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      Samara stood at the balcony doors in her room, watching a trio of Silver Hands patrol the wall. She glared at them while she fiddled with the bracelet on her wrist. How many of them had been paid off by the Norwood family? How many of them had decided to help kidnap witch heirs and convince the council that nothing was wrong?

      “Why don’t we go to the lake?” Nico came up behind her and slipped his arms around her waist. He planted a kiss on her shoulder, then rested his chin there. “It might help both of us unwind.”

      Samara leaned into him, thinking it through. She didn’t hate the thought of returning to that lake, but another part of her feared going. To go there now and have to come to terms with the fact that she couldn’t use any of her magic, let alone water, might break her. “I don’t think I can.”

      She didn’t have to look to sense he was staring at the bracelet. His magic slipped over her and focused on that one spot. For the last week, they’d been working on removing it. Even Headmistress Willena and Commander Talon hadn’t been able to break the magic holding it on Samara’s wrist. Whatever charm held it in place was one they’d never seen before. Just like the curse trapping her brother’s spirit.

      The morning after the attack in the library and Dorian, the earth air witch, was stolen away, the headmistress and commander had come to Samara’s room. The conversation had lasted for hours. Both women had been furious to learn what else had been occurring. Willena had gone back and forth on informing the rest of the staff. But they had no way to tell who might be working for the Norwood family. She’d been ready to kick Beck out of Eternal Light and be done with it.

      Beck had managed to find his way here before without anyone knowing. He’d most likely find a way to do so again. And even if he left, the Silver Hands would remain. Commander Talon had limited authority over them. If she had them removed, she’d told Samara and Nico that the head of the organization himself would most likely show up on their doorstep. She’d also pointed out, much to Nico’s frustration, that with Beck here, they had a chance to watch him and figure out what his family’s end game was.

      “You mean have Samara essentially be bait,” Nico had ranted.

      “She will be heavily guarded,” Commander Talon had assured her son. “It might be our only chance. The Thorns in Crimson Falls haven’t been able to glean any more information about what’s happening. Beck might be our only way in. And that will only happen if he remains in play here.”

      Samara had taken Nico’s hand and promised him it would be okay. He hadn’t smiled at all since that day. Not even a twitch of his lips. She couldn’t blame him. Though they spent all their time together this week, it was hard to be happy. Her aunt had been forced to kill herself, her parents were unreachable, which meant they were most certainly being controlled by the Norwoods, and the damn bracelet continued to drain Samara.

      Then, there was the added annoyance of Beck messing with her head.

      If she was with Nico, his magic was enough to shield her. Or if she was in her room also shielded by him. But any other time, her head would go fuzzy. It was why she’d spent so much time holed up here.

      “Has your mother heard anything about my parents?” she asked Nico.

      “As far as anyone is concerned, Catherine and Drax Wilcox are at their estate mourning the loss of your aunt. The council has respected their request to leave them be. The guards aren’t letting any visitors in.”

      “Except the Norwoods.”

      Nico’s arms tensed around her. “Except them.”

      The Thorns in Crimson Falls might not have been able to get any more information out of the Silver Hands, but they had been able to get eyes on the Scorch family estate. Samara’s parents hadn’t left it in over a week. The fact that they made no attempt to contact Samara after Dorian’s kidnapping was all the sign she needed to know they were in as much danger as she was. She worried they might already be dead. Thankfully, the Thorns had spotted them walking the grounds a few times. It was a relief but not much of one.

      Samara had been tempted to return home. She’d be going in blind, something Nico had pointed out to her while his tattoos had glowed. For now, Eternal Light was where she was safest. She practically had a mini army following her around.

      “I hate to say it,” Nico murmured, “but it’s not good for either of us to stay cooped up in here. We need to do something, or we’ll go stir crazy.”

      “What? You don’t like being stuck in a room with me all day long? And all night?”

      He kissed her neck. “That’s not the point.”

      She sighed, knowing he was right. “Do you think we could get the tea house to ourselves again for a late dinner?”

      “I’m sure that can be arranged.”

      She spun around in his arms. “Let’s go there, then.”

      He pulled her in close. “Consider it done, princess.”

      She pressed her face against his chest. A swell of grief that had been rising and falling like the damn tide with the moon rolled over her again. Melody had always helped when her parents weren’t available. It still hadn’t fully sunk in that she was gone. But then again, her aunt had technically been gone for years. Her mind had been stolen long ago, leaving behind only a puppet.

      “I miss her,” she whispered. “I miss Rhona and Aamina and Dorian. What if we can’t find them in time? What if they’re already dead?”

      “They’re not. We’ll find them alive. We’ll bring them home.”

