’ I said.

      Ezra unclicked his seat belt and, in a flash, his face was in front of mine. ‘Pretty cool having a witch for a girlfriend.’ Before I knew it, his lips were on mine.

      It took me a few seconds to respond, but a whole lot longer to push him away and calm my breath. Ezra sat back in his seat, a cocky smile on his face.

      ‘Pretty happy with yourself,’ I said, raising an eyebrow.

      ‘You have no idea,’ he said, his face more alive than I’d ever seen.

      I couldn’t help but smile back. And then I remembered my flames from the night before in the woods when I’d fought off the panther.

      ‘Do you know whether anyone noticed the flames last night?’

      Ezra let out a long breath and appeared to be trying to find the right words. ‘They did, actually. Several people at the bonfire reported it.’

      ‘Oh,’ I said, my heart thudding in my chest.

      ‘I told Dad I’d seen some kids setting off fireworks in the woods, and he seemed to buy it. Somehow I don’t think he’s going to be worried about that anytime soon.’

      ‘Right,’ I said. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘I’m not about to dob in my girlfriend for being a witch.’

      Girlfriend!

      ‘Now, as much as I’d love to stay here, we need to forage in the woods for the ingredients so I can make the potion.’

      The smile slipped from Ezra’s face. ‘And then we need to figure out how to get it into the patients before it’s too late.’

      The task ahead felt enormous, but I focused on what we could do today – right here and now.

      ‘Where do you want to go? The woods closer to my place?’ asked Ezra.

      It was inevitable that I’d have to go to Ezra’s home, but I wasn’t ready to return to the place where my brother had been tortured.

      ‘These woods will do,’ I said.

      Before I knew it, he was out of the car and opening up my door. The cold air felt like a slap across my face after being inside our little cocoon.

      I zipped my jacket up and asked, ‘Is it always this cold?’

      ‘Coldest autumn in a hundred years.’

      ‘Hate to think what winter’s going to be like.’

      ‘Oh, I can think of a few things we can do to keep warm.’

      I’d never had a boyfriend and had never gone further than a kiss, so Ezra’s suggestion made my heart flutter. I didn’t know when I’d be ready for the next step.

      ‘I meant hot chocolates, fires, that type of thing,’ he said, stepping in front of me, running his cold finger down one of my cheeks. ‘What do you think I meant?’

      I tried to get my thoughts in order, but they zigzagged all over the place. I wondered how I would survive the day, let alone being a full-time girlfriend.

      I removed his hand from my burning face and tried to find my voice. ‘All I know is we need to get a move on.’

      ‘Aye-aye,’ he said, a cheeky smile on his face.

      I pulled him into the woods, where it was darker and even cooler. ‘You’re a troublemaker,’ I said, realising there was another side of Ezra I wasn’t sure I could handle.

      ‘Says you,’ he said, laughing. ‘Kind of looking forward to seeing Jet’s and Noah’s faces when they find out you’re mine.’

      I felt a deep pull inside me.

      ‘What am I going to do with you?’ I said eventually, realising I’d been so distracted I hadn’t concentrated on where we were going. I stopped and glanced around to find my bearings. ‘If we’re not more careful, we’ll end up lost.’

      ‘Unfortunately, we’re not going to get lost,’ he said.

      ‘How can you be so sure?’

      ‘We own this land and believe it or not, I’ve spent a fair bit of time out here.’

      ‘You own this land as well?’

      ‘It’s part of the property.’

      I’d known Ezra’s family were wealthy, but just how rich were they?

      ‘No big deal,’ he said quickly.

      ‘No big deal?’ I raised an eyebrow. ‘You own a mansion, a Porsche, all this land and who knows what else.’

      ‘It’s no big deal, Eva, because we both know that money doesn’t buy happiness. Sure, there’s a few creature comforts, but I’d give it up in a heartbeat for a family like yours.’

      My mouth was open, ready with a retort, but the truth in his words closed it quickly. I wouldn’t give up my family for all the gold in the world.

      I leant forward and kissed his cheek. ‘You have my family now too, remember?’

      ‘I remember,’ he said, his face staining a darker shade.

      ‘Can you take me to the river?’ I asked. ‘I think I’ll be able to get most of what I need there.’

      Ezra raised his eyebrows. ‘Come with me.’

      We weaved our way through the forest of tall pine trees, whose thin, round trunks left strips of patterned light on the ground covered in spindly pine needles.

      ‘How did you find out people were sick?’ said Ezra, jolting me back from my thoughts about the ingredients we’d need.

      I recalled what I’d seen inside Max’s eyes. I didn’t want to lie to Ezra, but I knew how he’d react if I told him about Max.

      ‘No secrets, remember?’ he said, slowing down.

      ‘It was Max. He was going house to house, checking who was sick.’

      I glanced up at Ezra, whose eyes penetrated mine.

      ‘Tell me everything.’

      ‘Look, there’s nothing to worry about, okay? He doesn’t even remember who I am.’

      ‘I don’t trust that creep after what’s he done. If he so much as thinks about you, he’ll have me to answer to.’

      I rolled my eyes. ‘Really? Come on, Ezra.’

      Ezra stopped walking. ‘Tell me he doesn’t frighten you – that he hasn’t already looked at you in that way again.’

      I turned away as memories of the day he tried to find me in my bedroom returned.

      ‘What did he do? Tell me, Eva.’

      I tried to find my voice. ‘Nothing I can’t handle.’

      ‘I know that, but I want to take care of you too, and I need to know what he’s done.’

      Quietly, I told him about what had happened at the house this morning, how he’d singled me out and the way he’d stared at me. By the time I finished speaking, Ezra was drained of colour and his hands were balled into fists.

      ‘Like I said, I can handle him,’ I said.

      ‘The only person who can handle him is my father,’ said Ezra. ‘At least now Dad is thrilled you’re my girlfriend, he’ll make sure you’re protected.’

      ‘He’s what?’ I said.

      ‘I told my parents when I got home last night, before Dad got sick. They were delighted.’

      ‘You’re kidding me,’ I said, trying to imagine a world where Ezra’s dad liked me.

      Ezra laughed. ‘Quite the surprise, hey. His only son dating a witch. His worst nightmare.’

      As I laughed, I heard a twig crack from behind me.

      Crap! Had someone else heard Ezra? Had they just learned that I was a witch?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      I swung around and there was an enormous white wolf – whose golden eyes were fixed on me.

      ‘Boy,’ I yelled, and in seconds, he was nuzzling my hands and face.

      ‘I don’t know who’s more excited to see who,’ said Ezra, crouching down to pat Boy, who lay on his back for a tummy rub. ‘Life with you is never going to be dull, is it?’

      ‘Right back at you,’ I said. ‘Now, come on, let’s make a move.’
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      The shadows were falling as I gathered the last ingredient for the potion – the death cap mushroom. Ezra eyed it warily as I placed the mushroom into an airtight bag with tongs.

      ‘I can’t believe you actually use part of the poison in the cure,’ he said.

      I packed it away in my backpack, along with the other roots, berries and plants that were already there. ‘I know, it’s incredible, isn’t it?’

      ‘I want to show you something,’ he said.

      ‘You sound like the Big Bad Wolf.’ I stood up and patted Boy, who hadn’t left my side all afternoon.

      He took my hand. ‘Come on, it’ll be dark soon.’

      We walked on in silence as the world around us grew darker by the minute. I was about to suggest we head back when we walked out into a large clearing next to the river. Outside the canopy of trees, the sky above us was a swirl of apricot and pink, and the water below a reflection of the world above.

      My breath hitched. ‘It’s so beautiful.’

      Ezra stepped behind me and wrapped his arms around me. ‘Like you.’

      I was about to laugh when I gazed up into his eyes, which smouldered. All of my thoughts left me as I turned around. He leant down and softly kissed me on the neck, making my heart race.

      ‘I’ll never get used to this,’ he said before his lips found mine.

      As the sun farewelled the day and welcomed the night, Ezra and I were completely lost in each other. It was the sound of Boy growling from a distance that broke us apart.

      ‘What is it, Boy?’ I said, calming my breath before investigating what Boy was upset about.

      I pushed back a small bush as I neared the edge of the water where Boy was pawing at the ground. In front of Boy was an old pipe pushing what looked like salt into the river.

      Ezra gasped from behind me and I turned to him.

      ‘So, this is what’s polluting the bay,’ I said.

      ‘And it’s on our property.’

      ‘Surely no one would deliberately poison our river.’ I stepped away so Ezra could take a closer look.

      After a while Ezra turned around, deep lines etched on his forehead.

      ‘What’s the matter?’ I asked.

      ‘This is no accident.’

      I had the sinking feeling that I knew what he was about to say.

      ‘My dad has been poisoning the river,’ he said.

      I remembered the speech Orpheus had given last night, demanding information on the evil person responsible for poisoning the river, when all along it was him.

      ‘I saw a truck pull up the other day and start unloading bags. Dad went nuts, told them to pack it back up and sent them on their way. I thought it was a mistaken order, but clearly it was just delivered to the wrong location. He’s been pumping the salt out through these old storm-water drains.’ Ezra ran his fingers through his hair and turned to look out to the place where the river met the sea. ‘I can’t believe he’d do this.’

      Twilight had disappeared and taken the magical colours with it, leaving behind cool grey waters that frothed with dead fish and sea life that had been killed so that Orpheus could inject more fear and hate into the people of Melas. Anger simmered deep inside me, and my hands filled with heat.

      ‘How could he?’ said Ezra, the same words he’d no doubt used all of his life.

      I put my hands on either side of his face and left them there. ‘I won’t lie, your dad may be my least favourite person in all the world, but you’re fast becoming one of my favourites.’

      The big round yellow moon was rising from the sea, casting a glow on Ezra.

      ‘Really? How is that even possible?’

      ‘Because you’re not your father.’

      Ezra blinked away tears. ‘I never thought anyone who knew my father could still like me.’

      ‘Well, you’d better believe it,’ I said, gently bringing his lips down to mine. It was the sweetest, gentlest kiss in the world.

      When we broke away, Ezra took my hands. ‘We can deal with this later, but right now we’d better head back. Your parents will wonder where you are, and I’ve got to go see my dad.’

      I glanced up at the near-full moon. There were still two more nights before it would be full and I could perform my spell on the potion. Two more days for people to suffer. Each hour they would get sicker. In two days, the lives of the very old and weak might be at risk. The thought made me feel sick to the core.

      ‘Come on, let’s go. I’d better show my face at the hospital as well,’ I said, my stomach churning.

      Ezra squeezed my hand. ‘It’s going to be okay, you know.’

      I nodded, the idea of curing every sick person of death cap poisoning feeling impossible.

      ‘We’ll work it out together,’ he said.

      Together.

      That one word. It took away the growing sense of isolation inside me.

      ‘Let’s go,’ I said, before we turned and walked back into the woods where the shadows had been replaced by the darkness.
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      Walking back to the car was slow going. Ezra used his torch and compass to guide us, and Boy never left my side. The wind picked up, making the pine needles above us sound as if they were whispering. I didn’t spook easily, but the sound was eerie and all I wanted was to find the car and get the heck out of there.

      ‘Not far now,’ whispered Ezra, as though reading my mind.

      I was about to reply when I heard the sound of footsteps crunching on the pine needles, coming towards us. We froze and I bent down and whispered to Boy, ‘Go.’ He immediately ran off into the cover of the darkness. The footsteps came closer and my heart raced in my chest. Ezra and I stepped closer together so that our arms were touching.

      Who would be out here now, in this part of the woods? Had someone followed us? Surely they wouldn’t find us?

      ‘Who’s there?’ came a voice I recognised, but never wished to hear again.

      Neither Ezra nor I replied as the dark form of Jet stopped in front of where we stood.

      ‘Eva?’ said Jet.

      ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ I said, my words like venom.

      ‘Nice to see you too. I could ask you and Ezra here the same question.’

      ‘We’re going for a walk on Ezra’s property. What about you?’ I said.

      Jet glanced between us. ‘Is that so?’

      I’d only seen Jet a handful of times since the night he’d dobbed Elijah in to the police, and the sight of him made my blood boil.

      ‘Yes, that’s so. And you still haven’t answered my question. What are you doing out here?’ I said.

      Jet out a long breath. ‘Love to walk at night – you never know who or what you might see. Why, last night I was out walking in the woods when I saw an explosion.’

      Oh no!

      ‘Word on the street is that it was fireworks, but it didn’t look like fireworks to me. Looked more like flames.’

      I tried to swallow before replying. ‘Sounds like you’ve been spending a bit too much time in the woods to me.’

      Jet pulled the corner of his leather jacket closer and laughed. ‘Right back at you.’ Jet’s eyes, which glowed in the darkness, took in our intertwined hands.

      ‘How cosy, being out together. I know a few boys who’d like to be in your skin right about now,’ said Jet.

      ‘Is that so, and I guess you’re one of them?’ asked Ezra, who puffed out his chest.

      ‘Damned right I would,’ he said. ‘Sweet as sugar if I remember.’

      ‘Shut up, Jet,’ I said, the memory of kissing him flashing through my mind, making my hands sweaty. I pulled my hand from Ezra’s and crossed my arms.

      ‘Sorry, sweetheart, but I know it’s true, and it looks like Ezra’s had a taste as well. I’m allowed to be a bit jealous, aren’t I?’

      ‘No, actually, you’re not. Ezra is my boyfriend. There was and is nothing between you and me, and there never will be. And since you dobbed my brother in to the police, you’re dead to me.’

      For a moment Jet’s smart-alec mask dropped, and I saw pain in his eyes. In the past, I would have felt bad. Not anymore.

      ‘So, why don’t you go back to wherever it was that you came from and leave us the hell alone,’ I said.

      ‘I’m sorry, okay. I had no idea what would happen. If I could take it back, I would,’ said Jet.

      ‘The thing is, Jet, some things can’t be undone and this is one of them. Elijah was tortured and he may never fully recover. Can you live with that?’

      Jet’s mouth opened, but no words came out.

      Tears filled my eyes, and I turned away and saw Boy’s amber eyes staring at me from a distance. Jet’s gaze followed mine and he took a sharp breath. Did he see Boy?

      Jet dragged his gaze from Boy back to me. ‘Truth be known, I’m not sure I can live with that, but what about lover boy here? It’s his father who ordered Elijah to be tortured. Can he live with that?’

      Tears trickled down my cheeks.

      ‘Why don’t you take a hike?’ said Ezra, his voice unrecognisable.

      ‘Or what? You’ll get your father onto me? I hear he’s not doing so well. Be a real shame if something happens to him.’

      Ezra walked forward until he was in front of Jet’s face. They were around the same height and build, and the air crackled with tension.

      ‘Get going and don’t come back,’ said Ezra.

      Jet put his hands on Ezra and gave him a light push.

      Ezra immediately placed his hands on Jet and shoved him hard so that he fell to the ground. Jet was back on his feet and striding towards Ezra in a heartbeat. I stepped between them, put my hands up. ‘Stop it, both of you.’

      They froze, but stared at each other with hate in their eyes.

      ‘I mean it,’ I said, looking between them.

      Jet’s mask dropped back onto his face, and he stepped away and started laughing. ‘Sure, Eva, sure thing,’ he said. ‘Adios,’ he called out as he walked away. ‘See you soon.’

      Ezra swore and moved forward, but I grabbed his arm.

      ‘Don’t. He’s not worth it,’ I said.

      We turned and walked back to the car, but following us was the sound of Jet laughing.
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      Our drive back into town was a quiet one. Before I knew it, we were out the front of my house, where the porch light was shining bright.

      Confronting Jet had taken something from us, and we both knew it.

      Ezra turned the car off, leaving us in silence.

      ‘Thanks for coming with me,’ I said quietly.

      ‘I hate to say it, but Jet’s right. Every time I look at Elijah, I’m racked with guilt. What my father did to him, I don’t know if either of us will ever get over it.’

      My body flooded with heat. ‘I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to forgive your father, or Max, but you did nothing wrong. If it weren’t for you, Elijah would have died that night.’

      ‘But he’s my dad. And even though I hate him for what he’s doing, I–’

      ‘You love him. Of course. I understand it – he’s still your dad.’

      The front door to my house opened and Elijah walked out, a shadow of who he used to be. My heart felt as though it were being squeezed.

      ‘I know words will never be enough, but I’m so sorry,’ said Ezra.

      ‘It’s not your apology to own. Please, let it go.’

      Ezra released a low, guttural sound. ‘I understand if you don’t want to be with me. Even Jet would be a better option.’

      I laughed. ‘Those are two of the stupidest things I’ve ever heard.’ I unclicked my seat belt, leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. ‘Forget Jet. I’m not going anywhere.’

      A small smile turned up the corner of his lips.

      ‘Now, go see your dad, and I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I hope he’s all right.’

      ‘You have a big heart,’ said Ezra, who kissed me quietly, hotly, on the neck. ‘And it’s all mine.’

      I grabbed my backpack and opened the car door, bracing myself against the cold winds that wrapped themselves around me.

      Violet’s curtains flapped and I smiled. The sweet old bird didn’t miss a thing. I ran up my stairs and Elijah put his arm around me. I waved to Ezra, and he flicked his lights before turning back into the street and zipping off towards the hospital.

      ‘So, sweet little Eva finally has a boyfriend,’ said Elijah as we walked back inside. ‘I never thought I’d see the day.’

      ‘Me neither,’ I said, the warmth from the central heating and open fire taking the chill from my skin.

      We laughed and for a split second, it was like old times. But as we continued into the kitchen, I took a good look at my brother. He was stooped and frail, like a much older man. Dark rings under his eyes stood out against his pasty face.

      I set about making us some sandwiches and Elijah got us some drinks.

      ‘Guessing Mum and Dad are still at the hospital?’ I asked.

      ‘Yep, been there all afternoon. Haven’t heard what time they’ll be home.’

      ‘Must be horrendous in there,’ I said quietly, picturing a scene that could have been avoided if I’d done more.

      ‘It’s not your fault, sis. I mean, who cooks up mushrooms without checking them properly?’

      ‘I guess… But still. Apparently, Orpheus is as sick as a dog.’

      ‘That doesn’t make me feel as bad as it should,’ said Elijah, sitting down at the table.

      ‘Me neither, although I feel for Ezra. He might be a monster, but he’s still Ezra’s dad.’

      ‘Hard to believe Orpheus is anyone’s dad,’ said Elijah, painful memories haunting his face. ‘But there you have it.’

      I cut up the sandwiches, sat down opposite Elijah and asked the question that had been bugging me. ‘Is it hard for you…that Ezra and I are together?’

      Elijah dropped his head, his face even paler.

      ‘I hate his dad, but I have no issue with Ezra. If it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t be here.’

      My heart felt raw as I put my hand over my brother’s. Until that moment I’d managed to hide my tears from him, but I was powerless to hold them back now.

      ‘Eva,’ he said, his voice crushed. ‘Please don’t cry.’

      But the floodgates had opened and I put my head in my hands and wept for what had happened to Elijah – what had been taken from him, possibly forever.

      Elijah shuffled his chair closer to me and placed his arm around me. ‘I’m okay, really.’

      My grief was pierced by a burning arrow, and I sat up and gazed into the identical eyes of my brother. ‘No, Elijah, you’re not okay and unless something changes, you may never be okay again.’

      Elijah sat back as though I’d punched him in the stomach, but I didn’t hold back. ‘You may not want to hear this, but you need to. I’ll never be able to experience what you went through that night, but I know you’re still living it, every moment of every minute of every day. It’s like a disease and it’s taking over you, and if you don’t do something soon, the Elijah I know and love is going to disappear completely.’

      In Elijah’s eyes I saw a flash of vile hate I’d never seen or known he could possess. It was angry and bitter and told me about his hell.

      ‘You think I want to be like this? So – messed up…broken?’ he said.

      ‘Of course not,’ I said quietly, his dark feelings radiating off him in waves.

      ‘Don’t you think I want to be the person I used to be?’ he shouted.

      I kept my eyes on him as he struggled to contain his demons.

      ‘Tell me what happened,’ I said.

      ‘You want to know? You really want to know what happened to me?’

      ‘Yes,’ I said.

      ‘Apart from being physically tortured, do you know what Max told me, over and over again, what he would do when they were nearly finished with me?’

      ‘What?’ I whispered.

      ‘He said that he would bring you so I could watch them torture you…kill you.’

      My breath caught in my throat as his deepest, darkest secret made its entrance into the room. Suddenly, it was as if there were no oxygen to breathe.

      Elijah closed his eyes. ‘And they told me what they would do to you before they killed you. And now, every time I close my eyes, all I can see is the images they engraved inside me.’ He opened his eyes, which were as wild as a cut snake. ‘The torture will never, ever be over.’

      I gasped as I watched my brother’s brutalised soul on full display.

      ‘Now you know why I’m not okay, may never be okay. Does that make you happy? Huh? Does it?’

      I sat stunned, breathless, but still I would not look away.

      ‘Stop looking at me,’ he yelled, pulling at his hair as he bucked his head back and forth.

      I found my breath. ‘NO!’ I shouted. ‘I will not stop looking at you. I will never stop looking at you. You are my brother and no matter what has happened to you, no matter what will happen to you, you will always be my brother. My twin. And nothing, not even this, can ever get in the way of that. Do you hear me?’

      Elijah stopped, looking like a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming car. I took his hands and held them in mine.

      ‘Elijah, look at me.’

      His wild gaze darted left and right.

      I took a deep breath. ‘Elijah, look at me!’

      His gaze found mine and in it was a darkness that made every part of me recoil. Tears spilled down my face, but still I didn’t look away. ‘What do you see?’

      He closed his eyes as tears ran down his face.

      ‘Open your eyes,’ I said, my voice sounding strange to my ears.

      He cried out, but opened his eyes.

      ‘What do you see?’

      He continued to cry out as he lived the visions that were etched inside him.

      ‘Answer me. What do you see now, here, inside me? LOOK AT ME!’

      His eyes found mine and this time, he didn’t turn away – he stared at me, through my eyes and into my soul. I opened my heart wide and let him in.

      Past his demons, past his pain, past his fears, I found him, hidden away, deep inside. I heard myself cry out. He was broken, scared, but still alive. I held out my arms and called to him. At first, he stayed where he was, but I continued to walk closer and call for him. He eyed me like a tortured dog eyes a new owner, but still I stayed, told him I loved him, that I would take care of him, and that he was to come with me.

      He stepped closer and his cold hands took my warm ones. I held them close and together, step by step, we walked out of the darkness together. When I came back into the room, I realised that Elijah and I were wrapped in each other’s arms, crying.

      We pulled away and for the first time since that night he was tortured, I saw my brother. He was weak and a shadow of who he used to be, but he was there, and that was something I’d never take for granted the rest of my days.

      I grabbed a handful of tissues and passed them to Elijah. For a few minutes we sat together in silence as we returned to the land of the living. After a while Elijah closed his eyes and his head lolled to the side.

      The boy I’d brought back from hell was exhausted and unwell. It was going to take time and love to restore Elijah to who he used to be.

      ‘Come on, time for bed,’ I said, holding out my hand.

      Elijah took my hand and let me guide him across the floor, up the stairs and into bed, which he tumbled into. I pulled his doona up and over his great big body.

      I leaned over and kissed his head. ‘Get some rest now. Everything is going to be okay.’

      ‘Love you, sis,’ he whispered.

      ‘Love you too,’ I said, walking to the window and looking out at the plump yellow moon that cast its powerful glow across the lands. I felt its magnetic pull as it stirred something primal and powerful in me. I had to wait two more nights until I could give in and become one with it.

      I closed the curtains and, in the darkness, I watched my brother’s breaths lengthen as he settled into sleep. Somehow, by some miracle, I’d found him. Now, we needed to bring him back to life.

      Everything that had happened – being visited by Max, becoming a girlfriend, discovering Orpheus was poisoning the bay, confronting Jet and bringing back Elijah from hell – finally caught up with me. All of a sudden, I felt heavy, as though I were being pressed against the ground.

      I walked back onto the landing and glanced downstairs, which was bright, warm and empty. Up the stairs to my attic was shrouded in darkness. My hunger was long gone, and the only things I wanted were Pearl and my bed.

      On cue, my pure-white Pearl made her appearance at the top of the stairs as she rubbed her body against the bannister. I pulled out my phone, then texted my parents to reassure them Elijah and I were okay before I climbed the stairs, collecting Pearl along the way. Without turning on the light, I took off my clothes, slipped under my cool sheets and let the darkness and all the demons that had been unleashed from my brother claim me.
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      The darkened streets of Melas were deathly quiet. Even the leaves above Elijah and me were still. The only sound came from our shoes hitting the pavement. I glanced up at Elijah, who was still recovering, but he was beginning to resemble the person he used to be. It had been two nights since I’d finally got through to my brother, and since then all he’d done was sleep, eat, then repeat.

      I’d tried to convince him to stay at home tonight, that I could do the spell on my own, but he’d stood his ground, and in the end, I’d given in. As I glanced around at the picture-perfect houses with windows that looked like staring eyes, I was glad for his company.

      Inside my backpack were the ingredients and materials I’d need to create a potion to cure people of death cap poisoning. I shuddered as I remembered my horrific visits to the hospital in the last few days.

      School had been cancelled indefinitely, as most of the teachers had been mushroom lovers. Whoever wasn’t sick was helping the skeleton hospital staff try and manage a hospital not designed to take more than a handful of sick people at a time – a hospital insanely forbidden from bringing in outsiders.

      The sense of terror inside the hospital walls was only matched by its smell, and it had taken everything in me to step inside. I’d worked there in the mornings, but my parents were there morning, noon and night. They were so tired they hadn’t put up a fight about letting me make the potion, only warning me to be careful.

      The only good thing to come from these dark days was seeing Ezra. With his dad getting sicker by the hour, he was only allowed to leave the hospital to sleep. We’d worked together, side by side, and several times, we’d snuck outside for some fresh air to talk. He’d put on a brave face, but I knew the poison was now deep inside the bodies of its hosts, killing their organs. The oldies were suffering the most. Mrs Archer, Melas’s oldest resident, was on life support, not expected to live through the night.

      Elijah and I left the suburban streets, and with one more glance around, we disappeared into the woods. Once inside the trees, I dropped my shoulders and took in a long, deep breath.

      ‘That’s better,’ said Elijah, mirroring my own thoughts.

      ‘If someone told me a year ago I’d feel safer in the woods at night than on the street, I’d have thought they were nuts,’ I said.

      Elijah laughed and we continued on in silence, the full moon sprinkling its light through the leaves. Before long, we made it into the sacred space surrounded by the circle of trees.

      ‘Come on,’ I said, hurrying to the altar, where I laid out all of the herbs, flowers and roots that I’d prepared at home. Next to them, I placed the crystal angel, talisman, chalice, bottle of water and boline. Elijah stood by me as I measured and mixed the ingredients.

      ‘Stay where you are,’ I said as I set about casting the magic circle.

      When I was finished, I glanced up at the large round moon, which was inching towards its highest point.

      ‘I want to help do the spell,’ said Elijah.

      ‘You’re not strong enough yet.’

      ‘I think that’s for me to decide.’

      My cheeks flushed. ‘And what if you’re not, huh? What then?’

      ‘Well, that would be my problem.’

      ‘Would you learn not to be as stubborn as a mule?’

      Elijah laughed. ‘Always a possibility. Come on, sis, what’s the worst thing that could happen? You have enough power to make the spell work, so I’m just a hanger-on anyhow.’

      For the first time, I regretted bringing my brother. ‘Magic is not something you should take lightly. I…just…know it’s not a good idea for you to do magic tonight. Wait until you’re stronger.’

      Elijah’s lips pressed into a hard line. ‘You’re not my boss.’

      I put my hands up in the air. ‘Fine then, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.’

      Elijah’s face broke out in a big grin that quickly disappeared when a wolf howled close by, making goosebumps break out all over my body.

      ‘Boy,’ I whispered to Elijah as Boy strode through the gap in the trees and into the clearing, where he stood like a sentry on guard.

      ‘It’s time,’ I said, taking Elijah’s cool hand in mine. I placed the spell on the altar and by the light of the moon, we read the words together.

      

      
        
        
        By the light of the wicca moon

        Take these flowers

        Take these herbs

        Take this water

        And bless them by the magic of midnight

      

        

      
        Take from them the essence of nature

        The essence of their life

        And mix them together

      

        

      
        Deep within the earth

        The mushroom has come

        Its domed head hiding

        The seeds of doom

        Deep within its spores

      

        

      
        Take them now

        All of them

        And infuse them with your glory

      

        

      
        May these mushrooms now heal

        And take away all pain they have caused.

      

        

      

      

      When we finished our spell, our hands grew hotter and hotter until I wanted to pull my hands from his. I glanced at Elijah, who was sweating but still kept his hand in mine.

      ‘What happens now?’ he whispered.

      ‘We wait.’

      The heat between us continued to grow, and just when it felt as if my hand were burning, the chalice began to bubble. I waited for the puff of smoke, but this time the ingredients formed a round orb that floated until it was at our eye height.

      ‘What’s going on?’ said Elijah.

      I opened my mouth to reply, but then the orb caught on fire. I cried out and tried to grab it before it was destroyed, but Elijah held onto my hand.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I said, turning to Elijah, who looked to be in some kind of trance.

      Out of nowhere came a brief downpour of rain that put out the flames, pushed the burning orb back into the chalice and filled the chalice to the brim. The rain stopped abruptly and Elijah opened his eyes, which danced with magic. Together, we gazed down at the chalice and our magic potion. It looked like any other drink.

      ‘How…did you make it rain?’ I asked.

      Elijah pulled me into a bear hug. ‘Someone had to put out your fire.’

      ‘The power of two,’ I whispered.

      ‘How cool was that? I’ve never felt a rush like it in my life.’

      I glanced up at my brother, witnessing another side of him I’d never seen before.

      ‘I guess we can safely assume that water will be your signature power?’ I said.

      Elijah laughed and I found myself laughing with him. Together we felt the connections of the unknown universe that had been denied to us for so long. When we quietened down, I recited the words from the ancient witch prophecy.

      

      
        
        
        ‘Twin witches, together, we are 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.’

      

        

      

      

      The joy I’d felt only moments before faded away until I was left with an aching heart.

      ‘Hey, I’m not going to let any dark force come steal you away,’ said Elijah, putting his arm around me.

      I thought back to the attempts the dark forces had already made – the snake when we were babies and the panther, not once, but twice.

      ‘I know I haven’t been here for you lately,’ said Elijah, pulling me closer. ‘And I’m sorry about that. But I promise to take better care of you.’

      Tears filled my eyes as I stared at my brother.

      ‘So good to see you coming back… Thought I’d lost you forever.’

      Elijah laughed. ‘Can’t get rid of me that easy, sis. And anyhow, who else is going to put out your fires?’

      I laughed and wiped away my tears before I began packing up. The thought of getting this potion into the hospital and into the drips of the sick people weighed on my mind.

      ‘Ezra meeting us at the hospital?’ said Elijah, as though reading my thoughts.

      ‘He’s meeting me. You’re going home to bed,’ I said, turning to Elijah, whose short blast of energy had deserted him, leaving him looking weak and tired.

      ‘Not a chance,’ he said, grinning.

      ‘You’re almost as stubborn as…’

      ‘You,’ he said, before laughing.

      ‘Come on then,’ I said, placing the potion in my backpack.

      Together, we walked towards the entrance where Boy waited. Elijah froze as he took in the white wolf that was bigger than him.

      I squatted down and Boy nudged my neck and hair with his big nose.

      ‘Boy, do you remember Elijah?’

      Boy fixed his golden eyes on Elijah.

      ‘Do you remember seeing him when you were really sick?’ I asked.

      ‘Nope,’ said Elijah, crouching down and holding out his hands. ‘Come here, Boy.’

      Boy stopped playing, stood tall and strutted towards Elijah, whose eyes grew wider with his every step.

      ‘Just how protective is he?’ asked Elijah quietly.

      Boy’s body was rigid and his hair was on end. I’d seen Boy in action and knew he could rip Elijah apart in seconds. I held my breath as Boy stopped in front of Elijah, and they looked at each other, eye to eye.

      ‘Hey, Boy,’ said Elijah softly.

      Boy stared him straight in the eye for a long moment before dropping onto his front paws and bowing his head.

      What the…!

      Elijah fell forward onto his knees and placed a hand on top of Boy’s head.

      ‘Hey, Boy,’ he said.

      In a split second Boy jumped up and rushed at Elijah, pushed him over and licked his face. Elijah laughed and they rolled around together on the ground like a couple of toddlers. Finally, Elijah and Boy stood back up.

      ‘I don’t know whether to be happy or jealous,’ I said.

      ‘Choose “happy your brother wasn’t torn to shreds.”’

      ‘Come on then,’ I said, before we made our way out through the gap in the trees.

      In silence, we headed back towards town, where the lights grew brighter. We were close to the road when my skin prickled. I stopped and turned to Elijah, who was a few steps behind me.

      ‘What was that?’ asked Elijah.

      ‘What did you hear?’ I asked.

      As Elijah opened his mouth to reply, the ground he was standing on opened up underneath him. Boy leapt to where I stood, but Elijah was too slow and he began sliding into the hole, which was growing in size by the second.

      I screamed, leaning forward, but he was just out of reach.

      ‘Grab my hand,’ I shouted.

      Elijah tried to move, but the roots from the trees wrapped themselves around him and started pulling him down.

      ‘Stand back,’ yelled Elijah, who was frantically trying to pull himself free, but was sliding further down into the ground.

      The dark forces of nature!

      Heat built in my hands and I placed them on a nearby tree root. Immediately it wrapped itself around my hand, but I released my heat, and the roots recoiled and retreated from me and Elijah.

      ‘Quickly! Climb out!’ I screamed, trying to grab his hands, which were still just out of reach.

      The ground grumbled and opened up further, taking Elijah further away. I screamed as terror exploded inside me. The roots encircled Elijah, and I moved back before they found me.

      ‘Come and get your brother, Fire Queen,’ said a mesmerising voice from the earth.

      I felt a magnetic pull. One step and I’d be with my brother… Taken to a place that waited for me. A place I’d never been before… A place that would never let me go.

      ‘Oh no you don’t,’ said a voice in my ear as I was pulled back from the edge.

      I turned and there was Jet, his black eyes wide as he took in the scene before him. He gazed at me and suddenly he knew all there was to know about me.

      ‘Eva! Wake up!’ he said, rousing me from the spell I’d been under.

      I emerged from the fog and turned to Elijah, who was enclosed in tree roots, unable to move or speak.

      ‘Elijah,’ I screamed.

      ‘You get rid of the tree roots and I’ll grab him,’ said Jet. ‘Now! Do it! Now!’

      I closed my eyes, made myself breathe and tried to find my centre, but my mind was spinning.

      ‘Hurry up, Eva!’ said Jet.

      My hands remained cold as my powers deserted me. The roots wrapped themselves around my hands and started to pull me forward. Jet held me in his arms, stopped me. Elijah continued to slide further into the ground where his life would be taken, and my heart would turn to darkness, making me the Fire Queen.

      Then I remembered Violet’s words, ‘Fight fire with fire.’

      ‘You can do it, Eva,’ said Jet. ‘I know you can.’

      I sank further into myself and there, in the darkness, I found my strength – my powers – my fire. Heat built in my hands until they were piping hot. Then I sent it into the roots, which released me and Elijah. Boy held onto Jet’s jacket, and Jet quickly leaned forward and pulled Elijah from the earth, then took him some distance before they collapsed on the ground.

      I sat still and watched them, and turned back in time to see the tree roots come up and out of the ground – straight towards me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      As the tree roots came for me, I had no time to find my fire. Jet grabbed me and snatched me away moments before they reached me. This time I didn’t hesitate – I hurled a fireball into the exposed ground. The tree roots recoiled and the ground closed up, and it looked as though nothing untoward had happened.

      ‘That’s pretty cool,’ said Jet in my ear.

      That’s when I realised I was lying in Jet’s arms, which were wrapped protectively around me. I sat up, but he didn’t release me.

      ‘Let me go,’ I said, turning to Jet, who was alive and happy.

      He removed his hands, and his warmth left me as I moved to sit beside my brother.

      ‘Now that was something,’ said Jet, who was grinning. ‘I mean, I suspected you were witches and all, but not in my wildest dreams did I think you were the friggin’ Fire Queen.’

      ‘What?’ I said, realising that Jet knew our secret and the prophecy.

      ‘No point pretending,’ said Jet.

      I turned from Jet’s beaming face to Elijah’s fatigued one.

      ‘Are you all right?’ I asked quietly.

      Elijah nodded, but he looked as far from okay as was possible. His head was drooping and he could barely keep his eyes open. I placed my hands on his arm closest to me and sent some heat into him. He blinked quickly as he gazed down at my hand.

      Jet whistled before saying, ‘You really are the complete package.’

      ‘Shut up, Jet.’ I turned to my brother. ‘Come on. Let’s get you home.’

      Elijah nodded and tried to stand, but stumbled forward. Jet and I jumped to our feet and grabbed hold of him.

      ‘I’m okay,’ said Elijah quietly, trying to stand. ‘Let’s get to the hospital.’

      ‘What? Why?’ said Jet.

      ‘None of your business,’ I said, my tone sharp.

      ‘Oh come on, there’s no secrets between us now.’

      The reality of Jet knowing everything started to sink in, and it made my stomach turn.

      ‘There are plenty of things you don’t know about me,’ I said, removing the smile from Jet’s face.

      ‘Eva, leave the poor boy alone. He just saved my life…saved your life,’ said Elijah.

      ‘In case you’ve forgotten, Jet dobbed you in to Orpheus, who nearly took your life,’ I said.

      Jet’s breath caught in his throat, and I didn’t have to see his face to know the look I’d planted there.

      Elijah crossed his head. ‘Remind me not to get on your bad side, sis.’ Then my brother gazed past me to Jet, who was staring off into the darkness. ‘Thanks, mate – for saving me back there.’

      ‘Don’t mention it,’ said Jet.

      Elijah put his hand out, and both Jet and I stared at it.

      ‘I think we can safely say we’re even. All forgiven, hey,’ said Elijah.

      Jet met Elijah’s eye and I watched, lips parting, as Elijah forgave Jet for what he’d done.

      ‘Thanks, mate,’ said Jet, his mask gone. ‘That means a lot to me. I’m so sorry about dobbing you in. I never meant for that to happen to you or Eva. Truly.’

      ‘I know,’ said Elijah, stumbling forward again.

      ‘Hey, for once I think your sister is right. We need to get you home.’

      Elijah opened his mouth to argue, but I stepped in. ‘Best idea you’ve had. You take him home and I’ll go to the hospital.’

      ‘Come on, buddy. Let’s leave this witch to get on with her secret business,’ said Jet.

      ‘No one can know,’ I whispered.

      ‘You might think I’m the Big Bad Wolf, but a secret is a secret and if I recall, you protected mine,’ said Jet.

      I remembered back to the day I was questioned by Max at school when he’d hooked me up to a polygraph to try and find out who’d performed witchcraft in the centre of town.

      ‘Do you know what would happen to us, if anyone were to find out?’ I said, my voice hoarse.

      Jet jerked his hand across his neck as though he’d cut his throat. ‘We’re in this together, come what may.’

      The truth of his words sat heavily on me. Elijah swayed again and Jet grabbed hold of him.

      ‘Come on, buddy – let’s get you home,’ said Jet.

      ‘Be careful, sis,’ said Elijah before Jet grabbed his arm and started walking away.

      ‘Keep Boy with you while you can,’ said Jet. He glanced down at Boy, who stood by my side. ‘And stay close until we leave the woods.’

      ‘You know Boy?’ I asked.

      ‘Well, I never knew his name, but of course, me and Boy go way back.’

      My mouth dropped open and Jet laughed. The last thing he said to me as he led Elijah away was, ‘There are so many things you don’t know about me, Fire Queen.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I left Boy at the clearing and started towards the hospital. In the distance, under the streetlight, I watched Jet helping Elijah walk home. It was not a sight I thought I’d see in a million years. Yet a few hours ago I could never have imagined that Jet would learn our family secret. He was not someone I trusted with anything, let alone my life, and yet I had no choice.

      I tried to swallow what felt like a stone that sat in my throat. I’d hoped that Jet would fade from my life, but after tonight he was front and centre – and I sensed it was only the beginning.

      I let out a long sigh and kept moving, head down. The image of Elijah only moments from disappearing into the earth continued flashing with neon intensity. My breath caught in my throat.

      The snake, the panther, now this!

      It was the proof that I really was the Fire Queen. Until now, I’d chosen to believe in the power of coincidence and the possibility that it was a myth.

      But what if it was true? What if I really was the leader of a dark force? I tried to imagine what this meant, who they were, but I couldn’t wrap my head around it. If it was true, they’d need to turn my heart to darkness before I could be their leader. That’s why they were trying to kill my brother. They knew I would never recover – that all the light in my life would snuff out. And they would be waiting…

      Goosebumps broke out on my skin. I was right. I was being hunted, and my brother was too, but not for the same reasons. I stopped and watched until Jet and Elijah were out of sight, my heart contracting.

      When would they strike again? Would I be there next time? Would Jet be lurking close by to help us?

      Every part of me longed to run after my brother, but I would have to trust that Jet would help Elijah again. I resolved to find out all there was to know about the prophecy of the Fire Queen and how to keep these dark forces from getting to Elijah.

      I turned towards the lights in town. In the night ahead, I had to face the horror of the hospital, where the smells of rot and death had penetrated every particle of the building. In hours some people would start dying. If I did nothing, I could never live with myself knowing I’d held the key to their recovery.

      I got out my phone and sent Ezra a text.

      I have it. Meet you outside hospital in 10. X

      Within seconds, my phone beeped.

      I’ll be there. Stay safe. X

      I imagined his face when I told him what happened to Elijah…and Jet. I groaned. That was not a conversation I was looking forward to. Taking a settling breath, I focused my mind on the task ahead.

      It was deathly quiet in the streets, and not even the wind stirred. With Orpheus out of action, the special police department had fallen apart. All the rules and decrees had been abandoned. No one would be arresting or reporting me. Not tonight.

      Before I knew it, I was on the grounds outside the hospital and there, in the dark shadows under a large tree, was Ezra. I ran the last few steps and he opened his arms to me, held me tight.

      ‘You okay?’ he asked, looking me over.

      I nodded, unable to trust my voice.

      ‘What happened?’ he said, his eyes narrowing.

      ‘We can talk later. Right now, we have work to do.’

      He opened his mouth to argue, but I put my finger against his lips. ‘Later.’

      Ezra glanced up at the hospital, lines creasing his forehead.

      ‘How bad is it?’

      ‘Bad,’ he said. ‘Mrs Archer is only just holding on. Not expected to live till morning.’

      ‘And your dad?’

      He shook his head, his voice breaking. ‘Not good. I can’t believe it… His liver is failing. They say he’ll fall into a coma soon and after that…’

      I put my hand on Ezra’s arm. ‘We’re not going to let that happen. Still happy with our plan?’

      Ezra nodded. ‘There’s only a skeleton staff working. I’ve told them you’re coming in to help me check on the patients to give the nurses a rest. If we work quickly, we should be able to get the potion into the drips before daylight.’

      Every single part of me felt exhausted, and I craved sleep the way parched ground craved rain, but somehow, I would have to find the strength to get me through the next few hours. Ezra searched in his pockets, found a muesli bar, placed it in my hand.

      ‘Thanks,’ I said, ripping the top of the packaging.

      ‘When this is over, I’m taking you somewhere we can forget this whole mess.’

      Would this ever be over? Somehow, I doubted it. If Orpheus recovered, it would only be days before he was back at the reins, spreading his fear and hate into the people of Melas.

      Ezra took my hand and we walked towards the bright lights of the hospital, where the fates of so many souls rested heavily upon us.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      We’d had to wait for Orpheus’s security guard to go on a coffee break before I could enter his room. The putrid stench inside made me gag, and it took every bit of me to walk in there.

      In front of me, lying on his back like a dead man, was Orpheus. He was attached to so many machines with wires running in all directions around his body. His heart rate beeped slow and steady on the monitor beside him.

      A white sheet was pulled up over his large body so that only his head was exposed. I approached slowly. His face was as white as the pillow it rested on, and his beady little eyes were shut. His breathing was laboured.

      In the last few hours, Ezra and I had treated many patients together. He’d kept a lookout at the door while I’d put the potion in their drips. In that time, I’d stared into many deathly-sick faces. Some of them, I’d barely recognised. Without their make-up and pretences, they were as exposed as the faces of newborns thrust into an unknown world. Every time I’d looked, I’d lingered for a moment, seeing them for who they really were.

      The face in front of me now had lost its supreme confidence, its anger, its hate for all things, even himself. What was left was a boy who was lost and alone, remembering only the bad deeds he’d done and terrified for the price he would pay.

      Ezra stood outside, glancing up and down the corridor. His presence was easy to explain to the security guard should he return early. Less easy to explain was why I was in Orpheus’s room alone – something expressly forbidden. Every person entering his room was required to be accompanied by his personal doctor.

      I retrieved the potion from my jacket and carefully measured three drops into the drip. We had no way to be sure how much was needed, or whether it would even work, but as there was only enough for a couple of drops for every person, we had little choice.

      I quickly unscrewed Orpheus’s IV and readied my dropper. One small squeeze and it would be done. But my hand wouldn’t move. All I could think about was what he’d done to my brother and what he continued to do to his only son. I glanced through the window at Ezra, who was looking away. I could put the dropper away and Ezra would never know. No one would ever know. The power of this knowledge ran through my veins like a junkie’s drugs. For a moment, I imagined life without Orpheus.

      I’d been so busy staring at the dropper that I hadn’t realised Orpheus’s pale-blue eyes were open and staring at me. He blinked in recognition and tried to speak, but there was a tube down his throat.

      My fingers hovered above his IV. The weight of his destiny was in my hands. Orpheus let out a long groan and Ezra turned towards me.

      ‘Hurry, the guard’s coming back,’ he said.

      He turned his back on me again. Now was the moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      My hand trembled and the precious drops wobbled at the tip of the dropper. If I put them away, Orpheus would die. All of my problems would go away. This beast of a man would never be able to hurt anyone ever again.

      But then, a little voice whispered to me.

      What would that make you?

      Who would you become?

      I knew the answer straight away – I’d become as bad as Orpheus and the leader of a dark force. I’d lose my family. Ezra would never trust me again. I’d be a killer.

      I squirted the drops into Orpheus’s IV, and by the time I screwed the top back on and reattached it to his trolley, Orpheus had closed his eyes.

      Will he remember me? Will he remember the dropper in my hand? Will he ever know of my hesitation?

      Ezra called me sharply. I found my feet and within seconds, I’d slipped out the door and we’d turned the corner, out of sight, moments before the guard returned to duty. We ducked into a small kitchenette and closed the glass door.

      I nodded, and Ezra let out a long sigh before he hugged me tight.

      ‘I won’t lie. I did think twice,’ I said, knowing I couldn’t hold onto that burden of truth.

      Ezra’s eyes opened a little wider.

      ‘I don’t know what that makes me,’ I said, watching Ezra closely.

      ‘You wouldn’t be the first,’ he said dryly. ‘And I’d be lying if I said the thought hadn’t crossed my mind at times.’

      ‘Really?’ I said, placing my hands on his arms.

      ‘Only a few times, when…’

      ‘When what? Tell me.’

      Ezra raised his green eyes to mine, and in them was the story of suffering.

      ‘He’s tough on me, but he’s far worse to my mother.’

      My breath caught in my throat as I glimpsed an insight into his private hell. I waited as he found his words, his breath.

      ‘He controls her every move, her every thought… She’s–’

      ‘Trapped,’ I said, recalling the frail woman who’d kept my secret not once, but twice.

      He nodded, his eyes filling with tears. I pulled him into a hug and held this beautiful, damaged boy close. His mother was not the only one trapped. This boy – my boyfriend – whom I held in my arms was yet another prisoner of Orpheus Blackthorn, the man whose life I might have just saved.

      Outside, it was getting lighter and the clock on the wall showed it was nearly 6.00 a.m. I gently pulled myself away and rested a hand on the side of Ezra’s face.

      ‘Hey, it’s nearly morning and we have a couple more patients to see.’

      Ezra rubbed his eyes and stood tall. ‘Let’s go.’

      We worked quickly and finished administering the drops to the last sick patient as the day shift arrived. We said our weary farewells and hand in hand, we left the hospital and walked outside, where the sun was rising against the red glow that hugged the horizon. It was one of those beautiful, crisp mornings that erased all that had come before. It was also freezing cold, and I snuggled against Ezra as we walked back to his car in the car park.

      ‘I can’t believe it. We actually did it,’ said Ezra.

      ‘We did, didn’t we?’ I said, recalling one of the longest nights of my life.

      ‘When do you think it will start working?’

      I felt as if someone had winded me. All my thoughts had gone into getting the potion ready and administered. None of them had been about when it might work.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ said Ezra as we arrived next to his car.

      ‘To answer your question, I have no idea. My parents have never made the potion before – it may not even work.’

      Ezra stepped forward and took me in his arms.

      ‘If that happens, it won’t be your fault. You’ve done everything in your power to help these sick people, including my dad. You couldn’t have done any more.’

      I wanted to believe him. I did. But the fate of so many souls rested heavily upon me. I let myself be held by Ezra, who ran his hand gently down my hair that must have fallen from its ponytail sometime during the long night.

      ‘Come on, let’s get you home,’ he said, opening up the car door.

      I dozed as he drove, and then he helped me up the stairs and into my house. It was quiet inside, the only sound coming from a ticking clock. Ezra held my face in his hands as he gently kissed me goodbye. Quietly, he whispered in my ear. ‘I’ll call you later.’

      As he walked away, I felt as though part of me went with him. Later seemed like a long time to wait. I wrote a note to my family letting them know it was done and then climbed the stairs.

      I knew I’d be out of it the moment my head hit the pillow, but my dreams would not be for the innocent and kind-hearted. They’d be nightmares containing panthers, dark spirits and all of those deathly sallow faces I’d stared into all night – those poor souls on death’s doorstep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      When I woke, I kept my eyes closed and stayed deep in my consciousness. The branch outside my room tapped against the window, and the wind rattled the glass. Pearl’s warm body pressed against my leg. For a few moments, I forgot about the world.

      And then Mum’s phone rang downstairs and I was yanked from the place of bliss and thrust back into the modern-day Salem. Everything came back to me all at once, and I sat up, gasping in air.

      I threw my feet over the bed and stood quickly, then staggered to the chair where I slipped my dressing gown over my long white nightie. A quick glance outside showed the shadows were growing long. Surely there would be news by now about whether the potion had worked.

      I held onto the rail as I made my way downstairs, then stopped when I reached the ground level. Mum was on the phone, her expression unreadable. Elijah sat on the couch in front of the fire, with Dad sitting on the single seat next to him, the paper he’d been reading cast aside.

      ‘Right, yes, okay,’ said Mum. ‘We’ll be praying. Thanks for the call. Goodbye.’

      Mum put down her phone and for the longest moment of my life, she gazed at me blankly.

      It mustn’t have worked.

      Nooooo!

      Then Mum smiled, put her fist in the air and yelled, ‘It worked! Everyone has recovered.’

      My knees buckled and I clutched the rail to stop myself falling. Within seconds Elijah was beside me. He wrapped his arm around me and we walked into the living room, where we hugged and kissed our parents.

      ‘You did it,’ said Mum, looking between us and beaming.

      ‘The power of twin witches, huh,’ said Elijah, giving my arm a gentle knock.

      I laughed and was filled with a rare feeling of joy.

      ‘Who called?’ I asked.

      ‘That was the hospital calling to say that everyone has now made a full recovery.’

      ‘Even Mrs Archer?’ I asked, remembering the old lady on life support.

      ‘Even Mrs Archer. Apparently, she’s sitting up drinking tea and talking non-stop.’

      ‘Really?’ I asked.

      ‘Really,’ said Mum. ‘You should feel very proud of yourselves.’

      ‘What about Orpheus?’ said Elijah, his gaze flicking to me.

      Does he suspect me of not giving Orpheus the drops? Who does he think I am?

      ‘So, you think I’m a killer?’ I said.

      ‘Not for a second,’ said Dad.

      Mum glanced at Dad, a single crease marking her forehead.

      ‘You’re the only one, Dad,’ I said.

      ‘Well, did you give him the drops?’ said Elijah.

      ‘The witch with the dark heart,’ I said, feeling as though someone had stolen my breath.

      ‘Orpheus has recovered,’ said Mum. ‘Everyone is calling it a miracle. The nurse’s exact words were, “Jesus has risen from the dead.”’

      ‘Do you believe me now?’ I said, turning to my brother.

      ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘But you must have thought about it.’

      ‘Stop it, son,’ said Dad. ‘Eva made the right choice, and between both of you and Ezra, you’ve saved so many lives.’

      ‘Answer me,’ said Elijah, his gaze boring into mine.

      ‘Son,’ said Dad.

      Heat built up inside me, and before I could hold onto the words, I yelled, ‘Yes, I thought about it, after what he’s done to you and Ezra and even his wife! But I didn’t. I gave him the drops like everyone else.’ I gazed at my family in turn as I continued. ‘I would do anything for all of you – anything. Does that make me a bad person? Does that give me a dark heart? Does it?’

      Dad put his arm around me. ‘Of course you don’t have a dark heart. I don’t believe that for a second. It’s normal to have those thoughts about Orpheus, after what he’s done. The thing is, you gave him the drops. You made the right choice.’

      Mum and Elijah looked far from convinced. All of a sudden, I wanted to be far, far away from them all. But for now, I had questions that couldn’t wait.

      ‘Tell me more about the Fire Queen,’ I said.

      My parents exchanged looks. ‘We’ve told you everything we know. It’s a prophecy, one of many, that’s been passed down through the generations.’

      ‘Who are the dark forces?’ I asked.

      ‘Why are you asking? Has something happened?’ asked Mum.

      ‘Yes, something has happened,’ I said, then ignored Elijah’s protests and told them what happened the night before when the ground tried to swallow Elijah. By the time I’d finished, Mum looked as though she was going to be sick.

      ‘Good one, Eva,’ said Elijah.

      ‘I can’t do anything right, can I? All I’ve done is tell the truth. They deserve to know what’s going on. Does that make me a horrible person?’

      ‘Stop it, both of you,’ said Dad, steering Mum towards the couch. ‘We can talk about this later.’

      ‘Whatever,’ I said. ‘I’m outta here.’

      ‘Where are you going?’ asked Elijah.

      ‘I’m meeting up with Ezra. Is that okay with you?’

      ‘Fine then,’ he said. ‘I’ll be at Anna’s for dinner. Don’t wait up.’

      He grabbed his keys, phone and jacket and with one last snarl in my direction, he was out the door. I walked to the window and watched him disappear down the path and through the front gate.

      My fire turned to ice.

      What if the dark forces tried to take him again and this time, I wasn’t there to help him?
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      I couldn’t help but glance sideways at Ezra, who was driving. With his navy jumper, dark jeans and sandy-blond hair flicked to the side, he was gorgeous, and I had to keep reminding myself that somehow, unbelievably, he was also mine.

      ‘I’m sorry we’re not going out on a proper date,’ said Ezra, his green eyes turning to me for a moment before looking back to the road.

      My heart did a little jump, and I took a settling breath before answering. ‘No problem – we can go out another time.’

      ‘Another time soon. I did promise you.’

      ‘You did, didn’t you.’

      Ezra smiled as he spoke. ‘Mum pretty much begged me to bring you out here tonight.’

      Sweat prickled under my arms at the prospect of spending the night with Ezra’s mum, the woman I knew more about than she would be comfortable with, and who knew more about me than I was comfortable with.

      ‘She doesn’t know anything about last night, does she?’ I asked.

      Ezra shook his head. ‘A promise is a promise. Anyway, it’s probably best she doesn’t know too much. I trust her, but Dad has a way of getting information out of people.’

      I tried to swallow, but my mouth was dry. Would Orpheus ever try and use Ezra to get to me?

      ‘Besides, with Dad still in hospital until tomorrow, for once it’s not a circus at our house.’

      I remembered back to my first two horrific visits to Ezra’s house, and shuddered.

      ‘No police?’ I whispered.

      ‘No police. Tonight, there’s just you, me and Mum. Once we’ve eaten, she’ll no doubt head to bed to read.’

      ‘And what will we do then?’

      ‘I can think of a few things,’ he said, a smile playing in the corner of his lips.

      I cleared my throat, and he laughed as he pulled into the circular driveway outside the front of his house. Before I knew it, he’d opened my car door. We held hands as we walked up the grand staircase and into his beautiful yet imposing home.

      This time as we walked through the wide halls towards the living room, there was soft music that filled the silence. The smell of terror had been replaced by the delicious aromas coming from the kitchen. As we walked into the living room, made cosy by candles, open fire and closed curtains, it felt as though the house was a real home.

      ‘Eva,’ said Gretel, coming towards me with a big smile, dressed in a long floating dress. ‘It’s so good of you to come.’

      Gretel was still as skinny and birdlike as ever, but she was also quite transformed. It was like glimpsing someone for who they could be, rather than who they were.

      ‘Thanks for having me,’ I said, handing over a box of chocolates.

      ‘How lovely,’ she said, taking the chocolates and setting about making us drinks. Before long, we were seated around the fire, chatting away. Dinner was delicious and when a warm chocolate pudding was placed in front of me, I realised I was enjoying myself.

      ‘Now, Eva, before I go and leave you two in peace, I wanted to say thank you.’

      My spoon, which had been dipping into the chocolate, stayed where it was.

      ‘I haven’t done anything,’ I blurted out.

      ‘Oh, but you have,’ she said, a large smile on her thin face.

      I glanced at Ezra, whose eyes were rigid.

      ‘I hear you and your family have been at the hospital all the time, helping the sick people. That’s very, very kind.’

      I made my spoon move through the pudding.

      ‘Oh, that’s nothing at all – everyone has been helping.’

      ‘You’re very modest, dear. Not as many people as you would think have been there, so your help has been most appreciated. Even Orpheus told me he remembers you bringing him much comfort.’

      I raised my spoon to my mouth.

      ‘Why even last night, he said you were there. Said that he knew death was waiting for him and then he opened his eyes and you were there, like an angel. Next thing he knew, he was feeling much better.’

      CRAP! He knows. He remembers. Did he see the dropper?

      I put the pudding in my mouth and tried to chew what felt like concrete.

      ‘It was nothing, really,’ I said.

      ‘Well, we don’t feel that way. Both Orpheus and I are very grateful that you’re part of our son’s life – and our lives too.’

      I choked on the pudding and took a long sip of water.

      ‘I know we’re a lot to take on, particularly Orpheus, but I wanted to say thank you. You’re a caring soul,’ said Gretel.

      I gazed at Gretel, whose gentle eyes did not hide secrets. This woman who had suffered at the hands of her husband still held only kindness in her heart – kindness she’d passed on to her only son.

      ‘Anyhow, I have a good book waiting for me in bed, so I’m going to say goodnight, darlings.’

      Ezra stood and hugged his mum. He was almost double her size. I knew then why he could never leave home, never leave his beast of a father. His mum needed her son like the rest of us needed air.

      ‘I’ll see you in the morning, Ezra. We can collect Dad around 10 a.m. Sound okay?’ said Gretel, a shadow passing over her face.

      ‘How could I forget?’ said Ezra, and they both laughed.

      ‘I’m going to miss this,’ she said. Sadness flooded her eyes.

      I stood and she held my hands and kissed me on each cheek before she walked away. As she reached the door, she turned to us.

      ‘Such a beautiful couple. I shall always remember this moment,’ said Gretel.

      And then she was gone, and the atmosphere in the room almost felt wistful without her.

      For a few moments, neither of us spoke.

      ‘Shall we go check out my room?’ he finally said, taking me by the hand.

      Alone. With him. In his room?

      ‘I don’t know if that’s a good idea,’ I said.

      ‘For a start, I have my own wing, well away from my mum, and secondly, I don’t bite.’

      My breath was a traitor and deserted me completely. Ezra laughed and before I knew it, I was laughing too.

      ‘Okay then,’ I said, stepping up to him, wrapping my hands around his head and pulling his lips down to mine. Something I’d wanted to do since he’d picked me up.

      We pulled apart, his eyes hungry.

      ‘Maybe you should be worried,’ he said.

      ‘Come on,’ I said, my heart splattering. ‘Lead the way.’
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      I turned around inside his room, taking in what could best be described as a retreat. At one end of the room were Ezra’s king-sized bed and en suite, and at the other end was his own living room that had its own TV and entertainment system, leather couches, bookcases jammed with books and even his own fireplace.

      ‘This is…’ I said, glancing at the floor-to-ceiling glass windows that ran the length of his ridiculously long room, which jutted out the side of the house, the opposite end to his parents’ bedroom and the main living room.

      ‘Too much,’ said Ezra, who was lighting the fire.

      ‘Maybe just a little,’ I said, raising an eyebrow. ‘Okay, maybe a lot.’ I laughed and sat down next to him on the sumptuous white rug next to the fire. ‘My attic seems like a shoebox in comparison.’

      ‘I don’t know, a snuggly little room in the attic with a cat called Pearl seems pretty good to me. I like to think of you there.’

      ‘Well, I do love it.’

      Ezra sat next to me and took my hand, put it to his lips. ‘I can’t believe you’re here with me.’

      ‘That makes two of us. Never in my wildest dreams…’

      He threaded his fingers through mine, and time stood still as we stared at each other, light flickering in his eyes. Everything about the moment felt perfect, as though it had been waiting for us all along.

      We moved towards each other and with a burning deep inside, I sat on his lap and took off my jumper, leaving me in a long white silk top. His eyes opened wide and he ran his hand down my face, my throat and followed the line of my breast, his lips parting. My insides twisted and turned, and I felt as though I might catch on fire.

      Slowly I started to undo the buttons on my shirt, and Ezra’s gaze flitted down to my hands. In the time we’d been together, I’d been over and over in my mind what I was ready for, whether I was ready for anything beyond kissing, but I hadn’t gotten anywhere.

      For the first time in my life, I felt a surge of a new power. I stopped thinking, rationalising, second-guessing and gave in to my desire that was bigger than me, bigger than Ezra, bigger than both of us together.

      Ezra let out a low groan as I opened up my shirt.

      ‘I want you,’ I said.

      His gaze burned me and he sat up and kissed me in a way that left me in no doubt the feeling was mutual. I opened my eyes for a second and saw my reflection in the glass windows. I barely recognised myself – who was this woman? I pulled back and glanced around at all the glass windows, where anyone could looking at us.

      Ezra blinked and followed my gaze. ‘It’s okay, no one can see in. Not unless they’re parked out there in a boat, or sitting under my window.’

      There was only one person in this world sick enough to be looking in. Max! I strained to see through the glass, but I could only make out the white-capped waves in the ocean.

      Ezra pulled my shirt together and started doing up my buttons.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I asked.

      Ezra chuckled. ‘And here I was thinking you would be scared of me.’

      My face burned as he finished my last button and gently kissed me on the lips before pulling away.

      I knew the sting of rejection, but not for anything as personal as this. For a moment, I was too stunned to move.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ said Ezra.

      ‘Don’t you want me?’ I whispered.

      Ezra put his hands on my arms. ‘Oh, Eva, you have no idea.’

      ‘What does that mean? Tell me. I don’t know how this works.’

      Ezra took a long, deep breath before he spoke. ‘You have no idea how much I want you. Call me old-fashioned, but I don’t want to rush this.’

      My face was burning. ‘You must think…’

      ‘Think what? That you’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever laid eyes on.’

      ‘I’ve never done anything like this before. All I know is…’

      ‘What do you want, Eva?’

      ‘I want you, all of you.’

      I felt as though I were perched on the very edge of a thin branch, the breeze blowing strong.

      Ezra’s eyes widened. He put his hands on my face and gently brought it to his. Before long, his hands were everywhere and I felt consumed with desire I didn’t understand, but that burned through my veins.

      It took me a moment to realise that Ezra had stopped and was sitting back, panting. ‘I’m sorry. I want to wait,’ he said.

      A splash of anger spread inside me. ‘Just be honest, Ezra. You don’t want me. I get it, okay.’ I slid off his lap and pulled my knees up to my chest, staring into the night that huddled against the windows.

      ‘That’s not it at all,’ said Ezra, running his hand through his hair.

      ‘I understand why,’ I said, the memories of my fight with Elijah flooding back to me.

      ‘What?’ he said.

      ‘You can sense the darkness in me.’

      ‘Darkness…’

      ‘What you don’t know about me is that, apart from being a witch, I’m the ill-fated Fire Queen – born with both darkness and light in my heart.’

      Ezra stared at me as though he was seeing me afresh.

      ‘My mum knows it, and even Elijah knows it. It’s probably just a matter of time before I turn to the darkness. If I’m not right for you now…then I’m never going to be right for you. It’s probably best for you…’

      Ezra knelt in front of me and placed his hands on my arms. ‘Hey, stop it right there.’

      I stopped talking as tears flooded my eyes. Placing my head on my knees, I tried to pull myself together. For a long time, all I could hear was the crackle of the timber burning.

      ‘Eva, look at me.’

      I kept my head where it was, too mortified to show my face.

      ‘Please,’ he said.

      Something in his voice spoke to me, and before I could stop myself, I found myself staring into Ezra’s green eyes.

      ‘Hey, please don’t cry,’ he said softly before wiping the tears from my face.

      I opened my mouth to tell him it was probably better for him that we weren’t together, but he pressed his finger against my lips. ‘Before you say anything…we need to clear something up. I’ve never felt anything like this before. I can’t really explain it more to you than that it’s like we fit together like two halves of a whole.’ I wiped away my tears as the truth of his words washed over me. ‘Being with you has been like waking from a nightmare to find I’m living the best life imaginable. Having you here, in my room, alone, is something I’d never dared to dream would happen. Yet here you are. And what’s more…you want me…me.’ Tears sprang to Ezra’s eyes. ‘For who I am.’ This time I wiped away his tears. ‘This is the only time in my life that I’ve been happy, so don’t you dare think for a second that I don’t want you in my life, in this room, in my bed,’ he said. Something primal stirred inside me. ‘You mean so much to me, Eva, and although I want you in a way I can’t possibly explain, I know it’s not the right time.’ He glanced up to the roof. ‘I must be completely nuts, but I want our first time to be more than just the experience. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but when it happens, I want it to be the beginning of our future.’

      My heart felt as though it’d gotten a jump-start.

      ‘Future…’ I whispered.

      ‘We’re young and we have our whole lives ahead of us. I don’t want to be just your first boyfriend, the first guy you had.’

      ‘What…what are you saying?’

      He leaned forward and undid the clip that was holding my hair together. My hair fell in waves around my shoulders, and Ezra pushed a long lock behind my ear.

      ‘I’m saying that one day, when this whole crazy situation is behind us and we are older and ready, I want us to take this next step with more commitment.’

      ‘As in…getting married?’ I whispered.

      What the hell?

      Ezra raised both eyebrows and smiled. ‘We’ll have to wait and see, but I think we can both agree it’s going to be worth the wait.’

      What? No! I don’t want to wait!

      I felt as if I’d been dumped by a wave of emotions and couldn’t find my feet.

      He placed his hand over my heart and spoke. ‘And as for being the Fire Queen, I know you – you’ll always choose the light.’

      I was truly lost for words. Fragments of thoughts came and went, but nothing formed.

      ‘You’re so beautiful, Eva – inside and out. I wanted to look at you…remember this moment…forever…’

      I locked eyes with him. In that moment, I knew two things – first, Ezra was my true love, someone who knew me implicitly and without judgement. Second, I didn’t know how I was going to be able to wait. He might have needed a bigger commitment from me to take the next step, but something had awoken inside me; I was hungry and I didn’t know how long I could wait.

      He blinked and sat back as though he’d read my mind.

      ‘I should probably get home,’ I said, putting my jumper back on and standing up.

      Ezra gathered his keys and jacket, then took my hand, then pulled me in close and whispered in my ear. ‘Wait with me.’

      My desire for him surged through me, and I ran my hand down his whiskery face before letting out a low groan and taking a step away. ‘I’ll try my hardest.’

      Lines appeared on his forehead as the truth of my words hung like incense in the air.

      A light flashed from under the window and we both turned to look.

      ‘What the hell?’ said Ezra, striding to the end of his room and opening up the door to the balcony.

      I stepped onto the balcony after him, icy wind assaulting me, blowing my hair in all directions. I shivered, but it wasn’t just from the cold. Someone had been outside, watching us. Watching me take off my shirt – watching Ezra reject me as he did my buttons back up. Someone out there had seen it all. Who would do that? What creep?

      Max! Max would do that!

      I scanned the darkness, but the pervert had slipped away. All that remained were the waves from the ocean as they rose and fell against the river water, forever changing their placid composition.

      That’s when I knew, I was the ocean and Ezra was the river and he’d turned from me, retreating into quieter waters.
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      The new church bell installed at the apex of the church stopped tolling as we made our way up the stairs and into the vestibule, where the priest was waiting for us. Orpheus strode forward and received the priest, who kissed him on both cheeks. Orpheus held out his hand for Gretel and presented her to the priest. He bowed at her, clearly not allowed to lay his lips on her. Orpheus then stepped aside, and the priest’s eyes widened as he saw me.

      My cheeks burned and if Ezra’s hand weren’t clutching mine, I’d probably have turned and run back down the stairs.

      ‘Eva, Ezra, how good to see you both. Welcome,’ said the priest, spreading his arms.

      ‘Thank you, Father,’ said Ezra.

      ‘Thank you,’ I said quietly.

      I glanced at Ezra, who made comfortable small talk with the priest about the miracle recoveries of so many. I still couldn’t quite believe I’d been invited to sit with the Blackthorn family, let alone agreed. It had taken some convincing by Ezra for me to accept that I’d be better off being seen publicly with Orpheus. It had been Violet, strangely, who had convinced me it was a very smart idea.

      Orpheus turned to me and smiled broadly, and I knew that I couldn’t possibly be any closer to my enemy than I was in that moment.

      ‘After you, dear,’ said Orpheus, opening the door for me.

      My breath deserted me, and Ezra gently nudged me forward. It was a full house and every person in the congregation turned towards us as we walked, hand in hand, into the church.

      I wanted to die as I took in everyone’s reactions to what they were seeing. The old ladies all smiled at me as if I were their favourite darling. Our fellow students’ mouths hit the ground. Violet winked at me. My family – sitting close to the front – appeared to be frozen. Max, who stood on guard at the side entrance, watched me hungrily. Anna wasn’t looking at me; she was staring at Noah, whose face was bright red as he clamped his mouth shut, keeping his thousand silent insults inside.

      So much had happened since Ezra and I got together, but in reality, we’d been together for only a week and clearly, word had not got around.

      My gaze flicked to Elijah, who simply shrugged. I’d assumed he’d told Anna about Ezra and that she would have told Noah, but Elijah had barely seen her since the day we picked mushrooms, and things still didn’t look right between them.

      ‘Eva,’ said Ezra quietly, gesturing to our seats at the very front of the church. I almost leapt onto the wooden bench where Ezra sat on one side and his mother on my other. I took a few settling breaths, grateful I no longer had to look at anyone apart from the priest. No such luck. Within seconds, Orpheus was standing at the front of the church, his mouth set while his pale-blue gaze roamed the church, probing the souls of his community.

      My hands began sweating, so I let go of Ezra’s hand and placed mine on my white dress, which I was now – unbelievably – expected to wear every Sunday to Mass.

      ‘Welcome,’ said Orpheus, his smile not reaching his beady eyes. ‘If someone told me this time last week that I’d be standing here in front of a full and healthy congregation, I would have called them insane. Yet here we are.’

      I remembered back to a week ago, the day after the poisoning – the day Ezra and I went into the woods to find the plants for the potion – the day we found out Orpheus was poisoning our water supply.

      ‘By God’s miracle we sit here together as a family. For this, I will be forever grateful,’ said Orpheus.

      A murmur broke out amongst the congregation, and I turned around to see many people saying their thanks to God while performing the sign of the cross. Ezra nudged me and I followed him in the sign of the cross, my insides squirming.

      Orpheus’s smile slipped from his face and the room fell silent. ‘Sometimes, it’s our darkest days when we are shown the light of the truth. Like many of you, last week, I experienced my darkest day. The day I thought I’d meet my maker.’

      I recalled Orpheus’s face before I gave him the drops – the moments I witnessed the sickness in his soul.

      ‘It was then I was shown the truth in a vision – about who did this to us.’

      I remembered his eyes flicking open.

      My heart raced. Does he know?

      ‘Silence!’ roared Orpheus to the congregation, which had cried out.

      Ezra’s arm moved around mine and squeezed gently. I turned to him and he gave me a small reassuring smile, which I attempted to return.

      How can he remain so cool?

      I turned back to Orpheus, who’d watched our every move. He nodded in our direction before his gaze raked his audience.

      ‘The person responsible for this is the same person who poisoned our waters.’ His voice rose with every word.

      I gripped the edge of the pew as Orpheus thundered his accusation. ‘It was a witch.’

      It was as though everyone in the church took a sharp intake of breath. Ezra nudged me and I mimicked the shocked expression on his face. Everyone started talking all at once, the word witch repeated over and over.

      Orpheus’s eyes interrogated us all, seeking the witch responsible. I felt as if I was going to be sick.

      ‘There’s a witch amongst us. I can feel it – smell it – taste it. They could be here with us, right now, hiding and pretending to be one of us. They could be sitting next to you,’ said Orpheus.

      I made myself look surprised, knowing that every other person’s eyes would be flitting left to right, wondering who’d committed this grievous crime.

      ‘Hear me when I say I won’t stop until I have found them – until they have been punished for their sins – until the devil himself has been expelled from their body and our community.’

      It was freezing inside the church, but I was burning up.

      ‘Quiet!’ yelled Orpheus, his hands up in front of himself. ‘Do not distress yourselves. I have a plan to expose them. In the next three days, every man, woman and child in Melas will be tested in three ways to determine whether they are a witch.’

      I felt as though I might pass out.

      ‘Tomorrow at 9 a.m. sharp, every person who lives in Melas will be expected to meet at the town square, where we will start performing tests. Rest assured, we will not stop until the witch has been found and exorcised. Anyone not in attendance will automatically be under suspicion. School and non-essential business will be cancelled until further notice.’

      By the time Orpheus finished speaking, the congregation was completely silent. Ezra was talking to me, but I couldn’t hear a thing. All I could picture was the moment I was discovered as a witch, knowing what would happen to me.

      The priest stood and took his place at the front of the congregation, his quiet words and gentle ways bringing everyone back from the edges of hysteria. By the time the service was over, my legs were shaking. Ezra helped me stand and hand in hand, we followed Orpheus and Gretel back down the aisle and out into the pale sunshine that did nothing to warm my bones.

      Thankfully, Orpheus and Gretel were soon engulfed by parishioners, and Ezra and I made our way to stand under the shade of a large tree some distance from everyone. I turned my back to the church, finally letting my face take on the shape it wanted.

      ‘You okay?’ Ezra asked, placing his jacket around my shaking shoulders.

      ‘No,’ I said. ‘What the hell! We’re going to be tested for witchcraft.’

      ‘First I heard of it, but I’ll try and find out everything I can. I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about,’ he said, before laughing as though I’d said something funny.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Max is looking our way.’

      Even the mention of his name made me sick. I remembered back to last Wednesday night when I’d thrown myself onto Ezra, only to get knocked back, big time, and then seen someone – probably Max – had been spying on us.

      Ezra’s jaw clenched. ‘I saw the way he stared at you when we walked into the church. I swear to God–’

      ‘You what? Swear to God?’ I said, a small giggle bursting unexpectedly from me.

      Ezra blinked at me and then smiled. ‘Yes, well, that would be highly inappropriate.’

      ‘You’re going straight to hell, along with me.’

      ‘Don’t say things like that,’ he said, his face deadpan.

      ‘I was joking.’ I cocked my head to the side. ‘Do you believe in hell?’

      Ezra opened his mouth and closed it again. That’s when I knew that he believed in all this mumbo jumbo and no one was forcing him to attend church. I let go of his hand and took another good, hard look at him.

      ‘Before you judge me, hear me out,’ said Ezra. ‘I do believe in God and yes, I do believe in heaven…and hell, but I don’t believe in the fanatical version of Christianity that my father has embraced.’

      ‘But…how do you accept me?’ I asked, my question swelling up in the air between us.

      ‘The same way you accept me. I just do.’

      Ezra’s green eyes told me everything I needed to know. Finally, he broke the connection and gazed back to the thinning crowd. Before I knew it, he’d stepped forward and kissed me on the lips. I backed up, startled. ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Kissing my girlfriend,’ he said, a smirk on his face. ‘When I said I wasn’t ready, I didn’t mean for kissing, or other things for that matter.’

      Ezra was looking beyond me again, and I turned to see him in a staring contest with a very pissed-off-looking Noah. Next to him were Anna and Elijah, who appeared to be attempting some very awkward small talk.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I said.

      ‘Letting him know you’re mine.’

      ‘Excuse me?’ I said, snapping his attention back to me.

      ‘Well, you are, aren’t you?’

      ‘Of course I’m your girlfriend, silly boy. But you don’t own me and you don’t need to act like a–’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘Like a jerk. Poor Noah. It was bad enough that he found out the way he did, and now…this.’

      ‘Poor Noah, nothing.’ Ezra turned his full stare onto me. ‘He barely takes no for an answer, and even though you think he’s as sweet as pie, he’s not. He needs to leave you alone.’

      My mouth dropped open as I saw another whole side to my boyfriend.

      ‘Are you…jealous?’ I asked.

      ‘Am I jealous of all the guys who can barely keep their tongues in their mouths when you walk past? Absolutely. Am I jealous of guys like Jet and Noah, who would do anything to be with you? You bet.’

      ‘You…can’t be serious.’

      Ezra let out a long sigh. ‘I’ll always tell you the truth, Eva.’

      ‘You’re serious? You’re not going to go all psycho on me, are you?’

      Ezra took a step closer and pushed my hair behind my shoulders, then leant in and kissed my neck, his face lingering. My whole traitorous body tingled.

      ‘Am I going to have trouble with you?’ I said.

      ‘Probably,’ he said. ‘You smell so good.’

      ‘Stop it,’ I said firmly.

      He straightened, a cheeky grin on his face. ‘What?’

      ‘You don’t play fair.’ I thought about the days, weeks, probably years ahead where I would be filled with nothing but desire.

      ‘Since when did I say I would play fair?’

      I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. One thing was for certain. This jealous, infuriating, hot, sweet young man in front of me held me in the palm of his hand.
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      I knew someone was walking towards us by the way Ezra stood taller. I turned to see Elijah approaching. Every day he grew stronger, and for the first time in a long time, he had a little colour back in his face.

      ‘Hi, Elijah,’ said Ezra, holding out his hand, which Elijah took. It was a sight I still wasn’t used to.

      ‘Mum thinks we should head home…for a family meeting,’ said Elijah.

      I glanced at Ezra, who’d invited me out for lunch.

      ‘You should go,’ said Ezra, taking my hand again. ‘Spend some time with your family. I’ll see what I can find out and let you know.’

      ‘That would be great,’ said Elijah. ‘Eva, you ready?’

      Ezra turned his attention towards his dad, who was striding towards us, his face unreadable. My heart pounded and Elijah turned in time to be met by Orpheus, who clapped him on the back.

      ‘Great to see you, Elijah,’ he said cheerfully.

      Elijah’s face drained of colour, but he pasted on a smile and turned to Orpheus. ‘And you, sir.’

      Orpheus smiled at me. ‘Eva, it was lovely to have you sitting with us today. I must say every time I looked down at you two lovebirds, I kept thinking what a striking couple you make.’

      My face burned, but I managed to mumble out a thank you.

      ‘Son, your mum and I are leaving, so we’ll see you at home.’

      ‘Thanks, Dad – see you soon,’ said Ezra.

      ‘Don’t be a stranger,’ Orpheus said to me. He nodded in my direction before turning and striding away, leaving an awkward silence.

      Elijah raised an eyebrow at me. ‘Eva?’

      ‘Meet me later?’ asked Ezra.

      I glanced at Elijah. He was staring after Anna, who was leaving with her family.

      ‘I’ll try,’ I said, then pecked Ezra on the cheek and passed him his jacket before looping my arm through my brother’s and walking away.

      ‘I’ll try…’ said Elijah, mimicking my voice once we were out of earshot. ‘Poor bloke.’

      I turned back towards Ezra, who hadn’t moved, but one of the pretty red-headed girls from school was making her way towards him. It was as if an arrow punctured my heart. Elijah laughed, and it took a good dig in the ribs to shut him up.

      ‘You’re in deep, sis,’ he said before starting to whistle.

      Don’t I know it, I added silently.
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      At five o’clock, there was a sharp knock at the door and my heart did a full somersault. I stood quickly.

      Elijah, who was sitting across from me in the living room, let out a low whistle before saying, ‘Don’t think I’ve ever seen you move so quickly.’

      ‘Shut up,’ I said, throwing my cushion at him before attempting to not run to the front door.

      I glanced at my parents, who were busy in the kitchen cooking dinner. They stopped what they were doing for a few moments and watched me open the door to Ezra. He was standing there, flowers in one arm and a box of chocolates in the other.

      ‘Hi there,’ I said, opening the door wide.

      ‘Hi yourself,’ he said, kissing me on the cheek before stepping inside to be greeted by my family. They rushed forward to welcome him.

      In less than a minute my family managed to disarm Ezra’s nerves and begin their interrogation about the witchcraft tests. Ezra took it all in stride, answering thoughtfully. When my parents paused for breath, I took Ezra’s hand.

      ‘Come on, let’s go sit by the fire.’

      ‘We’ll get some drinks,’ said Mum before my parents disappeared into the kitchen with Elijah, who winked at me on his way past.

      Inside the lounge, it was warm and cosy, and we sat together by the fire.

      ‘Thanks for inviting me over. Your family are great.’

      ‘They like you,’ I said, realising it was true.

      A flush of colour spread up Ezra’s throat and across his cheeks.

      ‘I like you,’ I whispered, wondering when I’d be able to bring my feelings into check.

      His eyes softened. ‘Right back at you.’

      ‘So,’ said Mum from the entrance to the room, watching us. ‘Care for a drink?’

      ‘Thank you, Mrs Martinez,’ said Ezra, standing to receive his juice.

      ‘Please call me Angie,’ she said.

      I waited for her to leave us alone again, but instead she sat down opposite us and was soon joined by Dad and Elijah.

      ‘Call me Christian,’ said Dad before taking a sip of his drink.

      ‘I’m sorry to say I couldn’t find out any more about the…tests…tomorrow,’ said Ezra.

      ‘That’s fine, son,’ said Dad.

      ‘Yeah, right. That’s all you’ve been talking about all afternoon,’ said Elijah. He mimicked Dad’s voice. ‘Do you think Ezra will know?’

      ‘Elijah,’ snapped Mum before turning to Ezra. ‘But I’m sorry to say Elijah is not exaggerating. We’re worried, but that’s not why we invited you over. We want to get to know you, make sure you know you’re always welcome here.’

      ‘It’s great to be here, with your family,’ said Ezra, his face scarlet. ‘I truly wish I knew more, but Dad’s keeping everything hush-hush. Mum doesn’t even know. But if I find out anything, I’ll let you know straight away.’

      ‘Okay, can we stop the inquisition now?’ I said.

      As the logs in the fire burnt down and were stocked again, we passed time easily, eating and chatting. By the time Ezra excused himself and thanked my family for dinner, I knew he’d passed the invisible test.

      ‘Come on, I’ll walk you out,’ I said, ignoring the raised eyebrow from Elijah, who was removing our dessert plates from the table.

      Outside on the porch it was dark and cold, and I was glad to have put on my thick jacket. The moment the door was closed, Ezra wrapped his arms around me, dropped his head next to mine and whispered in my ear. ‘I really like your family.’

      I wished I could say the same thing back to him, but I had to make do with the words, ‘I like you.’

      He raised his head and watched me for the longest time. ‘I’ve fallen hard for you, Eva.’

      My breath left me as I placed my hands on his face and pulled his lips down to mine. My cold lips met his hot ones, which were as hungry as mine. Eventually, we pulled away.

      ‘I’ll take care of your family tomorrow,’ he said finally. ‘I’ll pick you up around 8.30.’

      ‘Thanks,’ I said, never wanting to let him go.

      The light above our heads turned on and we pulled apart.

      ‘See you tomorrow,’ I said, putting my hands inside my jacket pockets.

      He leaned forward and whispered in my ear. ‘Mon cour.’

      My heart.

      Before I could reply, he was walking away from me, down the stairs.

      Across the road, Violet’s curtains flapped, making me giggle. The sharp old gal was at it again.

      Ezra raised his hand and I blew him a kiss, which made him laugh before he climbed into his silver Porsche and sped away, scattering the rusty autumn leaves far and wide.

      The porch light flicked off again and I was left in the darkness. Without Ezra to distract me, the reality of what the rest of the week would bring hit hard. Over the next three days, every resident of Melas would be tested for witchcraft. I knew of the tests performed back in the Dark Ages. They wouldn’t perform those cruel, archaic tests, would they? Surely this was just a smokescreen to make Orpheus feel in control?

      As I glanced around at the houses of my neighbours, every blind was drawn, every door was shut – locked. I’d seen into the souls of the people on the sickbeds, and the mushrooms had done more than poison their bodies – the death caps had poisoned their minds as well. People wanted justice.
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      No one spoke much at breakfast the following morning. After a good while of staring at my porridge, I tipped it into the bin.

      ‘Please be careful today,’ said Mum, who looked as tired as I felt.

      Last night had been one of the longest I could remember, as I imagined every possible test Orpheus might use.

      ‘I can’t believe I’m saying this, but do whatever it takes to get through these tests. And I mean anything,’ said Mum.

      Elijah, a good foot taller than Mum, put an arm around her. ‘We’ll be okay, Mum.’

      She put her hand over her son’s. ‘I love you both…so very much.’

      ‘We love you too,’ said Elijah. ‘And we will get through this.’

      All of a sudden, tears threatened and Mum took me in her arms like she used to when I was younger.

      ‘Love you, Mum,’ I managed to stammer out.

      Mum pulled back from me and spoke sternly. ‘Whatever it takes, Eva.’

      ‘Whatever it takes,’ I repeated.

      ‘And if Dad or I are implicated, you must not come to our rescue, either of you. Promise me?’ said Mum.

      My heart fluttered. ‘I can’t promise that.’

      ‘You must,’ she said. ‘Please.’

      ‘No,’ I said firmly.

      ‘Nothing can happen to you,’ said Mum.

      ‘And it won’t,’ I said.

      Mum wiped her eyes, and her gaze flickered between Elijah and me as though she were looking at us for the last time. ‘Take care of each other.’

      ‘Don’t say that,’ said Elijah and I at the same time.

      ‘It’s all going to be okay,’ I said.

      But my words held no conviction and we all knew it.

      The days of any kind of certainty were well and truly over.
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      Ezra and I barely spoke on the drive into town. He still hadn’t been able to find out a thing about the tests, and the frustration was written in his every movement.

      ‘It’s going to be okay,’ said Ezra as he parked the car.

      We were early, but most of the town was already there, lined up in a long line that led into the town hall. Within seconds, he was out of the car and held my door open. I took a few deep breaths and forced myself into the character of Ezra’s sweet and innocent girlfriend.

      I climbed from the car, and hand in hand, we walked down the gentle grassy slope towards the crowd.

      ‘Want to skip the queue – get it over and done with?’ he asked.

      ‘Probably not a good idea,’ I said quietly, noticing the looks we were already attracting. ‘Let’s line up.’

      We joined the back of the line and greeted those near us. Before long, my parents joined us, with Jet standing behind them.

      Jet never set foot inside church, but word must have well and truly gotten around. His usual black leather jacket had been replaced by a navy woollen jacket and his dark hair, always slicked back, was styled normally. He looked completely different… He looked…

      He caught me staring and spoke loudly. ‘Good morning, Eva.’

      I glanced away, my face hot, no doubt blushing and giving me away. Ezra’s lips pressed together and he put his hand on my back, gently positioning me so that I faced away from Jet. Before I could redeem myself, Orpheus strode to the podium.

      Sunshine sparkled on the bay behind him as he spoke. ‘Good morning,’ he said, his booming voice sending seagulls to the skies. ‘In a moment, you’ll take turns being tested for witchcraft.’

      A chill travelled down my spine.

      ‘One at a time, you’ll be taken into a room where you will undergo the first test. If you fail one of the three tests, you’ll be excused. Two fails and you’ll be considered suspicious. Three, and you’ll be named a witch.’

      I tried to swallow, but felt as though a golf ball were lodged in my throat.

      ‘We’re here to root out the evil that has taken hold of our community, before it spreads like fire. The evil must be dragged into the light to be cleansed and made pure again by whatever means necessary.’

      What the hell!

      ‘For we shall not stop until the word of the scriptures has been fulfilled – thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.’ Orpheus scanned the crowd before he stormed off the stage and disappeared into the town hall.

      Every part of my being wanted to run for my life, but I dared not move an inch or exchange a look. Ezra pulled me closer, but it brought me no comfort. I doubted whether I’d ever feel comforted again.

      Slowly, we shuffled forward. It was the first time I had the tiniest inkling of how it must have felt for those poor suffering souls in the Holocaust waiting to be herded onto trucks that would take them from everything they had ever known.

      People who had completed their tests began leaving the other side of the town hall. Not one of them turned back as they fled to their cars. No one in the line spoke a word, and by the time we reached the front of the line, I could barely breathe.

      ‘Next,’ said a female police officer, her hard eyes assessing me from head to toe.

      I stepped forward and let go of Ezra’s hand.

      ‘Wait for me outside,’ he said calmly.

      I nodded, unable to trust my voice.

      The door to the town hall opened from the inside. I stared straight ahead as I walked through. Outside was cold and sunny, but I stopped in a small foyer that was hot and dark.

      ‘Eva,’ said Orpheus, coming forward and greeting me like a long-lost friend.

      I put on my smile. ‘Mr Blackthorn, how good to see you.’

      ‘Sorry about all this,’ he said, gesturing around him. ‘Necessary evil, hey.’

      I nearly choked, but made myself nod. ‘I understand,’ I said, then took a deep settling breath.

      ‘Max,’ shouted Orpheus, making the people milling around freeze – including me. Within seconds, Max appeared, his face lighting up when he saw me.

      No! No! No!

      ‘Max, meet Eva Martinez, Ezra’s delightful girlfriend. Now, I promised Ezra I would take special care of her, so why don’t you help her do the test – make sure it’s painless.’

      ‘Absolutely,’ said Max, like the Big Bad Wolf. He started walking away. ‘Follow me, Eva.’

      My legs felt glued to the ground.

      ‘See you soon, Eva,’ said Orpheus.

      I was staring at Max, who’d turned around, waiting for me, when Mum’s words came back to me: ‘Do whatever it takes.’

      I took a deep breath, pasted on my smile.

      ‘See you soon, Mr Blackthorn,’ I said before following Max into the main building.

      Behind me, Orpheus greeted his son. I heard Ezra exclaim something to his dad, but his words were lost as we entered the main section of the town hall. Above us was a large domed glass roof that covered a massive open space. Tucked all around the sides of the building were offices, most of them empty, but several with lights on.

      Max stopped outside the last office in the corner and held the door open.

      ‘After you,’ he said, his beady eyes alive.

      I glanced around, but there was no one else in sight.

      ‘I haven’t got all day,’ said Max, the spark of a warning in his voice.

      Every inch of me craved to bolt for the exit of this nightmare. Instead, I straightened my back and walked into the office. The moment we were inside, Max closed the door behind me. In front of me, there was a desk with a chair on either side. It was stifling hot and I slid off my puffer jacket, regretting it the moment I did. Max’s gaze roved over my blue jeans and, more slowly, over my fitted white woollen cardigan.

      ‘So, what do I do?’ I asked, pulling my jacket in front of me.

      ‘Sit,’ he said, pointing to the chair furthest away, before sitting in the other chair.

      I sat and faced the sicko who’d tried to find me in my bedroom and had done unspeakable things to my brother – but, thanks to the memory-altering potion, he could not remember.

      ‘So,’ I said, sweat prickling under my arms.

      ‘How are you, Eva?’

      Whatever it takes.

      ‘I’m good. Shall we…get started?’

      ‘In a bit of a rush?’

      ‘I don’t want to keep Ezra waiting, that’s all,’ I said.

      Max blinked rapidly, and I knew I’d found my mark.

      ‘We wouldn’t want to keep your boyfriend waiting,’ he muttered.

      ‘Right,’ I said, crossing my arms.

      Max leaned forward and thrust a medium-sized black book across the table. I collected it before it spun off the table, then held it up. There, in embossed silver writing, were the words, Holy Bible.

      Oh crap! Was he going to test my knowledge of the Bible? If so, I was definitely going to fail.

      Max let out a gruff laugh. ‘Don’t worry, Eva, I’m not going to quiz you on the Bible.’

      Pull it together, Eva.

      He was reading my every thought, my every move.

      ‘I’m…learning,’ I said, as sincerely as I could.

      He cocked his head to the side.

      ‘Open the Bible and read me…say a page. Think you can do that?’ he said.

      What!

      ‘Is that the test? Whether I can read from the Bible?’ I asked.

      He smiled wickedly, and I knew he was laying a trap for me. The only problem was that I had no idea what it was.

      ‘You’ll see. Now read.’

      I cleared my throat and opened up the Bible to a random page. The writing was ridiculously tiny, and a quick scan revealed old-fashioned words and a style of writing I wasn’t familiar with.

      Max tapped a finger on the table. ‘I thought you were in a hurry.’

      ‘Sorry,’ I blurted out. I held the Bible close to my face and began to read, my words fluent as my eyes dashed through the lines.

      Several times I slowed to make sure I pronounced the words correctly, but I didn’t falter. I was about three quarters of the way down the page when the heat made me feel drowsy. Beads of sweat sprang up on my forehead, and I paused to wipe them.

      Max, who looked both tired and grumpy, sparked to life. ‘You stopped.’

      What?

      I glanced back down at the words and continued reading, but Max got his notebook out and made a note.

      Had I failed – because I stopped?

      I continued reading, but my breath was no longer smooth and clear; it was rushed and my words came out in fits and starts, and my tongue tripped over several words, so that some sentences made no sense at all.

      As Max’s grin grew wider and wider, my words became increasingly tangled. By the time I reached the end of the page, I was covered in sweat and Max’s notebook was full.

      I used my sleeve to wipe my sweat away.

      ‘Pretty hot in here,’ he said, grinning.

      ‘Sorry, what? Are we finished?’ I said, my words crisp.

      ‘Do you mean, have you passed? Oh no, sorry, sweetheart, you most definitely didn’t pass. You see, one of the signs of a witch is that they can’t read from a Bible.’

      ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘While you may not have a problem with your words now, you certainly had some trouble reading from the Bible. Stopping, starting, incorrect pronunciation of words, skipping and rushing words. Tut, tut, Eva.’

      My scalp prickled.

      I kept my voice as even as I could. ‘I stopped reading because it’s sweltering in here, and I stumbled over a few words because you make me nervous. Big deal.’

      ‘I make you nervous? Why would that be?’

      I held in my groan. ‘I always get nervous in tests. Can I do it again?’

      ‘Poor Eva,’ he said, ripping out the page of his notebook. ‘Well, I suppose I could let you do it again.’

      ‘Oh, thanks. That would be great. I’ll be much more careful.’

      ‘At a price,’ he said, his lips parting.

      ‘What!’ I said.

      Max’s gaze darted to the door.

      ‘Keep your voice down, sweetheart. We don’t want others thinking they could get the same second chance.’

      The heat in my hands grew and I pictured laying them on him, burning him to a crisp.

      ‘There’s a good girl. Would you like to hear what you could do to make me rip up this little piece of paper, so you can go back to being Ezra’s perfect princess of a girlfriend?’

      I stood up. ‘I don’t think I do.’

      Max stood and blocked my path as I tried to walk to the door. He grabbed my arms and moved so close I smelt stale coffee on his breath.

      ‘I think we both know what I want,’ he said.

      I tried to push him away, but he gripped me harder. I screamed at the same time Ezra yanked open the door.

      ‘What the hell is going on in here?’ Ezra said, his anger flashing like a beacon as he took in the situation.

      ‘Police business that doesn’t concern you,’ said Max.

      ‘Like hell it doesn’t. Get your hands off my girlfriend,’ said Ezra, grabbing hold of Max’s jumper.

      ‘She failed the test,’ said Max, letting me go.

      Ezra cringed and my heat left me. I was in trouble.

      ‘I stopped reading once and stumbled over a few words in a whole page, that’s all,’ I said.

      ‘You made her read a whole page?’ said Ezra, shaking Max.

      For the first time, Max was lost for words.

      ‘She only had to read a paragraph, you idiot. But you knew that, didn’t you?’ said Ezra.

      ‘Like I said, this is police business, and none of your concern,’ said Max.

      Ezra pushed Max and he fell backwards. ‘Rip up your report and let Eva read one paragraph again.’

      ‘Eva had her opportunity to do the test again, and she chose not to,’ said Max.

      ‘What?’ said Ezra, looking as if he wanted to press Max into the ground with his thumb.

      ‘Is that right, Eva?’ asked Ezra.

      ‘I guess he would have given me another chance if I’d done what he wanted.’

      ‘And what would that be? What could you possibly want from my girlfriend?’

      ‘That, my friend, is none of your business,’ said Max, pushing roughly past Ezra as he walked away, then saying casually over his shoulder, ‘I have to register Eva’s test results.’

      Ezra’s face turned red, and I quickly stepped in front of him and placed my hands on his chest before he charged at Max.

      ‘What did he want?’ Ezra growled.

      ‘Let’s go outside,’ I said, then took his hand and pulled him from the room and out the back door.

      The cold air struck the back of my throat. I stopped leading Ezra, and he steered me across the deserted square until we stood beside the bay, out of earshot. Tears sprang to my eyes, and Ezra pulled me into a bear hug and held me tight.

      When my tears subsided, I pulled away to see my family walking towards us, their looks of satisfaction telling me they’d passed. One look at my tear-stained face removed the smiles from their faces.

      ‘What happened?’ asked Mum, spider’s lines forming around her eyes.

      I tried to speak, but I felt powerless as I remembered Max’s arms holding me against my will.

      Ezra spoke for me, told them what had happened. When he finished, Elijah turned to the town hall, his voice gruff. ‘I’m going to get that weasel if it’s the last thing I do.’

      ‘Elijah,’ said Mum, her eyes widening.

      I gazed at my white-witch brother, who in the past never had a cross word to say, but not anymore. My twin witch was back, and he wasn’t the same person as before.

      ‘Max isn’t worth it,’ said Ezra.

      ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ I said.

      ‘That’s my sis,’ said Elijah, a smile spreading across his face.

      ‘Stop it, both of you,’ said Mum.

      I glanced out across the bay, which sparkled like diamonds in the morning sun. How could something so bad be happening somewhere so incredibly beautiful?

      ‘Don’t worry, he won’t get away with this,’ said Ezra. ‘I’ll be reporting him and asking whether Eva can do the test again.’

      ‘No,’ I said firmly. ‘All that will do is draw more attention to me. It’s just one test. I have to fail all three before I’m…named a witch. Surely I won’t fail all three.’

      Mum and Dad exchanged glances, while Elijah stared at the ground. Ezra looked completely pissed off.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ I repeated.

      A loud banging noise came from the hall. I turned to see Jet storming out, then heading across the square towards the park. He glanced in our direction before pulling up his jacket collar and turning away.

      ‘Looks like someone else failed,’ said Elijah. ‘Poor guy. And it’s not like anyone at home will care.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ I asked, Jet’s figure growing smaller as he strode beneath the towering trees, their flaming orange-and-red leaves unspeakably beautiful in their demise.

      ‘Jet’s parents died in a car accident when he was just a boy,’ said Elijah. ‘He lives with his nan, but she’s really old and he looks after her more than she looks after him.’

      What? The carefully constructed image I’d formed about smart-mouthed Jet was blown into a million pieces, leaving my heart aching. What must he feel like now, a witch all alone, knowing he was one step closer to persecution?

      Ezra cleared his throat. ‘I think it’s best if I spend the afternoon with my dad – try and find out more about the test tomorrow.’

      ‘That’s a wonderful idea,’ said Mum, staring at Ezra as though he were her new favourite person.

      ‘I’ll call you later, okay?’ he said, then kissed my cheek before farewelling my family and heading back to the town hall, where an insane, archaic test that had no place in 2025 was being performed on terrified citizens.

      ‘Come on, let’s go home,’ said Dad, taking my arm.

      Home? Is that where we were? My old home, with its cosy nooks and family dropping by uninvited, bringing gifts of figs, apples, freshly baked cakes and stories to share, made my heart ache.

      I pictured our old home, doused in morning light, empty, waiting for us. Our extended family hiding out in their homes, under investigation. I tried to picture us living there again, but our house remained empty, forgotten and lonely.

      It was in that moment I knew one of the dark times of history, when witches were burned at the stake, had been resurrected. Evil had stirred it from its grave, and it was rising from the dead wanting only one thing – to be repeated.
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      I heard Ezra’s car pull up out front of our house, and every inch of my body turned fluttery. After yet another sleepless night and being no closer to finding out what the second test involved, I felt as though I were floating just outside my body.

      I walked to my bedroom window and watched Ezra get out of the car. He normally bounced out and was up the stairs in no time. Not today. Today he took his time. Today he glanced up at our house as if it were a ghost house. Today he looked as though he was at the last place he wanted to be.

      I swallowed. Had it gotten too much for him? Was I too big a risk? Was he better off without me?

      I was staring off into space when he knocked on the front door, making me jump. Mum’s rapid footsteps dashed across the floor downstairs before she welcomed Ezra into our house. I listened to their muffled conversation, but I couldn’t hear their exact words. Ezra had spent all afternoon at the town hall, but hadn’t learnt a thing. The tests were being kept a secret from everyone – including Orpheus’s own family.

      ‘Eva,’ yelled Elijah from downstairs.

      In another life, I’d be running downstairs, eagerness in my steps. Instead, I felt as though my legs were part of the timber floorboards.

      Outside, several neighbours made their way out into the blistery day where they would be tested for witchcraft. Ezra assured me about a third of the community had failed the first test along with me. So far no one was on the watch list, especially not me.

      Orpheus had apparently laughed when Ezra had told him about my failure. Orpheus had not laughed, however, when Ezra told him about Max’s behaviour towards me. Against my wishes, Ezra had appealed to his dad on my behalf, complaining vehemently about Max’s intimidating and predatory behaviour. For a long time, his dad had said nothing, but then his dad told him jealousy became him and walked away.

      I remembered Ezra’s face when he’d told me last night. If looks could kill, his would have done it. I’d reassured him, thanked him for trying, but nothing had erased that look on his face.

      I heard Ezra’s light and determined steps on the stairs and I turned to see him standing in my doorway, his eyes burning.

      ‘Hi,’ I said softly.

      ‘Hi yourself,’ he said, walking to me and taking me in his arms, kissing my forehead. ‘Nice room.’

      I let out the breath I was holding and felt myself soften.

      ‘You ready?’ he asked, putting his finger under my chin so that I had no choice but to look into his eyes.

      No!

      I found my voice. ‘You don’t have to do this, you know.’

      His hand dropped and his eyebrows pulled together.

      ‘Do what?’

      ‘This…us.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘It’s too risky…for you.’

      ‘Is that all you’re worried about?’

      ‘Is that all? Ezra, Orpheus is your dad and if I fail these tests, well, what will that mean for you?’

      Ezra let out a long breath. ‘You had me worried there for a minute.’

      ‘I can tell you’re worried.’

      ‘I am worried – about you, not me. Watching what this is doing to you and your family…to so many…it’s torture. It’s my father doing this…’

      My frozen heart thawed and I held him close. ‘We can’t choose our blood family, but I choose you.’

      He pulled back and whispered in my ear. ‘I choose you.’

      For a short, precious moment I forgot all about the crazy, mixed-up life we lived. But the tinkle of Pearl’s bell as she strutted into the room and launched herself onto my bed brought me back with a resounding thud.

      ‘Don’t suppose you heard any more about the test today?’ I whispered.

      ‘Not a word,’ said Ezra, checking his watch. ‘But we’d better make a move.’

      ‘Oh,’ I said, realising we had fifteen minutes to make our appearance. I gathered my belongings and took one last look at Pearl snuggled on the end of my bed, her gaze transfixed on me. I gave her a parting pat, whispering, ‘See you soon.’

      For a split second I pictured the same scene tomorrow, but this time I could be saying goodbye to Pearl for the last time. Tomorrow I could be named a witch, and my sin would be cleansed from me, by whatever means possible.

      ‘It’s going to be okay,’ said Ezra, taking my hand.

      Is it? How do you know?
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      The line outside the town hall was longer than yesterday. The sky was crystal clear again, but the air was colder, and white breath blew from people’s mouths. My family pulled up next to Ezra’s car, and we silently made our way down to join the line.

      Word must have got around that a third of the community failed the first test because not a sound could be heard. Pretty much everyone knew or loved someone who must pass the test today to not be considered suspicious.

      Everyone was too busy staring at the town hall to notice our arrival. Everyone except Noah, Anna and their parents, who were a few metres ahead of us in the line. Noah scowled at me before turning his back on us. Anna smiled and waved but stayed where she was, and Elijah stared after her wistfully. They still hadn’t put things right between them, the unspoken truth creating an ever-expanding void.

      The line moved slower than yesterday, meaning the test was taking more time. My mind flitted through all the different possibilities of what they were testing for, but like the last two nights, I came no closer to knowing.

      When the sun reached the midday point in the sky, we stood at the front of the line. Ezra, who was behind me, leaned forward and whispered in my ear. ‘I made Dad promise Max won’t come near you today.’

      A mixture of relief and anger coursed through my blood. I’d asked Ezra not to interfere, knowing it would only draw more attention to me, but the relief that Max wouldn’t intimidate me won out.

      ‘Thanks,’ I said quietly.

      ‘I’ll meet you outside. Deep breath, okay?’ he said.

      The door in front of me opened, and the same female police officer who’d helped me take the lie-detector test at school walked out.

      ‘Eva?’ she asked, her gaze skipping between me and Ezra.

      For a moment, I forgot her memory of me had been erased by the memory-altering potion and my heart skipped a beat.

      ‘Officer,’ I said, attempting a smile.

      ‘Call me Carol,’ she said, smiling back. ‘You’ll be with me today. Why don’t you come inside?’

      I turned to Ezra and my family one last time and managed a raspy goodbye before I followed Carol into the overheated town hall.

      This time Orpheus was nowhere to be seen as we made our way into the domed part of the building where lights were glowing from five offices, but no police officers were about.

      ‘This way, please,’ said Carol, whom I followed across the open space and down another corridor to a room at the darkened end of a hall. She opened the door and bright light streamed out, making it difficult for me to see.

      My breath shortened and my legs wouldn’t move.

      ‘Come on in, Eva,’ said Carol kindly.

      Still, they wouldn’t budge.

      Carol walked to where I stood. ‘Everything okay?’

      ‘Sure,’ I croaked, my vision clearing so that I made out an ordinary, run-of-the-mill office – with no Max.

      I stepped into the office, where there was only a partition and no desk.

      ‘What’s the test?’ I asked.

      The moment before she spoke, Carol lost her look of self-assurance. In its place was a woman who didn’t want to say what she had to. That’s when I knew the test was going to be bad.

      Carol closed the door to the office and turned to me. ‘Eva, today we’re testing for the marks of a witch.’

      ‘What?’ I said.

      She blinked quickly and looked a little lost for words.

      ‘For us to identify who are the witches in our community, we all must undergo this test. I promise that I’ll be very discreet and fast, and it won’t hurt at all.’

      I knew without being told what she meant. I would have to take all my clothes off so that she could check my skin.

      ‘That’s an invasion of privacy, not to mention completely nuts,’ I said, pulling my jacket closer around me.

      She almost rolled her eyes. Clearly, I wasn’t the first person who’d had an issue.

      ‘I know why you feel like this, but trust me, it’s in your best interest to get this over with. Anyone who refuses must explain themselves to Orpheus.’

      So, that’s where he was. Snowed under with complaints.

      She lowered her voice. ‘What other people don’t know is that if they refuse the test, they automatically fail.’

      ‘Oh,’ I said.

      Two fails. Permanently under suspicion.

      ‘Shall we just get this over with so you can get out of here?’

      I took a deep breath. Carol seemed like a nice enough lady. One quick check of my skin and it would be over.

      Then I remembered. I had a mole, right at the base of my back. One ordinary-looking brown mole that I’d never thought twice about, but which would be considered the mark of a witch and might jeopardise my life.

      ‘Everything okay?’ she asked.

      ‘Sure,’ I whispered.

      ‘Okay, I’ll leave you to undress behind the partition and then step back here. I’ll be back in a few minutes.’

      ‘Right,’ I said, my face burning.

      ‘Look, everyone else has to take all their clothes off, but you don’t need to. Keep your underwear on and I’ll be back,’ she said before leaving the room.

      For a few moments, my mind spun in all directions.

      Think, Eva. Think.

      I took a deep breath. I could do this. By some stroke of luck, my knickers were high cut and black. If I could pull them all the way up, I might be okay. I darted behind the screen and stripped my clothes off as quickly as I could. I walked out from behind the partition, turned around so my back was to the door, and pulled my knickers up as high as possible. It was touch and go. If I moved, I’d probably expose my mole.

      The door opened and closed behind me. There had only been a few times in my life where I’d felt exposed and terrified, and this was definitely one of them.

      If I don’t move, I’ll be okay.

      I listened to Carol’s breathing as she walked across the room towards me. I waited for her to speak, to reassure me that we would be done in no time, but she remained silent. Every part of me wanted to turn to her, but moving would risk exposing my mole.

      ‘Carol,’ I said, but she didn’t reply. She stepped closer until I sensed her behind me, could feel her breath on my skin.

      ‘Is everything okay?’ I asked, breaking out into a cold sweat.

      I shuddered as I felt a cold finger on the base of my back, only centimetres from my mole. Her fingers traced up and down my back, over my buttocks and down my legs, then rose again until they unclipped my bra, which fell to the ground.

      ‘I didn’t think we needed to do that,’ I said.

      There was no reply and her fingers continued down again. This time they grabbed hold of my knickers and pulled them down. I turned around and there was Max’s leering face taking me in. Heat burst through my hands, but I used them to pull up my knickers and cover my breasts.

      ‘GET OUT!’ I screamed.

      He put his hands up. ‘Just doing my job and to be fair, you don’t seem to mind where Ezra touches you.’

      ‘WHAT! You spied on us, didn’t you, you…sick and twisted pervert,’ I hissed. ‘Where’s Carol? She was supposed to do this.’

      The door opened and there, standing on the other side were Carol and Jet, their mouths dropping open.

      ‘Officer McCann, I’m going to have to ask you to leave,’ said Carol, stepping inside.

      ‘Just going,’ said Max, grinning from ear to ear as his gaze continued to roam my body.

      ‘NOW!’ she said.

      Carol’s voice stirred me and I stepped behind the partition, where I started to dress as quickly as my shaking hands would allow.

      ‘Don’t tell me what to do,’ said Max, his every word issuing a threat.

      The next thing I knew, I heard a struggle and a punch being landed. I stuck my head out to see Jet nursing his knuckles and Max lying on the ground, cursing. Carol was dumbstruck as she glanced between them.

      ‘Touch her again and you’ll have me to answer to,’ said Jet. He nodded at me before striding from the room. He disappeared as quickly as he’d arrived.

      Max turned towards me, his look as dark as the night. He pointed his finger at me. ‘That’s two strikes.’

      I retreated behind the partition, but my hands were shaking so much I couldn’t put my clothes back on. I gave up and sat down on the ground.

      ‘What are you talking about?’ said Carol.

      ‘She has a mole, right side, upper buttock.’

      Carol took a sharp breath, and I pulled my legs up and rested my head against them.

      ‘She’d pulled her knickers up so high that I had no choice but to check,’ said Max.

      Tears sprang to my eyes.

      ‘It’s best you leave,’ said Carol.

      ‘It’s best you make the record, lady. I’ll be checking, and remember the consequences for sympathisers.’

      I listened to Max’s heavy tread as he walked across the office, then paused at the door. ‘It was mighty good to see you, Eva. We’ll have to catch up tomorrow after strike three, because there’ll be no one to step in for you then.’

      The truth of his words, the danger I was in, hit home and I started to sob.

      ‘Oh dear,’ said Carol, who placed my jacket over my shoulders and squatted down beside me. ‘I’m so sorry, Eva. Max gave me an urgent job the moment I came out of this room. I came back as soon as I could.’

      ‘It’s not your fault,’ I blurted before wiping my eyes on my shirt, looking up at Carol’s warm brown eyes that were full of pity.

      I took a few steadying breaths and stood. Carol passed me my clothes before disappearing past the partition.

      Neither of us said another word as I finished dressing. When I stepped back out she stood with her clipboard in her hands, my name no doubt ticked off as having failed for the second time.

      ‘You going to be okay?’ she asked.

      No!

      ‘Thanks for being kind,’ I said quietly before leaving the room and making my way back down the corridor and into the glass-domed room, where sunlight was pouring in. I glanced around, but it was quiet. The screaming of silent protests was happening inside the rooms where people were being stripped of their clothes and their dignity. None of it made sense, yet here we were.

      I put one step in front of the other until I found the exit. I pushed open the door and sunlight filled my vision. I stumbled forward, lost my footing and fell onto the hard ground.
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      I let out a cry of despair as I hit the paving. Large hands wrapped around me and pulled me into an embrace, pushing warmth back into me.

      ‘What the hell are you doing?’ yelled Ezra, some distance away.

      I pulled back to see that I was wrapped in Jet’s arms.

      What the…

      I stepped back and he let me go, his warmth instantly leaving me. I stumbled backwards and Ezra rushed forward and grabbed me. He glanced between me and Jet, whose eyes were lasered on mine.

      ‘What happened?’ said Ezra.

      I tried to speak, but my words got caught in my throat. All I could remember was Max’s hands on my body and the knowledge of what would happen to me should I fail one more test.

      ‘The deviant Max, that’s what happened,’ said Jet, his eyes wild.

      ‘What did he do?’

      Tears sprang to my eyes, and through my watery vision I watched my parents rush across the open square towards us.

      ‘He did what he planned to do – he saw her naked and God only knows what he said.’

      Ezra cursed under his breath as his face turned the deepest shade of red.

      ‘And how do you know this?’ said Ezra.

      ‘That’s all you want to know? A sick and twisted monster is obsessed with Eva, and you’re worried about whether I saw her naked.’

      ‘Did you?’ said Ezra.

      ‘It doesn’t matter what I saw, mate. What matters is what Max is doing.’

      Ezra moved towards Jet and I pushed him back. ‘Stop it, Ezra. Jet helped me – he decked Max.’

      Ezra stopped moving, his eyes wide.

      ‘It felt good, too,’ said Jet, raising his swollen red fist. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’

      As Jet began walking away, I found my voice. ‘Jet.’

      He turned around, his dark eyes zapping against mine.

      ‘Did you pass?’ I asked.

      It was as if a cloud passed over his face. ‘There’s always tomorrow.’

      Tomorrow!

      This time tomorrow I could have failed a third test and been branded a witch – life as I knew it effectively over. Max would be waiting for me.

      Jet’s eyebrows drew together as though he had the same thought as me.

      ‘Thank you,’ I whispered.

      He smiled, a crooked smile, the one he reserved for me. ‘Don’t mention it.’

      My family arrived at the same time Jet left. The questions from my family had left me exhausted. Once I’d managed to get out the flavour of what had happened, invisible seeds of anger had been planted inside Ezra.

      Ezra kissed me on the top of my head, promised to visit in a few hours and then strode to the building and disappeared into its bowels.

      Dad held me up as we walked away from the town hall. Elijah, who’d passed the second test along with my parents, hadn’t said a word throughout the questions. Instead, he’d stared at the door to the town hall as if he wanted to kill it.

      ‘Max’s day is coming,’ said Elijah, opening the car door for me and helping me inside. ‘Come on, sis, let’s get you home. We have work to do.’

      I gazed up at him, but his eyes were like steel. Heat pulsed through me as I took in the meaning of his words. All the shame, the feelings of being helpless and vulnerable – they drained from my body and into the ground underneath me.

      I was a witch, a powerful witch. Inside me was generations of knowledge. Fire burned inside me as my birthright. I would not, could not stand by and go down without a fight.
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      Elijah paced the lounge room like a caged lion.

      ‘Come and sit,’ I said, patting the sofa beside me. ‘He’ll be here in a minute.’

      Elijah stopped pacing and placed his hands on his head. ‘And he definitely has info on the third test.’

      ‘That’s what he said.’

      ‘What were his exact words?’ said Elijah.

      Ezra’s car rolled to a stop outside our house. ‘Why don’t you ask him yourself?’

      Elijah opened the door and I walked to stand beside him as Ezra strode down the path towards us. Gone was my carefree boyfriend on his way to pick up his girl. The young man coming towards me in the dying light was on a mission to help save me.

      Ezra bent down and pecked me on the cheek before shaking Elijah’s hand.

      ‘Come in,’ I said, scanning the quiet street before closing the door behind us.

      My parents, who’d been in the kitchen, rushed forward and hugged Ezra in turn.

      ‘Can we get you anything, son?’ asked Dad.

      ‘No, thank you,’ said Ezra. ‘But we need to talk.’

      ‘Come and sit down,’ said Mum. She led him into the lounge room and sat beside him, my dad sitting on the other side.

      Elijah and I sat opposite them. If my future weren’t on the line, I’d have laughed at the sight in front of me – my parents’ new favourite person was jammed in between them. But there didn’t seem to be anything left in the world to laugh about.

      ‘What did you find out, son?’ asked Dad.

      ‘The third test will be in the bay,’ said Ezra, then paused as though visualising the image in his mind. ‘Every person will be tied up and thrown into the water. If they sink, they’ll be deemed innocent. If they float, they’ll be considered a witch.’

      ‘You have to be kidding,’ said Elijah, his every muscle clenching beside me.

      ‘I wish I was,’ said Ezra, rubbing his face. ‘I overheard my dad on a call. They’re setting up for it now.’

      I tried to swallow, but all I could picture was my body floating on the surface of the bay and Max’s face alight with pleasure.

      I blinked, my focus coming back into the room, and saw that Ezra’s green eyes looked red-raw with dark circles underneath.

      ‘Well, that’s pretty good news. Most people sink when they’re thrown into water,’ said Dad, rubbing his whiskers.

      ‘What about the bay? It’s putrid,’ said Mum.

      ‘Everyone will get sick…again,’ said Elijah.

      I remembered discovering the pipe that was pumping salt into the river, poisoning it.

      ‘All that salt being pumped into the bay – everyone will float,’ I said.

      ‘It’s a trap,’ said Elijah.

      The truth of Elijah’s words made everyone sink into their seats.

      Everyone except Ezra, whose words leaked anger. ‘My dad’s planned this all along to create fear…hate…power. What kind of person does that? I’m sorry for this…for everything.’

      ‘Oh, son,’ said Dad, putting his arm around Ezra. ‘This isn’t your fault. You are not your father.’

      Something inside Ezra gave way and his eyes filled with tears. ‘He’s a beast. You’d be better off without us.’

      My heart felt as though it were being squeezed tight. Mum placed her arm around Ezra so that he was enclosed in my parents’ arms, and said in her don’t-argue-with-me voice, ‘Don’t you dare say that.’

      Ezra wiped away his tears with the hankie Dad passed him.

      ‘Thank you,’ said Ezra.

      ‘We’re family now, remember?’ said Elijah. ‘So you’re stuck with our parents too.’

      We all laughed and Ezra smiled at my parents, saying, ‘I could think of worse things.’

      As the fire crackled, the room fell into a deep silence.

      ‘So, how are we going to make sure Eva doesn’t float tomorrow?’ said Elijah.

      ‘She can’t go into the water,’ said Ezra.

      ‘If I don’t, I’ll automatically fail,’ I said, remembering Carol’s word of warning.

      ‘But…’ said Ezra, panic rising in him like a tide.

      The edge of an idea that had been floating around inside me gained form.

      ‘Not necessarily,’ I said, and everyone turned towards me.

      ‘What do you mean?’ asked Elijah.

      I turned to my brother. ‘Because you’re going to cleanse the water.’

      Elijah let out a long sigh. ‘But…I can’t,’ he said.

      ‘Yes, you can,’ I said.

      ‘How do you know?’ asked Elijah.

      ‘Because I’ve seen your gift. Mine is fire. Yours is water.’

      I kept my gaze on my brother as he wrestled with the truth of his gift. He began to fidget, and then he stood and paced the floor. Suddenly, he stopped and turned to me.

      ‘I have an idea,’ he said.

      All day, I’d felt as if I were inside a washing machine, being pushed and pulled in every direction, knowing there was no escape. But for the first time, he shined a light into my darkness.

      ‘We need to get a move on. Grab your jacket,’ said Elijah.

      ‘What? Where are you going? What’s going on?’ asked Mum, standing and following Elijah and me as we put on our jackets.

      ‘I don’t know exactly,’ said Elijah, zipping up his jacket and pulling his beanie onto his head. ‘But I’m going to try and clean the water in the bay and river.’

      ‘But that’s…advanced magic,’ said Mum. ‘No one I know has tried it before.’

      ‘Before now,’ I said, pecking Mum on the cheek. ‘Don’t wait up.’

      ‘But you can’t…go out into the woods without us,’ said Mum. ‘We might be able to help.’

      ‘The police are coming around later to check on anyone who has failed two tests,’ said Ezra.

      ‘What?’ I said, knowing exactly who would be coming to check on me.

      ‘It’s okay. I told my dad that Eva and I were spending some time together tonight, but the police might still drop past.’

      ‘They’ll expect to see us – make sure we haven’t done a runner,’ said Mum, her mouth pressed in a straight line.

      ‘I’m afraid so. It was the best I could do,’ said Ezra.

      ‘You did well, son,’ said Dad.

      ‘Ezra, any chance you know how to stop that pipe pumping salt into the bay?’ asked Elijah.

      Ezra nodded. ‘I’ve been doing some digging, and I think I’ve found a way. Happy to give it a go.’

      ‘Awesome,’ said Elijah, giving Ezra a high five. ‘Let’s do this.’

      ‘I’ll drive.’ Ezra held his hand out for mine.

      ‘You don’t need to get mixed up in this,’ I said, my insides clenching at the thought of Ezra putting himself in danger.

      ‘Sure I do,’ said Ezra as he stepped forward to take my hand.

      ‘Please be very careful,’ said Mum, wrapping my scarf around me. ‘And let us know how you go.’

      Elijah and I hugged our parents before we followed Ezra out of the house and into the golden dusk light. The next time there would be light in the sky, my fate would be sealed.
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      By the time we reached the car park in the woods near where Ezra and I had found the pipe, it was dark. Ezra pulled out of sight from the road and turned his car off, plunging us all into further darkness.

      Outside, the trees were thrashing around in the wind. The calm, sunny days we’d experienced were over – the wind was blowing in a storm.

      ‘Just what we need,’ said Elijah, slipping from the car, leaving Ezra and me alone.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Ezra asked, grabbing my hand.

      Was I okay? Was I?

      ‘I will be,’ I said quietly. Questions swirled around inside me. I wanted to know everything that had happened since we’d left the town hall – whether Ezra had confronted Max, whether his dad now strongly suspected me of witchcraft and how many others also had failed the tests twice – but all of that would need to wait. The hands of time were ticking ahead and this night was all we had.

      I turned towards him and he leant forward and gently kissed me; his lips felt as cold as the night outside.

      He pulled away, groaning. ‘When this is over…’

      ‘Yes?’ I said, my mind filling with possibilities.

      ‘We need to talk.’

      Talk! What?

      ‘I want to know everything that happened in that room today,’ he said.

      I let out a low groan. ‘Come on – we’d better make a move.’

      ‘Promise you’ll tell me everything.’

      ‘Honestly, it won’t do you any good.’

      He growled. ‘Promise me.’

      I let out a sigh as it dawned on me just how possessive my boyfriend was.

      ‘If it means that much to you,’ I said.

      ‘It does,’ he said, then leaned over and kissed me with a passion he’d never shown before.

      We pulled apart, breathless. ‘I’ll tell you whatever you want to know, so long as you kiss me like that again.’

      And don’t stop.

      ‘Deal,’ he said before getting out of the car and zipping around to open my door.

      ‘You took your time,’ said Elijah, chuckling from where he stood just under the cover of the woods, Boy by his side.

      ‘Boy!’ I said, running forward and patting him.

      ‘Let’s make a move,’ said Elijah.

      Ezra walked over to pat Boy before taking my hand and squeezing it tight.

      ‘Follow me,’ said Ezra.

      In silence, by the light of Ezra’s torch, we made our way beneath the trees whose branches were flailing about in the wind like monsters’ arms. From a distance, thunder grumbled, and we walked even faster. Before long, we arrived at the place where the foul-smelling pipe was pumping salt into the river.

      ‘You guys keep going. I’ll see what I can do,’ said Ezra.

      ‘Come on, sis. Let’s head upstream,’ said Elijah.

      A bolt of lightning split the sky above us.

      ‘I’ll come find you,’ said Ezra. ‘Be careful.’

      ‘You too,’ I said, putting my hand on Boy’s head. ‘You stay with Ezra, Boy.’

      ‘Come on,’ said Elijah, waiting for me to step in beside him before we began walking upstream.

      ‘What magic will you try?’ I asked.

      Without the moon, the altar and our book on magic.

      ‘You’ll just have to wait and see,’ he said, grinning the same way he always did when he was about to do something he shouldn’t.

      ‘Elijah–’

      ‘Oh, come on, sis. No one said witchcraft had to be boring.’

      I laughed; I couldn’t help it.

      ‘That’s a nice sound,’ he said, putting his arm around me. ‘Particularly after a day like today.’

      I thought back to all that had happened, and it made me feel as sick as the river we were walking beside.

      ‘You okay? I mean really?’ he asked.

      ‘What is it with you boys?’

      Elijah laughed. ‘We care, that’s all.’

      ‘How did I get so lucky?’

      ‘That’s another thing I didn’t think I’d hear you say, today of all days.’

      ‘You mean the day before my reckoning.’

      Elijah took a sharp breath. ‘Not going to happen. I’ll make sure of it.’

      In that moment, I could picture it all playing out. Being named a witch – Elijah stepping in, risking his own life.

      I stopped.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.

      ‘Elijah, I need you to promise me that if I fail tomorrow, you won’t do anything stupid.’

      Elijah stared up at the sky, where swirling grey clouds were swallowing the stars. ‘I can’t promise you that.’

      ‘You must,’ I said, my breath jagged. ‘Nothing can happen to you.’

      ‘The same way I won’t let anything bad happen to you.’

      ‘If you try anything, they’ll brand you a witch as well. What would we do then?’

      ‘We would fight together.’

      The images in my head grew darker and darker, and a deafening clap of thunder made us jump.

      ‘Come on, we can argue later,’ he said. ‘We’ve got work to do.’

      ‘This conversation is far from over,’ I said, following him down the river that sat lifeless and stagnant beside us.

      We stopped in a wide clearing beside the river as the world around us grew quiet in the calm before the storm.

      ‘This will do,’ he said, his gaze darting in every direction.

      ‘Tell me – what are you going to do?’ I asked.

      Lightning flashed above us and Elijah glanced up at the sky, a sly grin on his face. ‘I’m going to borrow some power from the heavens above.’

      ‘What?’ I said, fear seizing me as it began pouring.

      Before I could stop him, Elijah walked into the river and raised his arms above him.

      I screamed and ran after him, but it was too late. The lightning, which had been looking for a target all night, found one. I watched in terror as a bolt of lightning came down from above and struck my brother, its white light pummelling into him and radiating shock waves through the water.

      I tried to run to him, but wind picked me up and threw me back on the ground, then held me there.

      ‘Elijah!’ I screamed, over and over, but my brother was lost to me.

      The lightning bolt disappeared in a zap, and my brother placed his hands into the water. For a few moments, it was as though the world stopped breathing.

      Then, from Elijah’s hands emerged the same white light he’d funnelled from the lightning. It burst from him across water like a spider’s web. Soon, the water bubbled up like an enormous spa.

      The wind that had been holding me down disappeared and my brother fell forward, dropping like a sack of potatoes into the river.

      ‘Elijah,’ I screamed, running into the river where Elijah was floating, head down. In a few short steps, I had my hands on him, and was about to turn him over when something grabbed him from underneath and pulled him below the surface.

      White-hot horror stabbed me as my hands desperately searched the water, but he’d simply disappeared. In a tremendous bang, thunder and rain arrived, making it impossible to see. Pain unlike anything I’d felt before pierced me, and I screamed for my twin who’d been taken from me.

      Then hands grabbed my feet and pulled me down into the water. The moment I was under, they yanked me swiftly through the water until my breath was tight in my chest. I struggled against whatever held me, but I couldn’t move against the currents of the water.

      My chest became unbearably tight and my head went light and dizzy. Somewhere out there, my brother – my beautiful brother – was succumbing to the same fate.

      The dark forces of nature were claiming us.
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      As I started to lose consciousness, memories of Elijah flashed through my mind. Playing in the gardens as children – our first day of school – every birthday – every sickness – every single day he was there, by my side, the same big heart and goofy smile. Not once had he turned away from me. And now, in my greatest hour of need, he’d put his life on the line.

      I pictured him under the water – his body lifeless, his breath gone. Red-hot flames consumed me like fire. I opened my arms wide, and in the moments before I lost consciousness, I released my fire into the water.

      I stopped moving as the hands released me. I dug deeper than I’d ever had to and swam to the surface, where blessed air travelled down my raw throat. The water around me was the colour of fire, but rain was teeming down.

      ‘Elijah!’ I screamed, scanning the water.

      For a few moments, I couldn’t see a thing, but as lightning flashed in the sky, I saw my brother floating, face down, a short distance away. I screamed and gasped in air as I swam to my brother. Using the last of my strength, I rolled him onto his back, held his head from the water.

      His body was stiff and his face blue.

      I swallowed the bile that rose inside me.

      Focus, Eva!

      I glanced to the shore, but it was almost impossible to see. By the time I made it, he’d be gone forever, if he wasn’t already. My tears mixed in with the rain as I started to pull his large body to shore, but it was impossible to keep his head above water and move him forward at the same time.

      Helplessness saturated me, and I mustered the last of my strength to call out to Ezra.

      ‘Eva!’ screamed Ezra nearby.

      ‘Ezra!’

      The sound of a motor grew louder until it was next to me.

      ‘Take him!’ I screamed. ‘He’s not breathing.’

      Ezra reached into the boat and in one movement, hauled Elijah into the dinghy. Before I knew it, he’d grabbed me and pulled me in beside my brother. Immediately, I checked his pulse and breathing – neither were there.

      I pushed back the tentacles of grief and placed my hands on my brother’s unmoving chest, pushing everything I had into him. For the longest moment of my life, nothing in him stirred. My hands turned cold and lifeless. I let out a deep growl, closed my eyes and dug deeper than I’d ever done before. There, somewhere deep in the place of death, I found my brother. My hands pulsed with heat and life that no longer came from me.

      Tears ran down my face as I gave Elijah an energy – a life force I barely understood. Eventually, my hands went cold and he remained still under my hands.

      ‘Come back to me,’ I sobbed. ‘Elijah! Elijah! Elijah!’

      A stupendous clap of thunder exploded above us, and Elijah opened his eyes and stared, wide-eyed, into the sky.

      ‘That was…something,’ said Elijah before grinning.

      My heart, which had folded itself over and over again until it was just a speck, burst open and I threw myself on Elijah, sobbing.

      ‘Hey, watch the hair,’ he said, laughing.

      But I didn’t let go. While the little boat rolled around in the bay and the storm raged, everything inside me settled into being whole again.
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      Even with the heating in Ezra’s car up to its highest setting, my teeth wouldn’t stop chattering.

      ‘What’s going on up there? You’re putting my teeth on edge,’ said Elijah from the back seat before bursting into laughter.

      I turned and gazed at him.

      ‘Yep, I’m still here, like I was a minute ago,’ he said, his face beaming the same way it had ever since he’d returned to the land of the living.

      ‘Sorry…just…can’t…believe…it,’ I said, my whole body shaking.

      ‘You’d better believe it, since I’m going to be around to continue to annoy you for many years to come.’

      ‘Never…thought I’d say this…but annoy me…forever,’ I said, glancing at Ezra, who was concentrating on the road.

      ‘How did you know…to…come?’ I asked, remembering the moment he’d arrived in his boat.

      ‘I broke the automation system when I heard the lightning strike. Boy and I took off…saw you both in the water…and then you were gone,’ said Ezra, his voice cracking. ‘The only thing I could think to do was find the boat.’

      I placed my hand against the side of Ezra’s face. ‘I don’t know…how to thank you. Without you…’

      ‘Let’s not think about it,’ he said, taking my hand.

      ‘Yeah, thanks, man. I owe you, big time,’ said Elijah.

      ‘You owe me nothing,’ said Ezra.

      ‘Hey, what’re the chances you could drop me at Anna’s?’ asked Elijah.

      ‘You can’t go there now,’ I said.

      ‘Why not? It’s only eight and I need to see her.’

      I turned around. ‘But you’re all wet, and Mum and Dad are expecting us.’

      ‘Actually, they’re not. Top marks to me for leaving my phone in the car, because I texted them and let them know everything is okay. I told them I’m going to Anna’s and you’re spending some time with Ezra, so everything is cool. Unlike you, I’m not an icicle.’

      ‘But–’ I said.

      ‘But nothing. This is the best I’ve felt in, like, forever, and I really need to talk to my girlfriend. It’s the first left.’

      ‘If you’re sure?’ I said.

      ‘Never been surer of anything in my life.’

      I opened my mouth to protest, but realised it was because I didn’t want to let my brother out of my sight. He really did need to talk to Anna and make things right.

      ‘So, do you think it worked?’ asked Elijah.

      ‘You mean getting yourself struck by lightning…so you could channel its energy into the water…and kill yourself in the process?’ I said, hoping the memory would one day fade.

      ‘Umm, yeah,’ said Elijah.

      ‘I guess we won’t know until tomorrow, but whatever happened back there…it was major,’ I said.

      ‘Including the part where you set the water on fire,’ said Ezra. ‘That’s something I won’t forget for a while.’

      ‘Hell yeah, sis,’ said Elijah.

      ‘What…was the thing that took you?’ asked Ezra.

      I remembered the hand on my leg and shivered even more.

      ‘I don’t know…exactly what it was…this time,’ I said.

      Ezra glanced at me for a long moment before turning back to the road.

      ‘The dark force of nature…’ said Ezra quietly. ‘Hunting you?’

      ‘That would be the one,’ said Elijah.

      ‘What the hell,’ said Ezra, slowing the car down and putting his indicator on. ‘How do we stop it?’

      ‘Not sure you can stop a prophecy as old as time, but it’s worth a shot,’ said Elijah.

      Ezra pulled up in front of Noah and Anna’s picture-perfect house, which was gently lit up inside. The curtains were drawn and no one could be seen. Inside somewhere was Noah, whom I’d unintentionally hurt. I’d given him hope when I shouldn’t have, and then I’d hurt him and not put things right. My breath tightened in my throat. When these tests were over, I’d try to talk to him.

      ‘Don’t wait up,’ said Elijah, who was out of the car and up the driveway in seconds.

      ‘Would you like me to drop you home?’ said Ezra, rubbing my arm.

      ‘You have…a promise…to keep,’ I said, unable to stop my teeth from chattering.

      ‘And so do you, if I remember rightly. Only problem is how do we stop you from getting hypothermia?’

      ‘I can think of a few things,’ I said.

      ‘Oh, Eva, what am I going to do with you?’ Ezra smiled as he pulled the car back onto the street. Neither of us spoke as we drove quickly through town and down to the docks, where Ezra turned off his car.

      ‘Come on. I’ve got some spare clothes in the boat you can wear until yours dry.’

      ‘Always the gentleman,’ I said.

      ‘Don’t push me, missy.’

      I rolled my eyes, and he laughed as he got out of the car, opened my door and led me down the empty wharf to his yacht, which rolled around in the swollen waves.

      Ezra unlocked his boat, and we slipped inside the dark cabin and closed the door behind us. Ezra swiftly set about pulling the blinds down before turning on the power, heating and lamps.

      ‘God, Eva, you’re almost blue,’ he said, hunting in his cupboard before producing a towel, tracksuit and thick socks.

      I looked for a place to get changed, but even the bathroom was too small.

      ‘I’ll make us hot chocolates while you get changed,’ he said, busying himself in the little kitchen.

      I hurriedly stripped off my clothes and dressed in Ezra’s navy tracksuit, which was enormous on me, but thankfully warm. I sat down, slid on my socks and undid my braid while Ezra placed my clothes near the heater.

      I sat at the little table and Ezra placed a steaming hot chocolate in front of me, along with a tray of biscuits, kissing me on the top of my head before sitting next to me.

      I wrapped my hands around the mug, and slowly but surely, feeling returned to my body.

      Ezra smiled before taking a sip of his drink.

      ‘What’s so funny?’ I asked.

      ‘You look so cute in my clothes,’ he said. ‘Particularly now your lips are pink again.’

      I turned to him. ‘Is that right?’ I said, pouting.

      He ran one of his fingers along my bottom lip, making my heart stutter. ‘I could get used to this.’

      Before I could reply, he pulled me close and kissed me softly for a few seconds before his lips became urgent. My body responded and I kissed him back, demanding more. We pulled away, breathless.

      ‘Eva,’ he said in a whisper, sitting back, making me want to scream.

      ‘We need to talk…’

      What?

      ‘You promised, remember?’ he said.

      ‘So that was my kiss – my one and only kiss?’ I said, trying and failing to keep the sulk from my voice.

      ‘If you play your cards right, I might give you another one.’

      I crossed my arms. ‘And maybe I’m no longer in the mood.’

      He laughed. ‘Oh, come on, Eva, I was joking. Try and stop me from kissing you again.’

      That’s better.

      ‘What do you want to know?’ I said, letting out a sigh.

      ‘Tell me everything that happened after you left me at the front of the town hall, and I mean everything.’

      My thoughts drifted back to a time I’d rather forget.

      ‘Please. I need to know so I can try and help,’ he said.

      ‘What does that mean?’

      Ezra swallowed, appearing to search for the right words. ‘Well, from my dad’s perspective, you’ve failed two tests. Officially, you should be considered suspicious.’

      I opened my mouth to speak, but no words would form.

      ‘Dad doesn’t really believe you’re a witch, but he’s conflicted.’

      ‘Conflicted?’

      ‘It would have been fine, except for Max. He was fuming after Jet decked him and he was blaming both of you, calling you witches.’

      All of a sudden, the natural act of breathing felt almost impossible.

      ‘I could kill that arsehole,’ he said, his face dark. ‘So, if you tell me everything that happened, I’ll report that idiot and put an end to his games.’

      ‘But I am a witch. Don’t you see, there will be no end to it.’

      Before Ezra could control his face, I saw a flash of something. Truth. Recognition.

      ‘Tell me what happened. Please.’

      I focused on the lamp on the other side of the cabin as I told Ezra everything that had happened. My body altered between hot and cold as I relived the humiliation and helplessness. By the time I was finished, Ezra’s face was like white stone.

      ‘Say something,’ I said.

      His hands clenched into fists and he stared straight ahead.

      ‘Ezra,’ I said.

      ‘He will pay for this,’ he said, his eyes filled with a rage I’d never seen before. ‘Touching you…seeing you… How DARE he.’

      ‘I’m okay,’ I said quietly.

      ‘Nothing about this is okay. He wants you, and he’ll keep trying until he gets you.’

      ‘He’s never going to…have me,’ I said. ‘If he ever tries to touch me again, I won’t hold back.’

      ‘That makes two of us. Now I understand why Jet decked him.’

      I remembered the look on Jet’s face when he saw me with no clothes.

      ‘He’s seen you too,’ he said, grimacing. ‘Hasn’t he?’

      I dropped my head, my face blazing.

      ‘Don’t,’ said Ezra, moving closer and raising my head to the same level as his. ‘I might have a few jealousy issues, but none of this was your fault.’

      Tears sprang to my eyes. He wiped them away and gently kissed my face and neck, and then his lips found mine. This time, neither of us pulled away. Before long we were standing, and he pulled me towards his bed under the stars.

      He released me and sat on the edge of the bed. A feeling of power surged through me and I pulled off my jumper. I pulled off the tracksuit pants I borrowed from Ezra, and his lips parted.

      He stood up in front of me. ‘Close your eyes.’

      I closed my eyes and my other senses sharpened. He cupped my face and kissed my eyelids, my lips. He ran his hands slowly through my hair, which fell long down my back.

      ‘So beautiful,’ he said, his hands travelling slowly but surely all over my body.

      ‘All mine,’ he said as heat exploded inside me.

      ‘Yours,’ I whispered.

      ‘No one else will touch you. Ever.’

      I opened my eyes, and his green ones were gazing intently into mine.

      ‘No one,’ I said, not realising my words committed me in ways that I couldn’t possibly comprehend, but someday would.

      Every part of my body wanted him, was ready for him, but with a jolt I realised that my heart would never recover if I were taken away tomorrow, never to be with him again.

      ‘I don’t want to wait any more,’ he said. ‘Tonight, when I thought I might lose you…’

      I put my finger on his lips. ‘Let’s wait until this is over,’ I said, knowing that if we went further, neither of us could hold back.

      He blinked quickly at me, and watched me closely as I stepped back and slipped his tracksuit back on.

      ‘Right,’ he said, his cheeks blazing. ‘Would you like me to take you home?’

      ‘No, I want you to hold me,’ I said, taking his hands.

      We shuffled back in his bed and slid under his doona. I found my way into his arms and we gazed up through the glass roof into the universe above. The storm had passed, leaving the world clean, the stars sparkling like glitter.

      ‘Whatever happens tomorrow, know that every time I look at the stars, I will think of this moment. No one can take that from us,’ I whispered.

      Ezra froze for a moment before pulling me closer and whispering in my ear. ‘I love you, Eva.’

      I turned to him and there he was, my true love, every part of him exposed and vulnerable and full of love.

      I leant into him, kissed him and then spoke the words from my soul.

      ‘I love you, too.’
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      The first thing I heard when I opened my eyes the next morning was the sound of wind rattling my windows. Sitting up in a daze, I saw dark swirling clouds outside. I pulled my doona around me. It was freezing, but it would only be colder in the bay, where one by one, we’d be tested for witchcraft.

      If someone had told me a year ago this would be happening today, I would have doubled over in laughter. I caught a glimpse of the girl I used to be and my head went light. That girl was gone forever. In her place was a young woman facing an event that could change her life – possibly even take it.

      ‘Eva,’ Mum called out from downstairs.

      I remembered back to the night before when I’d gotten home – the looks on my parents’ faces when I’d told them what had happened down by the bay. The reality of ill-fated twin witches had well and truly kicked in.

      ‘Eva. Hurry up!’

      I checked my watch.

      Crap.

      For the first time in days, I’d finally slept – overslept. We had to be down by the bay in less than thirty minutes.

      ‘Coming!’ I yelled, slipping on my bathers and warmest clothes possible. I stumbled down the stairs and took the cup of tea that Elijah passed to me, a sly grin on his face.

      ‘Take it all went well at Anna’s?’ I asked.

      ‘You could say that. You?’

      I thought back to the night before on Ezra’s boat where we had whispered our love for each other.

      ‘That good, huh?’ he said, nudging me in the ribs.

      ‘Come on, you two,’ said Mum, who’d been quietly watching our interaction from the corner of the kitchen.

      Mum’s voice brought us both back into the moment with a thud. Mum was collecting her belongings, and she looked the smallest she’d ever been. It gave me an inkling into how she felt, what was at stake today for her family, and it made my stomach churn sick.

      ‘It’s going to be okay, sis,’ said Elijah.

      Really? How do you know?

      Outside, the gate opened and shortly afterwards, Ezra’s steady footsteps were on the stairs. I tried to move, but it was as though my feet were suctioned to the ground.

      ‘Come on, sis. You can do this,’ said Elijah quietly as Mum answered the door.

      ‘Hi there,’ said Ezra, his green eyes finding mine the moment he was inside.

      ‘Hi,’ I whispered.

      Within seconds, he had his arm around me and squeezed me tight. ‘It worked!’

      ‘What?’ I said, turning to him.

      ‘The bay, it’s crystal clear.’

      ‘Really?’ I said, hope blooming inside me like a flower in spring.

      ‘Yes,’ said Elijah, doing a fist pump in the air.

      My mum hugged my dad, who’d just walked into the kitchen. ‘They did it. The bay and the river – they’re clean.’

      ‘Really?’ said Dad.

      ‘Yes, really,’ said Ezra, his smile wide.

      ‘Did anyone see the water?’ I asked, remembering how the water changed from white to red.

      ‘Not that I’m aware of,’ said Ezra. ‘The storm clouds must have hidden it.’

      My smile fell from my face with Ezra’s next words. ‘Come on – we need to get a move on.’

      I grabbed my coat and was about to walk out the door when Mum stopped me and hugged me so tight I couldn’t breathe. My confidence died right there in her arms. The bay might be clean, but there was no point pretending I would definitely pass the test.

      ‘Love you,’ she whispered, then pulled away before I could reply. She disappeared back into the house.

      ‘Come on,’ said Ezra, grabbing my hand and guiding me outside, where the icy winds waited.
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      I clutched Ezra’s hand as the first person, a hand- and foot-bound Mrs Wheelan, was dropped by two special force policemen into the bay. People all around us let out small cries as the mother of three was dropped like a stone into the water. She quickly disappeared into the depths of the blue bay, ripples breaking out across the surface.

      I glanced around me. Every set of eyes was glued to the water, many people performing the sign of the cross. Orpheus, who was standing in front of the crowd, glanced up and caught my eye and smiled reassuringly. I tried to smile back, hoping my face had come close to its intended shape. Ezra told me in the car he’d spoken to his dad when he’d gotten home last night about what Max had done to me. All of the doubts Orpheus had been forming about me had vanished and turned into anger towards his most loyal servant.

      So long as I sank down in the bay today, I would not be considered suspicious.

      I stared back to the now-still water. There was no sign of the mother who lay down on the bottom of the freezing bay, no breath in her lungs.

      Orpheus started the countdown. ‘Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one.’ He nodded at the waiting diver, who duck-dived down to collect her. I held my breath as moments fell on top of each other. A cry broke out from across the crowd as Mrs Wheelan’s youngest daughter ran towards the bay, caught by a teenage boy before she plunged into the water.

      As the little girl cried, small circles appeared on the water’s surface and two heads bobbed up at the same time. Mrs Wheelan’s face was the colour of the clouds in the sky above, but she was gasping and choking. All around, people started talking.

      ‘Silence!’ yelled Orpheus, holding up a notebook and putting a cross through her name. ‘Mrs Wheelan failed one test, but passed two. She has officially been cleared of witchcraft.’

      Mrs Wheelan was helped to a small shore nearby, where her feet and hands were unbound while the next person, Mr Bennett, was dropped into the water, sinking down with hardly a splash.

      We watched, transfixed with horror, as women, children and men were pushed unceremoniously into the water, only to be dragged back to the surface almost unconscious soon after. One after another, they were proclaimed innocent and rushed away by their waiting families back to the warmth of their cars and homes.

      By the time Noah, Anna and their family were tested, my body felt frozen. One by one, they were pulled back to the surface, only Anna glancing our way with a small smile.

      By the time it was our family’s turn, three people, including one child, had surfaced unconscious and were rushed to hospital, yet every single person had been cleared of witchcraft.

      ‘Elijah Martinez,’ called out Orpheus before my brother was dropped into the water. I held my breath every second he did as he plunged straight to the bottom of the bay, only surfacing when the diver found him.

      When Elijah emerged from the water’s depths smiling, I gasped in air. Next my mum was tested. When she was quietly cleared of witchcraft, my dad was tested. I stripped down to my bathers and watched the water’s surface as my hands and feet were bound.

      This time no one was watching the water. This time everyone was watching me – the girl who’d failed two tests and the girlfriend of Orpheus’s son. The moment the police had me bound, Ezra stepped forward and kissed my cheek, but I could no longer feel a thing. The cold winds that blew in the heart of our town had frozen me to the core.

      As my dad came to the surface, he gazed up at me and smiled, but I couldn’t make my face respond. I turned away and there, staring at me with lines etched onto his forehead, was Jet. He made fists with his hands and he was saying words, but I couldn’t understand them.

      ‘Ready, dear?’ asked Orpheus, bringing me back into the moment with his uncharacteristic kindness.

      ‘Ready,’ I said, balling my hands into fists before being plunged into the icy waters. It was as though I’d fallen onto a bed of ice nails. My body buckled against the pain before I sank down to the bottom of the bay.

      I hit the bottom with a thud. My chest tightened, then burned, and soon it felt as if it would burst. I heard a diver drop into the water above me. Relief poured through me. It was over. I was going to be okay. I waited for the diver to find me, but the moments came and went. No one came for me. No one found me.

      I struggled against my bindings, but they’d been fixed tight. I tried to find my heat in my hands, but my body was too cold. The feeling as though my chest would explode faded until I felt my spirit detach from my body. Behind me there was darkness, but in front of me there was only light.

      As I moved towards the light, I heard my name being called, over and over. I felt a tug and before I knew it, I was plunged back into my body where my chest burned and I gasped in air.

      I opened my eyes and there, over me, water dripping from his face onto mine, was Jet. His expression was haunted. For a split second, before my thoughts arrived, before everyone else intruded, there was just him and me. His eyes filled with tears and I reached up and wiped them.

      ‘Get off her,’ said Ezra, who shoved Jet away and crouched down next to me. I turned to a bewildered-looking Jet.

      ‘Hey, Ezra, stop it,’ said Elijah. ‘He just saved her.’

      Within seconds, Jet was picked up by the police officers and taken to the wharf for his test.

      ‘Eva, are you okay?’ said Ezra, taking one of my hands.

      ‘Oh, darling,’ said Mum, who was sitting next to me, holding my other hand. ‘We were so worried.’

      An ambulance officer arrived and placed a heated blanket over me. Behind him stood Elijah, Anna and Dad, who all looked as though they’d been crying. I opened my mouth to speak, but my throat was raw and words wouldn’t form.

      ‘Don’t try and speak, honey. It’s all okay,’ said Mum, wiping away another tear.

      ‘What the hell happened?’ said Elijah, mirroring my own thoughts.

      ‘Max, that’s what happened,’ said Ezra, his words as sharp as a blade. ‘I didn’t realise, but he was the diver on duty – he was supposed to bring Eva up.’

      ‘What!’ said Elijah, the colour of blood appearing under his skin.

      ‘Don’t worry – my dad is dealing with him.’ Ezra’s gaze did not leave mine. ‘Being arrested as we speak.’

      What?

      ‘Finally saw his true colours,’ said Ezra, pushing my hair from my face. ‘And cleared your name.’

      For the first time in days, my lungs properly filled with air. I was finally free of suspicion, and Max would no longer be able to hurt me.

      ‘It’s all going to be okay,’ said Ezra, but I could barely hear him. I turned to see a scowling Max being marched to the waiting police car. Behind him was the crowd, their prying faces alternating between Max, me and Jet, whose feet and hands were being bound together.

      Jet and I gazed at each other. Any moment he’d be thrown into the freezing-cold waters and left alone on the bottom of the bay, his life at the mercy of those who were meant to protect him.

      ‘I’m so sorry, Eva,’ said Ezra, bringing my attention back to him. ‘We were about to send down another diver when we realised you…weren’t being rescued.’ Ezra looked as if he was about to be sick as he relived the memory. ‘But then Jet dived in and pulled you out.’

      ‘Thank goodness he did,’ muttered Dad, whose expression appeared puckered and raw. ‘That boy deserves a medal.’

      Ezra grew smaller as my dad’s words sank in – he’d just shoved away the boy who’d protected me yesterday and saved my life today.

      ‘It should have been me,’ croaked Ezra, his face haunted. ‘It was all such a rush and before I knew it, he was pulling you from the water.’ I scanned the faces of my family, who appeared to be remembering what they’d seen.

      ‘I’m okay,’ I whispered.

      ‘Okay, folks, time to stand back,’ said the ambulance officer who’d placed the blanket over me. ‘We need to get Eva into hospital.’

      ‘I’m okay,’ I said. My body, which I’d barely been able to feel, began to thaw, making me shake. As everyone around me argued back at once, I glanced across to the wharf and watched in horror as Jet, wearing only his board shorts, was shoved into the water.

      ‘Come on, Eva, you stopped breathing… You need to be seen,’ said Ezra.

      ‘Stopped breathing?’ I whispered.

      ‘We…thought we’d lost you,’ said Ezra.

      ‘If Jet hadn’t got you out when he did and given you CPR straight away…’ said Elijah.

      ‘CPR?’ I said, remembering a flicker of a memory of detaching from my body and moving towards the light.

      I put my hands on my chest, which was sore to touch. I moved my fingers to my lips, which felt swollen and tender. Jet’s lips had been there.

      Ezra’s face flushed and he glanced up at the ambulance officer and nodded.

      ‘Not yet,’ I said, looking over at the water, my eyes opening wide when I saw that there, on top of the water, was Jet’s floating body.

      I sat up as Orpheus’s voice boomed out. ‘We have caught our witch.’

      I tried to stand up and run down and back into the water, but Ezra’s arms held me.

      ‘Leave him,’ Ezra whispered in my ear.

      The crowd, now released from their shackles of fear, began to chant, ‘Witch! Witch! Witch! Witch!’

      Within seconds Jet was pulled roughly from the water and dragged to shore, where waiting police officers unbound and handcuffed him. I pushed Ezra away and tried to stand, but my legs wouldn’t work and I started to fall. Ezra grabbed me and in one movement he picked me up in his arms and strode to the ambulance.

      ‘Jet!’ I tried to scream, but my voice wouldn’t raise more than a whisper.

      Before I knew it, I was placed onto a bed and thrust inside the ambulance, where another officer was waiting to attend me. I strained to sit up and look out of the ambulance, but an officer started closing the door. The last thing I saw was Ezra’s face, set like rock, and Jet being marched past the ambulance, his fear-filled eyes finding mine.

      ‘Jet,’ I managed to croak before the door was slammed shut with a bang. In moments, the ambulance siren was blaring and we were off and racing towards the hospital.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I glared at the nurse as she left my hospital room, then kicked off my blanket.

      ‘I want to go home,’ I said, knowing I sounded like a five-year-old, but unable to stop my frustration.

      ‘It’s for the best,’ said Ezra, wisely moving from the edge of my bed to the seat next to it.

      ‘I feel completely fine,’ I said, annoyed by how my voice sounded weak and hoarse. ‘I am completely fine.’

      ‘Eva,’ said Ezra, running his hand through his hair. ‘You stopped breathing this morning and started developing hypothermia. They’re just doing their job.’

      I opened my mouth to spit out words, but clamped it shut.

      ‘Your parents are coming to collect you first thing tomorrow, remember.’

      I rolled my eyes as I realised that, like it or not, I was trapped. All afternoon Ezra and my family had been in my hospital room, fussing and fretting, the threads of my patience wearing thin.

      Ezra stood and closed the curtains, shielding us from the darkness that strained against the glass. The clock across from my bed showed it was after six. The tests would be finished.

      ‘Did anyone else fail the test?’ I asked, frustrated that no one was telling me a thing, and even my phone had been confiscated by hospital staff.

      Ezra stopped what he was doing before he spoke. ‘No one else failed. Our plan worked.’

      I thought back to the night before when we’d gone into the woods and Elijah had cleaned the water, making sure everyone sank rather than floated. Everyone except Jet.

      ‘Why did Jet fail then? It doesn’t make sense.’

      Ezra yanked the last of the curtain across the window. ‘I don’t know why he failed. He just did.’

      ‘Do you know where he is – what’s happening to him?’

      Ezra spun around. ‘Like I’ve already told you about ten times, I don’t know where he is.’

      ‘Well, can you find out?’

      ‘What does it matter? He failed three tests in a row and has been arrested.’

      I thought back to what happened to Elijah after he was arrested and my stomach churned.

      ‘Can you find out or not?’ I asked.

      ‘Why? Why is it so important that you know what’s happening with Jet?’

      ‘I…just…’

      ‘What is it, Eva? Spit it out. Just say it. You like him. I saw your face when he pulled you from the water. I saw the way you looked at each other, the way you touched his face.’

      ‘Stop it,’ I said, the machine beside me that I was hooked up to starting to alarm.

      He glanced at the machine and then back to me, his eyebrows drawn together. ‘Just tell me, Eva. I can take it.’

      ‘Jet saved my brother, and me, so the least we can do is try and help him. You need to stop getting so jealous and start helping him, like he would help you.’

      ‘Oh, so he’s an angel now, is he?’

      The nurse on duty strode into the room and checked the machine, then turned to Ezra. ‘Eva needs to rest and visiting hours are over.’

      The last of the colour drained from Ezra’s face, leaving him looking exhausted.

      ‘Go home and get some sleep,’ I said to him. ‘We can talk in the morning.’

      The nurse turned to Ezra and raised her eyebrows.

      ‘Can we have a couple more minutes, please?’ said Ezra.

      ‘Two minutes,’ she said in a don’t-argue-with-me tone before striding from the room.

      Ezra sat down and took my hand. ‘I’m sorry for losing my temper. I guess I am…jealous.’

      ‘You don’t need to be. I told you last night what you mean to me.’

      ‘But I see your connection with Jet.’

      ‘Jet can be a nightmare, but he’s helped us – we owe him. That’s all.’

      Ezra stared up at the ceiling.

      ‘That’s all,’ I said, squeezing his hand. ‘I can’t just stand by and watch him be…mistreated.’

      ‘What do you mean? What are you going to do?’ he asked.

      ‘Time’s up,’ said the nurse, standing at the entrance to my room. ‘You can come back when visiting hours start at eight.’

      Ezra leaned in and kissed me on the cheek, whispering, ‘Just leave it alone, Eva.’ Then he straightened and walked to the door.

      ‘See you tomorrow,’ I said as the nurse stepped aside to let him leave.

      ‘Tomorrow,’ he said firmly before leaving my room, his determined strides echoing through the corridors.

      ‘Time for some sleep, dearie,’ said the nurse, her demeanour thawing as she walked to my bed and pulled my blanket up over my short nightie, then played with the machine and turned out the light. ‘Put this dreadful day behind you.’

      ‘Can I have my phone back?’ I whispered. ‘Just for a few minutes.’

      ‘Sorry, dear, I have my orders.’

      ‘Orders?’

      ‘Oops, protocol. You know what I mean. Get some rest.’

      ‘Who told you not to give me my phone?’ I said, my body heating.

      She walked to the door.

      ‘Please tell me,’ I said.

      ‘You should know that your boyfriend’s family are very powerful,’ she said. ‘Goodnight, dear.’

      The nurse closed the door behind her, and I sat up in bed, seething. Ezra was jealous, I got that. But had he – or his father – arranged for my phone to be confiscated?

      Sweat broke out on my skin. Somewhere out there, in this godforsaken town, Jet was being held for a crime from the dark ages. He had no father, no mother and a grandmother who was too old to support him. I doubted his friends would help.

      Who did that leave? It left me and Elijah – the two people whose lives he had saved.

      I gazed over to the cupboard where my clothes were stored. If I snuck out the window, I could head home and get Elijah, and we could start looking for Jet. I tried to move, but my body was heavy. My thoughts started to close in, and I felt as if I were growing smaller and smaller.

      I wanted to scream and shout, but my mouth wouldn’t move. The nurse had drugged me so that I would sleep, so that I would stay in my bed, like a good girl.

      Why would she do that?

      Did Ezra have something to do with it?

      No answer came because I was gone, pulled down into a drug-induced slumber where I couldn’t help a soul and no one could find me.
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      When I opened my heavy eyes, the room was full of pale-green light, the first light of the day. For a moment, I forgot about everything that had happened and wondered where the hell I was.

      ‘Eva,’ said Ezra, who moved to sit on my bed, bringing the world back into view.

      I couldn’t keep my eyelids up, but managed to mutter, ‘Did you tell them to drug me?’

      I fluttered my eyes open to see his own widen. ‘No, I didn’t. They said they would make you comfortable, that’s all.’

      ‘What about the phone? Was that you?’ I whispered.

      ‘Yes, I’m sorry. I wasn’t…thinking straight.’

      ‘You had no right,’ I said, then slipped back out of consciousness before he could answer – before I could give him a piece of my mind.

      When I opened my eyes again, bright light shone into my room, which was humming with activity. I rubbed my eyes, every part of me heavy.

      ‘Wakey, wakey,’ said Elijah, sitting next to me, smiling so brightly I let out a groan.

      ‘Well, good morning to you,’ he said before laughing.

      ‘Good morning, darling,’ said Mum, who sat on the other side of my bed, rubbing my arm. ‘Thought you were never going to wake.’

      That’s because I was drugged!

      I glanced around the hospital room, but Ezra was nowhere to be seen.

      ‘Don’t worry, lover boy had to head home for a while. Said he’d drop in at home later today,’ said Elijah.

      I closed my eyes again as my heart contracted. Ezra’s jealousy had led him to cross a line – a line that he could never cross again.

      ‘Dad’s gone to get coffee,’ said Mum, looking happier than she’d been in a long time. ‘I’ll go get him.’ She leaned forward and kissed my forehead before walking out the door.

      ‘Everything okay?’ said Elijah. ‘You don’t seem yourself.’

      I dragged my body up to a sitting position.

      ‘Eva…what happened? You can barely move,’ said Elijah.

      ‘Long story.’ I glanced at the bathroom, wondering how I’d get there. ‘I’ll tell you another time. Heard any more about Jet?’

      The smile slipped from Elijah’s face. ‘He’s to be held on trial in the town square at midday tomorrow.’

      ‘What?’

      Elijah turned away from me and stared out the window. ‘I know. What do you think will happen to him?’

      

      ‘What else do you know?’ I asked.

      ‘I don’t know exactly what this means, but I heard that his soul would be cleansed of its sins.’

      The room around me went white for a few moments.

      ‘Eva,’ said Elijah, moving to sit next to me as the room came back into focus. ‘What the hell happened?’

      ‘We need to help Jet,’ I said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘He has no one else,’ I said, putting my arm on his.

      ‘But how can we? He’s under police protection.’

      ‘I don’t know. All I know is that we have to.’

      Elijah’s carefree, happy expression disappeared as lines etched his face. ‘We don’t even know that anything bad will happen to him.’

      ‘Cleansed of his sins?’ I said, dropping my voice to a whisper. ‘You know Orpheus… He’s nuts. Anything could happen to Jet.’

      Elijah’s lips parted.

      ‘And what if we do nothing? Stand by and watch. How will you feel then?’

      ‘Terrible,’ muttered Elijah.

      ‘After everything he’s done for us.’

      Elijah took a deep breath. ‘I don’t see how. I don’t even know where they’re holding him.’

      ‘I don’t know how either, but all I know is that I have to try. Will you help me?’

      Mum and Dad rushed in before he could answer. Within seconds I was in the safety of Dad’s big arms. He pulled back and stared at me. ‘Not looking so great there, kiddo. What’s the matter?’

      My eyes filled with tears. Somehow our family had made it through the darkest of three days and there was no shadow hanging over us. The boy of my dreams loved me. Yet there was another boy. A boy who carried a mask with him so that he could survive in the world. A boy who was all alone while he waited for his fate from a tyrant who wanted someone to pay for his sins.

      ‘Eva, tell me, what’s wrong?’ said Dad.

      At that moment, a new nurse, with dark hair and sturdy legs, came in with a wheelchair. ‘Time for a shower.’

      ‘She won’t need a wheelchair,’ said Mum, who inhaled deeply as though she’d smelt a whiff of trouble.

      The nurse stopped where she was.

      ‘Actually, I think I will,’ I said as I lifted my legs over the side of the bed.

      ‘What’s going on?’ said Mum and Dad at the same time.

      ‘She was given a sleeping tablet to help her sleep. Just takes a little bit of time for the body to wake up again.’

      ‘What did you give her – a horse tranquiliser?’ asked Elijah.

      ‘You’ll need to wait outside,’ said the nurse, her face breaking out in bright red blotches. ‘I’ll let you know when she’s ready to leave.’

      ‘This all seems very unnecessary,’ said Mum, whose chest was puffed up.

      ‘I’ll be okay, Mum. I won’t be long,’ I said.

      ‘If you’re sure,’ said Mum, giving the nurse a death stare on the way out. ‘We’ll be just outside.’

      ‘See you soon,’ I said, then waited for my family to leave the room before I tried to stand, immediately falling down. The nurse caught me at the last minute, her sturdy hands grabbing and placing me in the chair.

      ‘Probably best you don’t try to do too much today,’ she said, steering me towards the bathroom.

      The bubbles of anger that had been building inside me rose to the surface. I was not going to sit down and be controlled, not by the nurse and certainly not by Ezra.

      As we pulled into the bathroom, I turned to the nurse. ‘Thank you, but I’ve got this.’

      ‘Excuse me,’ she said, her face set.

      ‘I’ll take my time, but I can manage.’

      ‘I don’t think so. You nearly fell over and I won’t be the one responsible for…you…being injured.’

      Of course – more instructions from Ezra.

      I let out a long sigh. ‘If I fall over, it will be on me, not you. Now, can you please wait outside?’

      The nurse’s face turned blotchy again. ‘You’re not to lock the door.’ She turned and marched from the bathroom, then banged the door shut behind her.

      Anger was hot in my veins.

      Enough is enough! No one is going to tell me what to do!
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      ‘It’s so good to have you home, darling,’ said Mum, handing me a hot chocolate where I sat on the couch next to the raging fire under a blanket.

      ‘You have no idea,’ I said, smiling as I glanced around our snug little home that I’d never appreciated so much.

      ‘Now, Eva, what were you about to say in the hospital before the bossy nurse came in?’ said Dad, who was sitting opposite me, next to Elijah.

      The joy I’d felt getting home evaporated. I glanced at my parents’ faces, wishing I could let them experience peace for a little longer. But we’d made a pact – no more lies, and truthfully, I’d need their help to have any chance of saving Jet.

      I settled back into my seat and told them about Jet and why we needed to help him. By the time I finished speaking, I wasn’t surprised to see my parents exchange wide-eyed glances.

      ‘Well, will you help me?’ I said.

      Mum cleared her throat. ‘Even if we did help Jet, I’m not sure how we could get him out, let alone what we’d do with him then. There’s no way out of town – by road or sea.’

      I took a steadying breath. ‘So, you can live with yourselves if we do nothing for the person who saved my and Elijah’s lives?’

      The room fell silent, the only sounds the hiss of the fire and the old clock ticking away on the mantle.

      ‘I can’t live with that,’ I said.

      ‘Neither can I,’ said Elijah, raising his hot chocolate to me. ‘I’m in.’

      ‘Wait a minute,’ said Mum, looking between us. ‘You two can’t just decide to do something like this. It’s dangerous, not to mention that we’re finally in the clear. This could–’

      ‘Save someone who has no one else to help them,’ I said.

      Mum’s breath caught in her throat.

      ‘They’re right, love. If we can help, we should try,’ said Dad.

      ‘But what if…’ said Mum, her face the colour of ash.

      ‘I know, love, it’s risky, no doubt about it. But Eva’s right. We need to try,’ said Dad.

      ‘C’mon, Mum. Between all of us and Ezra, we should have a chance. What do you say?’ said Elijah.

      I wasn’t so sure Ezra would help, but I took a good look at my mother, who’d kept my true witch identity from me out of fear – fear for what it might mean for me and Elijah.

      ‘I know you’re scared, Mum. I am too, but Jet would do the same thing for us, in a heartbeat. He might be many things, but he’s brave…and now we need to be too.’

      ‘Oh…I suppose you’re right,’ Mum burst out. ‘I can try and be brave.’

      ‘I know you can,’ I said, hugging my mum when she sat down next to me.

      ‘Goodness knows how we’ll get him out and what we do with him then,’ she said.

      ‘I have a few ideas,’ I said.

      ‘So do I,’ said Elijah, beaming.

      ‘What? You two have already talked?’ said Mum.

      ‘In the hospital,’ said Elijah. ‘I’m thinking we try and rescue him on his way to the trial tomorrow, use the element of surprise.’

      ‘That’s what I was thinking. We could–’ I said.

      The doorbell rang and I knew who was standing on the other side of the door, waiting to be let in.

      ‘I bet it’s poor lovesick Ezra,’ said Elijah, jumping up. ‘Found him asleep next to your bed this morning.’

      I remembered back to talking with Ezra in the early hours of the morning when I found out he’d asked the hospital to take my phone.

      I stood and grabbed my cane the hospital insisted I use for the next day. ‘I need to chat with Ezra, so I’m going to see if we can go for a drive.’

      Elijah’s face clouded over. ‘That sounds serious.’

      It is.

      ‘Just get the door. It’s going to take me a while,’ I said, ambling to where my coat hung.

      ‘Hey, bro,’ said Elijah, clapping Ezra on the back as he walked in, a dozen red roses in his hand.

      Ezra approached me like a trainer of a filly that might bolt. ‘Hey there, good to see you up and about.’

      ‘Is it?’ I said, unable to keep the snap from my voice.

      Ezra tilted his head to the side. ‘Here, these are for you.’

      ‘Thanks,’ I said dryly. ‘Mum, could you put them in water?’

      ‘Sure,’ she said, jumping from the couch, her face full of unasked questions.

      ‘Let’s go for a drive,’ I said, grabbing my coat and putting it on.

      ‘You sure? It’s pretty chilly out and you’ve just got home.’

      ‘I’m fine. Let’s go,’ I said, slowly walking towards the door.

      Ezra passed my mum the flowers before opening the front door for me.

      ‘See you soon,’ I said, getting struck by the cold winds as I walked outside.

      ‘Take care,’ said Mum, who waited for a moment at the door before closing it behind us.

      I clutched the railing and made my way down the stairs, towards Ezra’s car.

      ‘Can I help?’ said Ezra from beside me.

      ‘No, thanks,’ I said, before sliding into the cool leather seat. Within moments we were driving down the street where the last of the autumn leaves clung onto the branches, waiting on a good gust of wind to blow them away.

      ‘Where do you want to go?’ he asked.

      ‘Let’s go down to the pier,’ I said.

      ‘Are you okay?’ he asked, adjusting the controls in front of us so that heat blew from the vent.

      ‘Not really,’ I said, holding onto the words that so badly wanted to be heard.

      Ezra let out a long sigh. ‘This is about Jet, isn’t it?’

      ‘No, actually, it’s not.’

      ‘What then?’

      We parked and I got out of the car and slowly started walking along the pier.

      ‘What’s wrong, Eva?’ said Ezra, moving to stand in front of me. ‘I can see you’re angry. Is this about the phone?’

      ‘You can’t control me, Ezra,’ I said so loudly several seagulls took to the sky.

      Ezra gave a little shake of the head.

      ‘First you shoved Jet away yesterday when he was only trying to help. Then you made sure my phone was taken away last night. You probably asked the nurse to drug me, and refused to help Jet, who has no one else to help him. I mean, what the hell, Ezra?’

      Ezra looked as though I’d slapped him across the face.

      ‘It’s true, isn’t it? You can’t handle the fact that I want to help Jet, so you’ll do whatever it takes to stop me.’

      Ezra’s face scrunched up. ‘Tell me you’re not going to try and help him.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Promise me you’ll stay out of it. You and your family are in the clear. Please don’t get mixed up in it.’

      The anger that I’d only just managed to restrain unleashed itself. ‘You can’t tell me what to do, who to see, who to help. You can’t make people do stuff because it’s what you want. You don’t own me, Ezra. This is my life, my decisions and if you can’t accept that, then we shouldn’t be together.’

      Ezra stepped back. ‘You don’t want to be together?’

      I made myself take a deep breath. ‘That’s not what I said. I said you can’t control me. I am yours, but I am not yours to control.’

      Ezra stared at me as if I were speaking another language.

      ‘This whole jealousy thing you’ve got going on – it needs to be reined in.’

      Ezra looked as though he was going to be speak, but then closed his mouth again.

      The wind from the bay picked up and made the halyards in the boats nearby clatter against their masts. ‘Well?’

      Ezra rubbed his eyes. ‘It kills me every time you look at each other. It’s like someone slices me with a hot knife. It’s making me…do things…I wouldn’t normally do – although I didn’t ask them to drug you, just to make sure you were comfortable. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be controlling. I’ve just never felt this way before.’

      ‘There’s nothing going on between me and Jet – so there’s nothing for you to worry about.’

      His eyes softened and he stepped a little closer. ‘Really?’

      ‘I only want to be with you, you silly, jealous boy.’

      ‘You do?’ he said, wrapping his arms around me.

      ‘I do,’ I said, throwing my cane past the pylons and into the water, where it fell with a splash.

      ‘Good riddance,’ he said, a smile lighting his face. ‘Now you have to hold my hand.’

      ‘Promise that you won’t try and control me,’ I said.

      He rolled his eyes and groaned. ‘I’ll try my best.’

      ‘Promise me.’

      ‘I promise I’ll try my best.’

      I laughed; I couldn’t help it. And before I knew it, his lips were on mine, and the urgency in them caught us both off guard. We pulled away, breathless.

      ‘I want you,’ he whispered in my ear, making my insides twist and turn, ‘to promise me that you’ll keep out of this business with Jet. He’s being treated well and will be given a fair trial.’

      ‘How is any of this fair?’ I said, dropping my hands to my sides. ‘And what will be his punishment not if, but when he’s declared a witch? How will he be treated then?’

      Ezra gazed out across the water.

      ‘Ezra? Tell me.’

      ‘I don’t know for sure, but…’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I overheard Dad on the phone. Says he won’t be needing to go back to the police station after the trial.’

      ‘Where will he go?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ he said.

      ‘Are they going to…kill him?’ I whispered, my words getting picked up by the wind and blown away.

      ‘As if,’ said Ezra. ‘All I know is that you shouldn’t get mixed up in it. Since Max has been implicated, Dad thinks you’re the sunshine again. You’ve got nothing to worry about.’

      ‘How can we not get mixed up in it? After what happened to my brother?’

      ‘My dad wouldn’t actually kill someone.’

      I thought back to my brother, after a night of being tortured, and how close he came to dying. ‘We can’t assume anything. We need to help him escape.’

      ‘Where to, Eva, because last time I checked, there’s nowhere to go.’

      ‘I don’t have a full plan yet, but we need to try something,’ I said, the wind whipping my face.

      ‘Please, promise me you won’t,’ he said. ‘For you, for your family, for us.’

      ‘That’s a promise I can’t make,’ I said, suddenly cold to the bone.

      ‘It’s always Jet getting in between us.’

      ‘Take me home,’ I said, wrapping my arms around myself and slowly making my way along the pier alone, the wind lashing me from every direction.
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      I stared at my breakfast, unable to bring myself to pick up my toast.

      ‘Come on, darling,’ said Mum. ‘Need to try and eat something.’

      I pushed my toast around on my plate, thinking only about the hours ahead – when Jet’s fate rested in our hands.

      Mum let out a long sigh, and as she took her plate to the sink where Dad was washing up, Elijah rushed through the door, breathless.

      I stood, annoyed that my strength was still coming back. ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘They’re setting up down in the square for his trial…and execution.’

      My vision went white and Elijah’s strong hands gripped my arms and guided me back into my chair.

      ‘What did you see?’ asked Mum, sitting down next to me.

      As my vision came back, I saw my brother’s lips were trembling. ‘They’re building a platform to hang him.’

      Bile rose in my throat, and I dry retched as my worst fears were realised.

      ‘Orpheus is a monster,’ said Mum.

      ‘The world needs to know what he’s doing,’ said Dad.

      ‘How can we tell anyone when he’s turned off our internet, limits our calls, controls the post and makes sure we can’t leave?’ said Elijah.

      ‘What about if we go by boat?’ said Dad.

      ‘He’s set up a coastguard further down the coast to monitor the boats. Anyone caught leaving will be arrested…and apparently hung,’ said Elijah.

      ‘He’s been planning for this day,’ said Dad, collapsing into a chair.

      ‘We’re living inside a nightmare,’ said Elijah.

      ‘We can’t let this happen,’ I said. ‘We must get Jet into hiding.’

      Everyone nodded, the reality of what lay at stake if something went wrong – for Jet, but also for us – sinking in.

      ‘We can’t fail,’ said Mum, looking at us in turn, transforming from being a mum into being a powerful witch. ‘Let’s run through our plan again, and Eva, if you don’t eat that toast, you’re staying at home.’

      I picked up a piece of toast that looked like cardboard and took a bite, made myself chew and swallow. Mum’s hawk eyes never left me as I ate my first meal since Ezra and I argued at the pier yesterday.

      Then, in whispered tones, we got down to business and mapped out the details of the plan to save the boy who’d been condemned to death.
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      At ten o’clock, Dad and Elijah drove into the driveway. I resisted the urge to run to the window, but couldn’t stop myself pacing the floor.

      Mum, who’d been in the kitchen, rushed to the door and let them in. The moment she closed the door, she asked, ‘How did it go?’

      Elijah carried the fishing gear into the laundry.

      ‘It went to plan,’ said Dad, taking off his fishing jacket. ‘The dinghy is ready and full of supplies.’

      ‘Oh, thank goodness,’ said Mum, hugging Dad in a way that was, quite frankly, embarrassing.

      ‘It’s okay, love,’ said Dad, kissing the top of her head.

      As I let out a breath I hadn’t even known I was holding, my phone buzzed. I fished it from my pocket and there was yet another message from Ezra.

      I readied myself for his pleas not to help Jet and to let Ezra come over and talk, but this one made me gasp.

      Eva, I just heard what’s planned for today. I want to help. Please call me. X

      ‘What is it?’ said Mum.

      ‘Ezra knows. He wants to help,’ I said.

      ‘What do you think?’ said Mum, looking to Dad.

      ‘Like Eva, Ezra can’t be seen as missing today. Once we have Jet, maybe Ezra can be Eva’s alibi while she takes Ezra to his hideout.’

      ‘No offence, but Eva’s still not strong enough to take him,’ said Elijah, who’d come to stand by my side. ‘She can barely walk.’

      ‘I’m standing next to you and I can walk just fine. I’ll take him,’ I said.

      ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ said Elijah.

      ‘No one else has an alibi,’ I said, the truth of my words silencing him. ‘Ezra can take me into the woods to meet Jet, and drive me home afterwards.’

      ‘I’m sure he’s going to love that, waiting for you while you whisk a guy that’s hot for you away.’

      My cheeks flushed, and I made myself take a deep breath before I spoke. ‘He’s not hot for me and anyhow, got any better ideas?’

      ‘Right, then,’ said Dad, clearing his throat. ‘We ready?’

      Am I ready?

      No.

      Will I ever be ready?

      No.

      ‘Let’s do this,’ I said, a small flame igniting inside me.

      ‘If you get caught, you’re to blame me,’ said Mum.

      ‘What? No way,’ said Elijah and I at the same time.

      ‘They might let you off if you say I bewitched you,’ said Mum.

      ‘Sorry, Mum, but come what may, we’re in this together,’ I said.

      ‘No, love,’ said Dad, taking Mum’s hand. ‘They need to blame me. I won’t let anything happen to any of you.’

      ‘Not a chance. I’m blaming Eva,’ said Elijah, nudging my arm.

      ‘Well, that’s funny, ’cause I’m blaming you,’ I said, nudging him back, making him laugh.

      ‘I’m serious,’ said Dad, removing the smiles from our faces. ‘Promise me – all of you – that you’ll blame me.’

      Tears filled Mum’s eyes as she gazed at Dad. ‘Oh, Christian.’

      ‘It’s going to be okay, Angie. But just in case.’

      Dad gazed at Elijah and me, beholding our souls. In that moment, I remembered my dad when I was a little girl – he’d chased me, let me ride on his back like a horse, picked me up when I fell to the ground, zoomed me through the air so I knew what it felt like to fly.

      ‘Please let me,’ he said.

      Tears flooded my eyes and I walked into Dad’s open arms.

      ‘It’s going to be okay,’ he said, hugging me tight. ‘I mean, between the two of you, we’re in good hands.’

      I pulled back, wiped my face and gazed at my hands, which had been empty of fire since I’d nearly drowned. ‘I hope they work.’

      ‘They’d better,’ said Elijah, his laughter bringing me back on an even keel. ‘Or we’re all stuffed.’

      ‘I suppose we’d better get a move on,’ said Mum.

      We nodded, but no one moved an inch.

      ‘Come on, what are we waiting for?’ said Elijah. ‘We’re a coven of witches, for crying out loud.’

      I grabbed hold of Elijah’s arm. ‘We’ve got this.’

      ‘Let’s go kick some mortal butt,’ said Mum, making us giggle.
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      Within minutes, we were bundled into the car. I texted Ezra and accepted his offer of help, and we arranged where we’d meet.

      No one spoke as we drove towards the police station on the outskirts of town. I scanned the empty streets. Most people would already be down at the town square, waiting for Jet – the witch – to arrive. This was one of the riskiest parts of our plan. If we were spotted, questions would be asked.

      When we reached a completely deserted industrial street that the police had to drive through to get to the town square, Dad pulled into a side street and parked around the corner on an old road.

      We jumped out of the car and glanced around, but not a soul was to be seen. Quickly and quietly we walked back down the street, then hid behind an abandoned car. We strained our ears for signs of life before Elijah climbed out and checked the coast was clear.

      ‘No one here,’ he whispered.

      And then we waited, listening for the sound of the police van that would transport Jet from the station. We huddled together against the cold winds that blew in from the bay. My legs were going numb when we heard the unmistakable sound of an engine.

      ‘You’re on,’ said Elijah.

      I jumped up and made my way to the edge of the street on shaky legs, then glanced in every direction, scanning for signs of life. I gazed at my hands, trying my hardest to make fire from them, but they remained cold and lifeless.

      ‘Come on,’ I said, louder than I wanted, startling a pigeon that flew up into the air.

      The sound of the car grew louder as it rambled down the street, but still my hands wouldn’t even warm, let alone create fire.

      ‘You’ve got this,’ whispered Elijah. ‘Do it for Jet.’

      The car rumbled past me slowly and that’s when I saw it – Max’s profile in the passenger seat. The real monster had been released, while an innocent witch was being carted to his death.

      A bolt of heat entered my body and I walked into the street, held up my hands and released a bolt of fire onto the car’s wheels. Elijah grabbed me the moment I was done and pulled me back into hiding while the car slid out of control, then stopped as it hit a pole.

      While Max’s cursing echoed up and down the street, Dad whispered, ‘Now.’

      Mum hastily stepped into the street. As the three officers stumbled from the car, she said, ‘IMMOBILISE!’ three times, sending a green bolt of magic over each police officer, making them all freeze.

      Mum slid back behind the cover of the car and we waited, counting to ten, but there were no footsteps, no cars, nothing.

      Dad stood. ‘Wait here.’

      He ran down the street, his footsteps echoing in time with my thudding heartbeat. We stayed still and waited.

      My vision went white again, and Elijah put his arm around me. ‘Stay with me, sis.’

      Just when I thought my heart would give out, I heard Jet’s unmistakable voice.

      I let out a long breath and then he was standing before me, staring, open mouthed, at me and my family.

      ‘Come on,’ I said, grabbing Jet’s arm and pulling him along the old cobbled road and around the corner, where I scanned the deserted road.

      ‘What’s going on?’ he asked, his voice shaky.

      I took my first good look at him. He had two black eyes and he wore only a black T-shirt and jeans. Max had gotten to him. Dad quickly retrieved a thick puffer jacket from the car and passed it to Jet.

      ‘Hurry up and put it on,’ I said, trying to keep my voice steady. As he slid the jacket on, his gaze darting like a startled deer’s.

      ‘Look at me,’ I said, putting my hand on his arm, sending some warmth into his body.

      He gazed down at me, his dark eyes piercing.

      ‘Jet, listen closely. You need to go into hiding now. We’ve arranged it all. You need to go straight into the woods to Bluff Point, about two kilometres north of Orpheus’s house. I’ll meet you there at two o’clock.’

      Jet’s skin was the colour of chalk when Elijah passed him a backpack.

      I continued talking. ‘Inside, you’ll find everything you need for now, including a watch, food, more clothes and water. Do you think you can manage?’

      Jet nodded. ‘They’ll find me.’

      ‘Not where I’m taking you,’ I said.

      ‘What? Where?’

      ‘We’ve found a deserted little cove further down the coast, before the coastguard. I’ll take you by dingy.’

      Jet’s eyebrows pulled together and he ran his fingers over his stubbly chin. ‘My gran,’ he said, his voice cracking.

      ‘We’ll let her know you’re okay as soon as we can,’ said Mum. ‘We’ll keep an eye on her, too.’

      ‘Really? But why are you doing this…for me?’ Jet said, his eyes filling with tears.

      ‘You would have done the same for us, son,’ said Dad, patting Jet on the back. ‘But for now, we need to make a move. The spell will only last about another ten minutes.’ Dad checked his watch. ‘That gives you enough time to be well on your way. Will you be okay?’

      Jet nodded and looked at us all in turn. ‘I don’t know how to thank you.’

      ‘Take care, son,’ said Dad. ‘And remember, be there by two.’

      ‘Got it,’ said Jet, taking one last look at me before running across the open space of the industrial area, towards the woods.

      ‘Come on,’ said Mum, and within seconds we were back in the car and driving towards town. Before long, we pulled into a car park down near the bay. Everyone was streaming towards the town centre, outside the town hall, where a stage and a large structure had been set up next to it – ready with a hanging noose.

      I felt as if I was going to be sick, and I jumped from the car, sucking in the cool winds from the bay.

      Elijah came to stand next to me. ‘It’s going to be okay, sis. He’s safe.’

      ‘This town, these people…they want this.’

      Elijah raised his head, staring past everyone and out to the bay beyond.

      ‘Most people are like you and me,’ he said. ‘Just here because they have to be. But some people want to watch Jet hang. It makes me sickened to the core,’ he continued, his voice just above a whisper. ‘Life is strange, no doubt about it. But at the end of the day, every one of us has a choice about who we are. All Orpheus is doing is shining a light onto our souls, making people decide.’

      I gazed up at my brother, who’d grown into a man seemingly overnight.

      ‘I’m so lucky to have you as my brother.’

      ‘Yes, you are,’ said Elijah, nudging me, his face breaking into a smile as Anna started up the rise towards us. I stared beyond her to Noah, who was watching us from the edge of the crowd, a sneer on his face. I held onto my groan, knowing that one day soon I would have to try and put things right between us.

      ‘She knows,’ he whispered so that only I would hear.

      ‘Knows what?’ I asked.

      ‘She knows our secret…that we’re witches. I told her.’

      My vision disappeared for a moment.

      ‘I trust her…with my life,’ he said. ‘Like you trust Ezra…and Jet apparently.’

      My legs buckled and Elijah put his arm around me, steadied me. ‘You going to be okay?’

      Was I? Could I get through this day?

      I nodded, but a quick glance at Elijah showed me I hadn’t convinced him. He was about to speak, but then Anna arrived, and he quickly wrapped her in his great big arms.

      ‘Hey, Eva. You okay?’ she asked, standing back and looking me over.

      ‘Still recovering,’ I said, trying to hide the wobble in my voice.

      ‘Maybe a certain someone can help with that,’ she said, glancing down the rise to where Ezra was approaching us.

      I tried to smile, but I was pretty sure it came out as a grimace. We hadn’t spoken a word since our argument that had us in a stalemate. I turned to Ezra, who looked to be carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders, and my heart contracted. He glanced up and his emerald eyes found mine.

      I nodded, and he pulled the side of his mouth into a smile so that two dimples appeared on either side of his face. He might not want me mixed up with Jet, but when I’d needed him, he’d come through for me.

      I walked forward and met him where we would be out of earshot. He didn’t bend down to kiss me like he usually did, and I didn’t take his hand.

      ‘Is everything okay?’ he asked.

      ‘He got away,’ I whispered. ‘I’ll tell you more later.’

      ‘Thank goodness,’ he said, dropping his head back and sighing. ‘I’ve been worried sick. As soon as I heard what Dad planned…’

      ‘It’s okay. He’s okay.’

      Ezra turned to watch his dad, who was seated in the centre of the stage. Clearly the news of Jet’s escape hadn’t reached him.

      ‘He’s a monster,’ he said, his face unrecognisable.

      I placed my hand on Ezra’s arm and pushed some heat into him. He turned back to me. ‘I’m sorry, for everything. I should never have tried to…control you…and stop you helping someone who needed our help. Can you forgive me?’

      I took a good look at Ezra. His eyes looked bruised with tiredness, he hadn’t shaved for days and his sun-bleached hair was longer.

      ‘I can’t live without you,’ he said. ‘Please don’t break up with me.’

      I was about to answer him when commotion broke out down below. Orpheus stood and shouted at the person in front of him. His arms flew to his sides and it was hard to make out his every word, but it was impossible not to hear him curse and the words, find him NOW!

      Every hair on my body stood on end. My parents, who’d been sitting in the car before we had to make our appearance, jumped out onto the pavement.

      ‘Come on,’ they said. ‘We’d better go down.’

      I took Ezra’s cold hand and we all made our way down to the crowd, which was abuzz with gossip.

      ‘What’s going on?’ Mum asked one of our neighbours.

      ‘Jet’s escaped,’ she said, her eyes alive. ‘They say it was an act of witchcraft.’

      ‘What?’ said Mum, her mouth dropping open. She turned to us and told us what she’d heard, and we acted as surprised as we should be.

      Orpheus’s booming voice silenced everyone, and we all turned towards him. He stood in front of the microphone, a wounded bull.

      ‘The witch has escaped, so his trial has been postponed until he is found – and he will be found. Go home and await my further instructions.’

      He turned on his heel and strode from the stage and into a waiting police car, which whisked him away.

      The crowd broke into chatter the moment he left, and it took everything in me to pretend to be shocked and angry that Jet had gotten away. Finally, when people began leaving, Mum gave Elijah and me a quick nod.

      ‘Can we hang out for a while?’ I asked Ezra quietly.

      He squeezed my hand, which he hadn’t let go of. ‘Sure.’

      ‘I’ll see you at home later,’ I said, hugging my family and Anna, who hadn’t stopped staring at the noose, her face grey.

      Mum took one long last look at me before she turned away and walked towards the car. Her face told me everything I needed to know. It was the same expression she’d had on my first day of school, the first time I went to camp, the first time I’d left the house when I knew I was a witch – it screamed I love you, be careful, I love you.

      ‘Let’s go,’ said Ezra, gently pulling me from the crowds towards where his car was parked behind the town hall.

      The moment we were in the car, I started to shake.

      ‘What happened?’ he asked, starting his car and turning the heat up high.

      Between chattering teeth, I told him everything that had happened and asked him to drive me into the woods to meet Jet. By the time we finished talking, he was rubbing his eyes.

      ‘You can’t be serious,’ he said. ‘You’re going to take him. Why can’t Elijah do it?’

      I took a deep breath. ‘I need an alibi.’

      ‘So, that’s what I am – an alibi.’

      ‘No, of course not, and I wouldn’t have gotten you mixed up in this if I didn’t have to.’

      He ran his hand through his hair and stared out the window.

      ‘I’m sorry, okay. If you don’t want to get involved, I completely understand,’ I said.

      He revved the car, and a few people turned our way. He pulled out onto the road and sped up the hill.

      ‘Just drop me home,’ I said, trying to keep tears from filling my eyes.

      ‘I don’t care about getting involved, but I do care about you getting involved with Jet.’

      ‘Back here again,’ I said, sighing. ‘Don’t you trust me?’

      He glanced over at me, the intensity in his green eyes making my heart leap.

      ‘Because if you don’t trust me…’

      ‘If you don’t want to be together, Eva, just say it.’

      ‘I’m not saying that,’ I said, no longer able to muster the energy to even raise my voice. ‘How many times do I have to tell you, I want to be with you, but you have to trust me. Can you trust me?’

      Ezra slowed down and turned left onto the road that went past his house and into the deepest part of the woods. Then he put his foot down and we sped along the road, past trees that turned into a green blur. We continued past his house to where the trees grew higher and thicker.

      Finally, he slowed down and pulled into the car park that was well hidden from the road, then turned the car off. He unclipped his seat belt, leaned over and kissed me as if he were never going to kiss me again. I pulled him closer, and as heat consumed me like fire, he pulled away.

      ‘You drive me crazy, Eva,’ he said, sitting back in his seat. ‘I want you by my side, and yet here you are, going off with another man who would do anything to have you.’

      ‘Do you trust me?’ I asked, my heart still racing.

      ‘It’s not you I don’t trust – it’s him.’

      I pushed my head back against my headrest. ‘I can handle him.’

      ‘You might think that, but you won’t even know he’s manipulating you.’

      ‘All I’m doing is dropping him off and then coming straight back – to you.’

      ‘I’ll come with you,’ he said.

      ‘I need you here, in case…something goes wrong.’

      He cursed under his breath.

      ‘I’ll go,’ he said.

      ‘You don’t know where to go, and besides, you’ll probably throw him overboard.’

      Ezra smiled, a small smile, and I knew I’d won. I unclipped my seat belt and put my hand on the side of his face, turning him towards me.

      ‘I only want to be with you, even if you have some serious jealousy issues that need immediate attention.’

      He let out a small chuckle and I leant forward and found his lips, which were hot and ready for mine.

      He pulled away. ‘When this is over…’

      ‘Yes,’ I whispered, flames bursting to life inside me. He pulled me closer and kissed me again, filling my body with a taste of things to come.
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      When we left the steamed-up car, the cold winds stopped me in my tracks. Ezra strolled around to my side and took my hand.

      ‘Everything okay?’ he asked. ‘You look really pale.’

      I nodded, not trusting my voice.

      ‘Come on,’ he said, leading me into the woods that looked and felt completely different from the parts I’d been in before. The woods here were deeper, denser and more alive with the energy of nature. The further we walked, the more I began to feel as if I were a visitor whose every step was being watched.

      Neither of us spoke as we made our way to where Jet was waiting next to the dinghy, filled with supplies, that would take him to safety. His face lit up like the sun lights the morning sky when he saw me, but when he took in Ezra, it was as though someone pulled the plug from the socket.

      ‘Hey,’ I said when we arrived.

      ‘Hi,’ said Jet, nodding at me and then frowning at Ezra. ‘What’s he doing here?’

      ‘He’s trying to help you,’ said Ezra. ‘Nice to see you, too.’

      ‘But your dad – he wants to kill me.’

      Ezra’s face turned a deep shade of red. ‘It’s lucky for you, then, that I’m not my father.’

      Jet opened his mouth to speak, but I cut in. ‘Let’s make a move – I want to get back before it’s dark.’

      ‘You can always stay with me,’ said Jet, looking straight at Ezra, who took a step forward.

      I put my hands up between them. ‘Stop it, both of you.’

      They stayed where they were.

      ‘Jet, I’m dropping you off and then coming straight back. Got it?’

      Jet nodded. ‘Sure. Let’s go.’

      Within seconds he was heaving the boat into the water.

      ‘I’ll be here, waiting for you,’ said Ezra, pulling me into a hug and then bending down, pushing my hair back and kissing me in a way that made my head spin.

      Jet cleared his throat and Ezra broke away, but not before he smiled up at Jet as if he’d won the title. I poked him in the ribs and removed the smile from his face before I walked over to the boat and climbed inside.

      ‘Be careful,’ were Ezra’s last words before Jet pushed us away from shore. Jet started the engine and in seconds we were racing across the open waters.

      Neither of us spoke other than to exchange directions as we sped across the choppy waters. I continually scanned for signs of the coastguard, but the waters were empty. The sun was midway in the sky, sinking quickly. My mind drifted to my return journey, right at sunset, if I was lucky. Or in the darkness, if I was delayed.

      Just when I began wondering whether we’d gone the wrong way, I spotted the telltale rock formation of the cove where Jet would hide until…the world was sane again. I tried to imagine how long that would take, but came up blank.

      Jet throttled the boat full steam ahead around the rocks and headed to shore. Gone were his dangerous charm and smart-alec ways. In their place was a young man facing an unforeseeable future, all alone.

      ‘Hold on,’ he said, and it took me a moment to realise that the waters around us had changed, and large waves were pushing against our small boat. I held on, trying to imagine how I’d get the boat back out on my own, when a large wave came in from the left and tipped the boat precariously on its side. I tried my hardest to hold on, but my hands slipped and, in a heartbeat, I slid into the freezing-cold water that stunned me.

      The current of the wave dragged me under the water, and I tried to find my strength to pull myself up, but I had nothing left. Bit by bit, I’d been drained of life. As my breath tightened in my chest, I pictured the faces of my family, of Jet and Ezra. But then they started to fade and hands wrapped around me, tugging me, pulling me down.

      I was powerless to stop them and started to descend, but then the water around me parted and Jet grabbed me and hauled me into the boat. We caught a large wave that thrust our boat onto the pebbly shore.

      Jet jumped from the boat, lugged it to shore, then stepped inside and lifted me into his arms. He carried me onto soft white sands and gently placed me down.

      ‘Christ, Eva, are you okay? What were those things?’

      I tried to speak, but nothing would come out.

      Jet’s lips parted and he ran back down the beach and grabbed the large bags full of supplies. Before I knew it, I was wrapped inside a blanket and he was passing me food, insisting I eat. I gazed at the muesli bar in my shaking hand that I couldn’t bring to my mouth.

      ‘Come on, Eva, you need to get into some dry clothes,’ he said, rifling around inside the bag and finding one of Elijah’s enormous tracksuits. I tried to pick up the clothes, but couldn’t grab hold of them.

      ‘Christ, Eva,’ he said. ‘Let me help you.’

      What the…?

      ‘No!’ I managed to stutter out.

      ‘You have two choices. Either you let me help you or you freeze to death.’

      ‘Freeze…to…death.’

      ‘That’s really mature,’ he said. ‘Come on. I promise not to look and let’s face it, it’s not like I haven’t seen you before.’

      I lowered my gaze as the memory of being humiliated in front of Max washed over me.

      ‘Eva, you’re going to freeze.’

      With a shaking hand I unzipped my sopping jacket, and Jet helped me pull it off. Then I let him peel my jumper over my head.

      ‘Turn around,’ I said, and he rolled his eyes before doing so. Slowly, I undressed with shaking hands, leaving me in my bra and undies.

      ‘You decent yet?’ he said, turning back towards me, his eyes widening. ‘Shit, sorry.’ He turned on his heel, leaving me hot and cold all over.

      As quickly as I could, I dressed in the tracksuit and sat down to put on a pair of woollen socks, but my hands were shaking so much it was impossible.

      ‘Here,’ he said, squatting in front of me and pulling the socks on my feet, which felt like ice. Then he wrapped me back in the blanket and sat behind me and placed his arms around me.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I said, trying to push him away.

      ‘I can’t make a fire, so believe it or not, I’m trying to help you get warm.’

      I tried to move away, but he drew me even closer. After a few struggles I gave up and let him hold me up, pushing his warmth back into me. I don’t know how long we stayed that way, but when my body heat returned, I moved away and realised that it was getting dark.

      ‘Oh no,’ I said, fear gripping me.

      ‘You’re going to have to stay the night. You’ll never get out.’

      ‘I can’t stay,’ I said, gathering up my belongings and moving towards the boat.

      ‘You can’t go now,’ said Jet. He ran to stand in front of the boat. ‘It’s too dangerous.’

      ‘I have to go, Jet. Ezra is waiting for me. If I don’t come back, he’ll either come here himself or send a search party out. Either way, his father will find out and then you’re stuffed.’

      Jet rubbed at his blackened and bruised eyes. ‘I don’t care. It’s getting late and it’s too dangerous.’

      I pushed past him and used the last of my energy to haul the boat into the water.

      ‘Eva, stop. Please,’ said Jet, holding the boat.

      ‘I know it’s risky, Jet, but the alternative is far worse.’

      ‘Stay here, with me. We can leave this hellhole together.’

      For a split second, I saw us leaving this modern-day Salem once and for all. It was as though someone opened a door and all I had to do was walk through.

      ‘I can’t leave my family…Ezra.’

      ‘Lucky bastard,’ said Jet.

      ‘Except for his sadistic father.’

      ‘Except for that,’ said Jet, a smile lighting his face.

      ‘Will you be…okay here?’ I said, looking around at the pretty little cove with white sand that met the bush and cliffs.

      Jet’s gaze followed mine and he shrugged. ‘Better than the alternative. I heard them talking…what they’d planned for me.’

      I shivered, remembering the noose that could now be tight around Jet’s neck.

      ‘I don’t know how to thank you,’ he said, his voice breaking up. ‘No one has done anything like this for me before.’

      ‘It’s nice to be able to return the favour.’

      ‘Will you come back?’ he asked, his voice so quiet it almost couldn’t be heard over the crash of the waves.

      ‘One of us will come back once a week with new supplies,’ I said. ‘Until this is over.’

      ‘Really? You’re coming back?’

      ‘It’s not like we’re going to leave you here all alone.’

      His body, which he’d been holding tall, slumped forward. ‘Thanks…for everything.’

      I put my hand on his shoulder and he placed his hand over mine, sending a flicker of heat inside me.

      ‘What was that? Back in the water?’ he asked.

      I cringed, remembering the hands on my feet, dragging me down. ‘That’s a story for another time.’ And then I remembered the waves parting. ‘What about you? What did you do to the water?’

      ‘That’s a story for next time you visit, which I hope will be very soon,’ he said.

      ‘Hey, how come you failed that last test? Elijah and I had fixed it so that everyone would sink.’

      ‘Yes, well, that would have been handy to know. I fixed it with magic too – but without knowing you and Elijah had cleaned the bay, it kind of backfired.’

      ‘Oh right, sorry,’ I said, looking out into the waves, which seemed to be growing larger by the second.

      When I turned back around, Jet was standing there in only his undies.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I said, unable to take my gaze off his sculptured, frankly ‘hot’ body.

      ‘I thought we weren’t supposed to stare,’ he said, his eyes burning.

      I tried to find my voice. ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘I’m driving the dingy back over those waves before I swim back in to shore, and since I don’t fancy swimming in my clothes…’

      ‘It’s okay, I can manage,’ I said.

      ‘Any other day, I must say I’d have to agree, but not today, Eva. Today we need you home in one piece.’

      ‘Thanks,’ I whispered, and he bent forward and pecked my cheek before he hauled the rest of the supplies onto the beach and pulled the boat back into the water, squealing like a child as the water splashed his ridiculous body.

      I took a deep breath and climbed into the little boat, which lolled around. All I wanted to do was get home, climb into bed and stay there for the longest time. But the journey home felt impossibly long. Just getting past these waves was not going to be easy. A large wave rolled towards us, pushing our little boat back in to shore. The moment the wave passed, Jet pulled the boat back out, climbed on board and started the engine, and we took off towards the larger waves.

      ‘Hold on,’ said Jet as we blasted through the froth and waves. We were almost through when the largest wave I’d seen all day started to build.

      ‘Jet,’ I said, my fingers gripping the side of the boat.

      ‘Holy moly,’ muttered Jet, throttling the little boat faster. We started climbing the wave, which felt like the side of a mountain. As we reached the top, the wave began breaking, and for a few moments we were suspended in midair. My fingers slipped from their grip and as the boat came back down with a massive thud onto the ocean, I landed in the middle of the boat, pain shooting through my arm and ricocheting around my body.

      ‘Eva, Christ, are you okay?’ said Jet, who’d driven the boat into calmer waters and was now crouched over me.

      I tried to sit up, but my head was spinning and my arm wouldn’t move.

      ‘Shh, it’s going to be okay,’ said Jet, pushing my hair from my face.

      I gazed up at him, the sky dark and blustery behind him.

      He knelt down and wiped the tears from my eyes.

      ‘I think I’ve broken my arm,’ I said between gritted teeth, trying to stop myself from screaming.

      ‘What about your head?’

      ‘I don’t know. The whole side of my face hurts… My head too.’

      Jet put his hands on his head. ‘Come on. I’ll take you back.’

      ‘What? No,’ I said, managing to drag myself into a sitting position, screaming in the process.

      ‘Eva, stop moving,’ said Jet, his face scrunched up as he examined my face and arm.

      ‘I’m okay,’ I said, my body breaking out in a cold sweat. ‘You swim in. I’ve got this.’

      ‘There’s no way you can manage the boat,’ he said.

      ‘And there’s no way you can come back. We need the boat so we can bring you supplies. Please, Jet, please swim in. I need to go. It’s nearly dark.’

      Jet glanced back at the beach, which was getting further and further away.

      ‘I don’t want to leave you.’

      I didn’t want to be alone in the boat with a storm rolling in and every movement of the water shooting pain through my body.

      ‘I don’t want you to leave either, but you must. Please, Jet.’

      Jet dropped his head and rubbed his face before he looked up. ‘Promise me that you’ll be careful and that you’ll come back as soon as you can to let me know you’re okay.’

      ‘I promise,’ I said, unable to keep the tears from my eyes. He grabbed my discarded wet jacket and slid it carefully around my body and up over my arm so that the limb was supported. By the time he was finished, I was covered in sweat and my head was so light I thought I’d pass out. I waited a few seconds and carefully moved to sit at the back of the boat.

      He started the engine and sat down opposite me.

      ‘Please, please stay safe,’ he said, wiping the tears from my face.

      ‘You too,’ I managed to croak out.

      With one last look he dived into the ocean, then treaded water next to the boat. I clicked the boat into gear and as I started to speed away, I heard Jet yell, ‘I’ll miss you.’

      ‘I’ll miss you too,’ I whispered to the wind, before letting out the cry I’d held onto for so many days.

      It was a cry from the depths of my soul. It spoke of despair, hate, love, jealousy, betrayal, intimidation and fear. I’d been pushed, pulled, drowned and smashed, and as I made my way across the ocean under the light of the rising moon, I let the world know exactly how I felt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Every movement of the waves sent pain ricocheting through my arm, making me cry out. Several times the pain could no longer be held in my body, and I leant over the side of the boat and was sick.

      By the time I neared the mainland, it was dark and with a rising panic, I realised that I couldn’t see Bluff Point. The only thing I could see was Orpheus’s house, which abutted the bay, river and ocean, lit up like a department store at night. Inside was a man who loved his son and wife, a man who had welcomed me into his family, a man who would have taken the life of an innocent young man today if he could have.

      Tears filled my eyes and I slowed the boat and started to cry, the salt stinging the left-hand side of my face, which was swollen and bloody. The ocean tossed me around and I felt the little boat drifting backwards, being drawn out into the sea. If the dark spirits came for me in that moment, I’d be powerless. I had nothing, absolutely nothing, left to fight them, to fight anyone.

      I dropped my head, which spun as I tried to hold onto consciousness. I’d reached the end of my road and I waited, waited to be claimed.

      ‘Never drop your head,’ came the voice of my mother. I snapped my head up and around, but at first glance there was nothing but the large moon, which looked suspended in the air by invisible threads. I glanced inside the boat, and there was a long black tentacle, sliding towards me.

      I had nothing left, but I raised my head to the moon and let its power wash over me. I raised my good arm in front of me, and the energy from the moon entered me and a flame emerged from my hand and struck the creature, which slid back into the dark waters.

      Something inside me had woken and I searched the headland, shrouded in darkness.

      ‘Please, help me,’ I cried out.

      And from the headland came a light flashing, over and over again.

      I heard a guttural groan, and it took me a moment to realise it had come from me.

      ‘Come home,’ came the voice of my mother as though she were sitting beside me.

      I steered the boat directly towards the light that continued to flash, turned the engine to full throttle and sat back as the boat lurched towards the light.

      Slowly, the headland gained form and there, standing in the darkness where I’d left him, with his torch flashing, was Ezra. I slowed the boat down as my vision disappeared. I tried desperately to hold onto consciousness, which was coming and going like the beam of the torch.

      As the boat hit the shore, I heard Ezra calling my name, but it was distant. The darkness had arrived and was taking my pain away with it.

      ‘Eva, Eva, what happened?’ Ezra called, momentarily bringing me back into the world of pain.

      My words would not form, but there was no mistaking Ezra cursing Jet’s name and I wanted to tell him to stop, but nothing would come.

      ‘Hold on, my darling,’ said Ezra as he lifted me into his arms, my arm twisting, making me scream.

      ‘What the hell?’ he yelled as he adjusted my arm and started walking.

      ‘Broken arm,’ I managed to slur out.

      ‘What happened, Eva? Tell me.’

      ‘He’s okay,’ I said between tears that I couldn’t seem to control.

      ‘I don’t care about him. What happened to you?’

      All I could picture was the waves and that split second when the boat was vertical in the air.

      ‘Christ,’ said Ezra as I went in and out of consciousness. Walking beside me, his golden eyes fixed on me, was Boy.

      Ezra carefully placed me in his car, and I tried harder to hold onto my screams.

      ‘It’s going to be okay,’ said Ezra, unable to keep the tremor from his voice. And then he was beside me, the light shining in my eyes.

      He gasped and cursed as he took in the state of me. Then, on the phone through the car was my mum, whose voice quickly grew alarmed as Ezra described my condition.

      ‘Bring her home,’ said Mum.

      ‘She needs the hospital,’ said Ezra.

      ‘Too many questions. We can take care of her,’ said Mum, who started issuing instructions to Dad and Elijah.

      ‘I think she’s broken her arm, and she’s hit her head. She’s in and out of consciousness.’

      There was a long silence on the other end of the line and in the background, I listened to Elijah asking questions.

      ‘Bring her home,’ said Mum in her don’t-argue-with-me voice.

      ‘On our way.’

      The line went dead and Ezra spoke quietly. ‘Hang in there, darling.’

      Within seconds we were flying down the road. As we passed Ezra’s house, a siren and flashing lights appeared behind us.

      ‘What the hell?’ said Ezra, scanning the rear-vision mirror. ‘Eva, don’t say a word and stay awake, okay?’

      Pain seared through me and I gulped down air, trying to stop myself from being sick. Ezra rolled down the window as a police officer approached.

      ‘What seems to be–’

      ‘The problem,’ said Max, his voice sending terror into my heart.

      ‘What do you want?’ said Ezra.

      ‘Hello to you,’ said Max, shining his torch into the car, on the good side of my face. ‘Well, well, well – look who we have here. Lovely Miss Eva.’

      ‘Shut your mouth,’ said Ezra.

      ‘Excuse me,’ said Max, his voice as sharp as the point of a knife.

      ‘You heard me, arsehole,’ said Ezra.

      ‘Step out of the car, both of you,’ said Max.

      ‘Not a chance. Get out of the way, or I’ll report you.’

      Max started to laugh. ‘Just because you’re Orpheus’s son doesn’t give you and your lovely girlfriend full immunity.’

      ‘Last time I checked, you were in jail for attempted murder.’

      ‘Oh, that. There was a misunderstanding, that’s all. A mistake, it can happen to anyone. But insubordination to a police officer, now that’s an offence.’

      ‘Bullshit,’ said Ezra.

      ‘Get out of the car, or I’ll arrest you both.’

      Ezra cursed under his breath as he slid the internal light off and got out of the car.

      ‘Good decision,’ said Max, who immediately spun Ezra around so that he faced the car, his hands behind his back.

      ‘Get your hands off me,’ screamed Ezra. ‘Or so help you.’

      ‘Oh, I do like a struggle, don’t I, Eva?’

      Ezra cried out as he struggled against Max. I wanted to move, to help Ezra, but I started to dry retch.

      ‘Stay where you are,’ said Ezra, in between gritted teeth.

      ‘Yes, that will make it easier for me,’ said Max, laughing again.

      ‘If you even lay one finger on her, I will hunt you down for the rest of your days,’ yelled Ezra.

      ‘Is that so? I like the sound of that,’ said Max. ‘Now, where have you two been all afternoon, the same afternoon that Jet goes missing?’

      ‘None of your goddamned business,’ said Ezra.

      ‘It’s funny, you know, just moments before Jet vanished, I could have sworn I saw young Eva.’

      No! No! No!

      I remembered the moment when I stepped out from the street and threw fireballs at the tyres of the police car.

      ‘So, your intimidation of Eva continues,’ said Ezra. ‘Dad will be very interested in how you’re treating not only his son, but also his son’s girlfriend, who he happens to like.’

      ‘I bet he does, poor bastard, just like the rest of us,’ said Max, shining the light into the car and letting it linger on my oversized clothes. ‘Bet he hasn’t had the pleasure of seeing her in all her glory, or maybe he has.’

      ‘SHUT UP,’ yelled Ezra, struggling against Max’s hold.

      ‘Cat got your tongue in there?’ said Max, leaning into the window.

      More than anything in the world, I wanted my powers – I wanted to set him on fire once and for all. But I had nothing, nothing at all. I kept my face straight ahead.

      ‘I won’t ask you again,’ said Max, turning back to Ezra. ‘Where were you both this afternoon?’

      ‘Where do you think?’ said Ezra, spitting out his words.

      ‘Okay, so I’ll assume you mean you were together, in the woods.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Ezra.

      ‘What were you doing that would have Eva so damned quiet?’ Max said again, shining his torch on my face, blinding me.

      ‘None of your business,’ said Ezra, straining against Max.

      ‘Oh, I think it is. What would a handsome boy and such a pretty girl be doing out in the woods for hours and hours on end? The mind boggles.’

      ‘I said, it’s none of your business.’

      ‘If you don’t tell me, I’ll be forced to put you in cuffs and turn my attention to your girlfriend.’

      ‘What do you think we were doing?’ said Ezra, his voice coarse.

      ‘I think you were having your way with your girl. Am I right or am I right?’

      I heard Max get something out from his pockets, and I turned in time to see the silver glisten of handcuffs.

      ‘He’s got handcuffs,’ I said.

      The next thing I knew there was a commotion as Boy launched himself onto Max, then pinned him to the ground and growled in his face, making Max scream.

      For a few moments, Ezra stayed where he was.

      Then he clapped his hands and pretended to scare Boy away into the woods. In one movement, Ezra placed Max on his feet before landing a punch that knocked him to the ground. Ezra picked up Max and dangled him in the air.

      ‘If you ever even talk about my girlfriend again, I’m coming for you and you won’t know until it’s too late. This is your last chance.’ Ezra threw Max onto the ground. Within seconds, Max scrambled to his feet and got out his gun.

      I screamed, and I heard Ezra shout before he started running at Max.

      The sound of gunfire filled the air.

      Ezra screamed out like he’d been shot – and heat exploded inside me, then seeped slowly through me like blood across the ground, drowning me, pulling me down, down, down into the darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Time became a suspended thing, and I no longer moved to its beat. I hovered just outside myself in a space where there was no time, only the murmur of voices and the movement of shapes and an occasional touch that brought me closer.

      Sometimes I would move further away and could feel the suction of my spirit from my body as it peeled away. At other times, I’d get so close to my body I’d feel the texture of my skin.

      I stayed in this place while the sun rose and set, rose and set until I lost track of even that. I was no longer human, not free, not trapped, only a spirit in waiting.

      ‘Eva,’ called a voice that pulled me closer so that I hovered just above my body, which I barely recognised. My arm was in a cast and one side of my face was black and blue, just like my lips. My eyes were shut and the other side of my face was the same shade of white as my pillowcase. I was small, shrunken and fragile as a baby bird.

      A memory reformed and I heard the bullet, the bullet that Ezra must have ran straight into, that pierced his heart, taking mine with him. I was about to turn away and retreat into the world where there was no pain when I heard a sob.

      ‘Come back to me,’ he begged.

      ‘Ezra,’ I said, watching my body stir as I took in Ezra, who was sitting next to me, his head in his hands as he cried.

      ‘Please, Eva, come back to me. I love you… I’ll never stop loving you.’

      Ezra’s alive!

      ‘Ezra,’ I croaked, opening my eyes to see Ezra look up with a swollen, red raw gaze. He jumped up in a flash as tears continued streaming down his face. I tried to wipe them away, but I couldn’t find the energy to move.

      ‘Christian! Angie!’ Ezra yelled, making me jump.

      ‘Don’t try and move,’ he said. ‘I don’t know if you remember, but you’ve been in some kind of accident, and then you were shot in the shoulder.’

      WHAT! And then I remembered, the pain of a bullet as it entered my shoulder.

      ‘Stay with me, Eva,’ he said, gently touching my face. ‘You’re in hospital now and you’re safe. Your family…haven’t left your side. They’re coming in now.’

      I glanced up to see Mum and Dad run into the room, their faces lighting up before they burst into tears. In behind them walked Elijah, his face unrecognisable as he smiled at me through his tears.

      ‘The lengths you’ll go for some attention,’ he said, making everyone laugh. Pain immediately ricocheted through my body, and I cried out.

      ‘It’s okay,’ said Ezra, smoothing my hair back. ‘You’re going to be okay.’

      ‘Boy?’ I managed to rasp, my eyes flooding with tears as I imagined where the other bullets landed.

      ‘Boy got away,’ said Ezra, his face paling as he remembered back to what had happened after I passed out.

      ‘Max,’ I croaked, his name alone making me feel sick.

      The alarm next to my bed started, and I heard footsteps in the hall.

      ‘In jail for attempted murder. This time, there’s no plan to release him.’

      ‘Jet?’ I asked.

      Every feature on Ezra’s face became set, and he clamped his mouth shut before he was shuffled off my bed as a flurry of nurses and doctors started asking me questions, moving me and adjusting the many tubes that were attached to me.

      Every movement, every question brought more pain. I closed my eyes and thought back to the last time I saw Jet as he treaded water beside me, telling me that he would miss me. Question after question swam in my mind. How long had he been alone? Had someone in my family been back for him? Was he okay?

      I opened my eyes and there, arms folded across his chest, was Ezra. The only thing I knew in that moment from the loathing in his eyes was that he would not be answering any of my questions about Jet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time I was allowed out of the house, the last of the leaves had been stripped from the trees and the wind carried a bitterness that took my breath away.

      Ezra held my good hand tightly, the other still getting its strength back after being in a cast, as we walked slowly out of my house and down the front stairs. I remembered back to the day we had arrived in Melas, when there was a sweetness in the air and a spring in my step. I pictured Elijah and myself racing each other into the house, but it felt as though it had happened a lifetime ago to other people.

      ‘Careful now,’ he said, helping me into the car.

      ‘I’m not an old lady,’ I snapped, not for the first time in the last month I’d been recovering.

      He laughed, the same way he always did, and quickly got into the car beside me, smiling so brightly it was like looking into the sun. My heart did a little leap, something that hadn’t happened for as long as I could remember.

      ‘So, where to? I’ll take you anywhere you want to go,’ he said.

      ‘Anywhere?’

      ‘Anywhere within the radius of Melas.’

      ‘In that case, I want fish and chips in your little boat, and you – all to myself for the whole afternoon and into the night.’

      ‘Done,’ he said, a small smile on his lips as he turned the car into the street.

      Before long, we were sitting at his little table inside his boat, snug and protected from the wind that was blowing a gale outside. I’d seen Ezra every single day since I’d woken from the coma, but I’d never had him on my own long enough for a proper conversation.

      But now, in between mouthfuls, we caught up on the news of the town, which had returned to its new kind of crazy normal several days after Jet escaped. When we were finished eating, I peeked over at the bed, and memories of the last time we were here and what nearly happened…and the promise we’d made on the night I was shot, rushed back to me. A dormant part of me came alive.

      ‘Shall we lie out?’ I suggested, my breath becoming tight.

      ‘I’m not sure that would be a good idea, are you?’

      ‘I don’t know. I’m injured, but not an invalid,’ I said, lowering my head and pouting.

      Ezra shuffled closer and gently put his finger on my lips, his eyes hungry before he leant in and kissed me softly for a moment before he exploded with passion and pulled me close so that our bodies were joined.

      ‘Your arm,’ he said, breaking away.

      ‘Is getting better. If we’re careful…’

      ‘Do you mean it?’ he said.

      With my good hand, I took his hand and put it on my shirt buttons, heat igniting inside me.

      Slowly, his eyes not leaving mine, he undid my buttons until my shirt fell open. His gaze crept down as he reached up and lightly traced the line of my breast.

      I moaned and closed my eyes as he explored part of me that I’d never given to anyone.

      ‘Eva,’ he said, dropping his hand.

      ‘What?’ I said, trying to find his hand.

      ‘Open your eyes.’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘Please, I need to ask you something before…anything else happens.’

      ‘What?’ I said, pulling my shirt back around myself.

      ‘I need to ask you what happened when you dropped Jet off.’

      ‘I told you,’ I said, my skin breaking out in goosebumps.

      ‘You told me the basics, but since we’re never alone, you haven’t told me everything.’

      ‘I don’t have anything to say. My family are looking after him. I haven’t seen him for ages and probably won’t for a long time, so there’s nothing more to say. Please, let’s not talk anymore.’ I placed my hand on Ezra’s blue jumper and ran my fingers slowly over his broad chest.

      He covered my hand in his, stopping me from moving any further.

      ‘What do you mean…probably won’t see him?’

      ‘Just that. It’s going to be weeks before my wound is fully healed.’

      ‘And then you’re going back?’ he said, his face growing redder by the second.

      ‘Stop with the jealous boyfriend act, okay. There’s nothing between Jet and me.’

      ‘Well, tell me what happened then,’ he said, crossing his arms and putting an unreachable distance between us.

      ‘Fine then,’ I said, sitting back, and in a monotone voice, I told him about how I’d fallen into the ocean where the dark forces tried to take me before Jet saved me, and then how I’d fallen hard against the boat.

      ‘You tell me this now, after all this time?’ he said, looking up at the ceiling.

      ‘There hasn’t been the right time,’ I said.

      ‘Does your family know?’

      I gazed out the window at the dark grey clouds that swirled around in the wind.

      ‘Eva?’

      ‘Yes, they do. I didn’t want to tell you because I knew you’d overreact.’

      ‘That’s like lying,’ he said, narrowing his eyes.

      ‘No, lying would be not telling you the truth. Now, can we move on?’

      ‘What else haven’t you told me?’

      I remembered back to how Jet had seen me when I was getting changed, and my face heated.

      ‘For God’s sake, Eva, tell me.’

      ‘It’s not important.’

      ‘Let me decide what’s important to me.’

      ‘It’s not what you think it’ll be.’

      He sat back, his lips parted. ‘Tell me.’

      I closed my eyes and there, waiting for me, was Jet’s face as he glanced at me. I knew my cheeks would be stained the colour of rouge – the colour of sin.

      ‘When Jet pulled me from the water, I was half-frozen. He couldn’t get me warm, so I had to get changed.’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘He accidently turned around too early – that’s all, I promise.’

      He took a sharp breath before cursing Jet’s name.

      Ezra stood up, his hands hitting the table hard.

      ‘Nothing happened. I was dressed in no time and then I got back on the boat, where I had…the accident.’

      Ezra, who had begun pacing the inside of the boat, stopped and turned to me. ‘He must have loved that.’

      Before I could try and compose myself, I remembered Jet’s face. It must have given me away because Ezra let out a long groan.

      ‘It was nothing, Ezra. Nothing.’

      ‘It wasn’t nothing to him. He’s seen you now – not once, but twice. Enough for him to remember, forever.’

      I stood and on shaking legs walked to Ezra. ‘That’s all he has – a memory. Nothing more. You are here, with me. That’s all that matters. I want you. All of you.’

      My face was blazing and my skin prickled with sweat.

      ‘Please,’ I said, then held my breath.

      He watched me for the longest moment of my life before stepping and kissing me with so much passion I felt licked by the flames of a fire. Before I knew it, my shirt was on the ground and we were lost in each other.

      When I least expected it, he pulled back as though he’d come out of the water gasping for air.

      ‘What was the last thing you said to Jet, before you left him?’

      What? Every part of me thawed as the memory resurfaced.

      I stared at Ezra, but no longer saw him. Instead, I remembered the words I’d said to Jet – the same words he’d said to me. Four simple words that flowed from my mouth –

      far more personal than Jet seeing me without clothes – words that could now do so much damage.

      ‘Eva, I know you remember.’

      I picked my shirt up from the ground and tugged it on. ‘I want to go home.’

      ‘What? Why? What did you say?’ he asked, sitting down.

      I wanted to run my hand through his sandy-blond hair and over his sculptured cheekbones and down to his jaw, but I found my jacket and put it on. There was no going back now.

      ‘Please, just tell me,’ he said.

      ‘If I tell you…’

      ‘What?’ he said, raising his voice.

      ‘Promise you won’t break up with me.’

      ‘Argh,’ he said, putting his head in his hands.

      ‘Promise me,’ I begged.

      He glanced up at me then, his deep green eyes looking through me and into my soul. ‘That depends,’ he said.

      My breath deserted me and I struggled to stay upright.

      ‘On?’ I whispered.

      ‘On whether you have feelings for him.’

      I wiped the sweat from my forehead.

      ‘Do you? Do you have feelings for him?’ he asked.

      ‘I care for him…as a friend,’ I said.

      ‘But that’s not all, is it? You have feelings for him, don’t you?’

      I remembered Jet’s face, the way he gazed at me.

      ‘No,’ I whispered. ‘He’s just a friend.’

      ‘Well then, you have nothing to hide. Just say it.’

      I tried to swallow, but couldn’t.

      ‘Eva,’ he pleaded.

      I closed my eyes for a long second, took a deep breath and opened them. ‘I said, I’ll miss you too.’

      As I said these words, I remembered how I’d felt at the time – as though I was being wrenched away from him. That’s when I knew that Ezra was right – I did have feelings for Jet. But whatever they were, they were nothing like what I felt for the boy in front of me – the boy I loved.

      Ezra’s face was frozen in shock.

      ‘I love you, Ezra,’ I said.

      Ezra gazed past me out the window, to where the afternoon was looming long and grey.

      ‘Please, Ezra, don’t push me away. You mean everything to me.’

      ‘Everything? If I mean everything, why do you have feelings for Jet?’

      My mouth closed at the sting in his words, and it took me a few moments to recover. ‘I don’t…I don’t know, but it doesn’t matter. All that matters is you and me. You’ve been by my side every step of the way. It’s you who I love.’

      ‘Yeah, right,’ he said, his body rigid with an anger and indignation I hadn’t seen before.

      ‘It’s true,’ I said, putting my hand on his arm. ‘I love you, Ezra. Please.’

      For a moment, a crack in his armour appeared and I thought I might get through, but then he folded his arms across his chest, closing up my last hope.

      ‘We can’t be together,’ he said.

      ‘What! You can’t be serious.’

      ‘I was ready to give myself to you now…forever, but that’s because you have my whole heart. There hasn’t been space for anyone else, not today, not ever. But you, you have someone else in your heart, and I know that you have all of his.’

      I slumped forward as the meaning of his words saturated me. Just like that, he’d dumped me. I would see him again at school, but I would never hold his hand, never kiss his lips, never see him walk up my front stairs. He would never be my first, my last.

      Tears flooded my eyes until I could no longer see. Outside it started to rain, the rhythmic pitter-patter of the drops tapping the roof. I glanced at the bed. If he hadn’t asked that one question, that’s where we’d be, creating a memory that could never be taken from us. Now, I’d have to learn to live with the memories we’d made – knowing they would never be enough.

      ‘Come on, I’ll drive you home,’ he said, his face puckered with rage.

      ‘No,’ I said, holding onto the couch as I found my feet. ‘I’ll walk.’

      ‘Don’t be silly – it’s raining. I’ll drive you.’

      I shrugged on my jacket and tried to rein in my tears, but it was an unwinnable battle.

      ‘I’ll be fine,’ I said, taking one last look at those eyes of the man that I’d grown to love and trust in a way I hadn’t imagined was possible.

      ‘Eva, you can’t go out in this.’

      ‘And what am I going to do tomorrow and the next day…the day after that? You won’t be there to drive me, or care about whether I get wet or sick. So, what difference does it make?’

      My eyes clouded with tears and I grabbed my bag and made my way to the stairs, slipping as I went.

      ‘Eva,’ he said, moving to stand behind me.

      ‘What?’ I said, opening the door.

      He said nothing as the winds and rain blew at me. I didn’t look back as I walked through the door, then closed it behind me. I climbed off the boat I’d so happily stepped onto only a short time ago.

      The rain lashed me, drenching me to the bone. Behind me, I heard his boat door open and felt his gaze on my back as I walked away.

      He didn’t call my name.

      He didn’t run after me and tell me we’d find a way through this together.

      He stayed where he was, his heart closed to me forever.

      Now, I was all alone, except my tender heart had been broken in two, and I had no idea if or how I’d be able to put it back together again.

      As I walked towards home, night fell like a curtain across a stage and swallowed me whole. I glanced into the shadows, where there had once only been light. I let my tears fall freely and blend in with the rain that ran down my face.

      Somewhere out there, Jet, the young man who’d crawled under my skin, was sitting under the same rain, alone. His final words from his soul to mine, and mine to his had ruined my relationship with Ezra. And now all three of us would be alone to face whatever evil Orpheus would breathe into this small town.

      For a moment, I pictured Ezra arriving home to his family, the dread in his heart with no one to share it with. My heart might never recover, but at least I had my family. Who did he have now?

      I let out a cry from my soul as I began mourning the loss of my true love. Thunder grumbled its reply and I turned my face to the heavens above, where a bolt of lightning tore shreds from the sky.

      That’s when I remembered – inside me was the power of fire. It ran through my veins; it was part of the essence of who I was. While there was breath in my body, there was nothing and no one that could take that away – not Orpheus, Max, the dark spirits or even a broken heart.

      I glanced around into the night and quickened my step on the cobbled street. A shiver down my spine told me not to linger. The quest to kill a witch had been squashed this time, but I knew that it had been postponed and not abandoned. Evil forces had been unleashed into this town, and people thirsted to be released from their fears and cleansed of their sins – at whatever price.

      It was only a matter of time before the word witch would be muttered with fervour again, and when it did, I would make sure I was ready.

      

      THE END.
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