      She thought of arguing he couldn’t know that, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Every day, he did his best to keep morale high. He gave her hope that there was a way out of this shit where the other heirs lived and Beck and his family were locked away.

      Where no one else got hurt.

      “When this is over, we should go somewhere,” he told her.

      “Like a vacation?”

      “Sort of. How do you feel about Boston?”

      Samara stared up into his eyes. “Boston, huh?” That was where Augustus Falco, Nico’s long-lost father, resided. “I’ve never been there.”

      “Me neither.”

      “If that’s what you want to do, I’m with you.”

      Nico’s tattoos gave off a soft blue glow. “I haven’t decided yet. I still haven’t reached out to him, but after all that’s happened, it feels like I should meet the man face-to-face at least once.”

      “Then we’ll go to Boston.” She stood on her toes and kissed his cheek.

      Nico turned his head and caught her lips in an embrace that chased away the lingering chill from wearing the bracelet. His hands roamed up her back, and he moved them away from the balcony doors.

      “I thought we were going to leave my room today,” she teased.

      Nico lifted her off her feet. “Later.”

      Samara wasn’t about to argue. She ran her hands up into his hair and pulled him in close.
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      The summer semester ended on a somber note for Eternal Light. The campus that had been so lively the first day Samara was here was a shell of itself. A few times, she passed by the library where Dorian had been taken. The doors remained sealed for now. The faculty was still working to repair the damage done and remove the ghoul blood from the walls and floor.

      There were a few weeks before the fall semester was to start. Nico managed to coax Samara into leaving her room more. It helped that they were no longer hiding their relationship. Anywhere they went on campus, Nico would hold his hand, or they’d have an arm wrapped around each other. No one paid them much attention. And if they did, it wasn’t because Samara was with her bodyguard.

      It was because she always had two others flanking her.

      Joran and Braxis had resumed their guard duty. Wherever Samara and Nico went, they were there with them, unless it was inside her room, of course. She was the last witch heir remaining on campus. The others were probably wondering how long she’d last before she, too, was taken away.

      The day was overcast but warm. Samara and Nico were taking a stroll around the campus grounds. A break came in the clouds. She pulled them to a stop off to the side of the path. The bright rays were warm on her skin. Closing her eyes, she smiled and sighed.

      “You seem good today.” Nico brought her hand up and kissed the back of it.

      “I don’t feel as weak right now.”

      “And the fuzziness?”

      She opened her eyes. Nico’s neck muscles were strained, and his tattoos were glowing. She traced the ones on his neck to soothe his anger. She hadn’t wanted to say anything and hoped he wouldn’t ask.

      “Samara?”

      “I don’t feel a thing.”

      “Liar.” His fingers followed the curve of her cheek. He softly raised her chin after she started to turn away from him. “How bad is it?”

      “I’m handling it.”

      “Seriously?”

      “You’re already using too much magic on me,” she argued. “I don’t need you weakening yourself more. I’ll be okay.”

      “How long?”

      “Nico, don’t⁠—”

      “How long?” he repeated. His scowl deepened the frown lines on his forehead.

      Samara sighed and whispered, “For the last few days.” She hated the tremble that had slipped into her voice. She hadn’t thought Beck’s magic would be strong enough to mess with her mind if Nico was standing right beside her. But lately, she’d felt it poking around, looking for a weak spot in the shields.

      Nico pulled her into a hug. His voice whispered over her ear while he cast a new shield around her. There was no point in protesting. He’d simply do it while she wasn’t paying attention. The familiar touch of his magic coursing over her was comforting. She shut her eyes once more, feeling at peace between Nico’s touch and the warmth of the sun on her back. When Nico fell silent, he planted a kiss on her head.

      “Better?”

      She scrunched her face, searching for any hint of fuzziness. She stared up at Nico. “Better. Are you sure you’re alright?”

      “I’m stronger than I look, princess.” He stepped back and held her hand. He nodded toward the market. “Why don’t we go wander some more? If you’re up for it, that is.”

      “I could use a few new things for the fall,” she mused. It had been a while since she’d been to the few shops on campus.

      Nico led her through the crowd, unabashedly holding her hand. Joran and Braxis remained behind them. A few months ago, she would’ve hated them following her around. Now, she was grateful they were willing to take the risk. They weren’t the only Thorns, either. Nico hadn’t told her who or how many, but she felt extra eyes on her any time they left her room. He wasn’t taking any chances. Neither was Commander Talon.

      “I sent a letter to my father this morning,” Nico told her after they’d meandered through the bookstore, and both came out with a couple of novels each.

      “Yeah? Did you spend the whole letter cursing him out?”

      He chuckled. “I thought about it. But no. I told him a bit about me, about what happened to Mom. It wasn’t a nice letter, I’ll grant you that. I did say that I wanted to meet him if he wanted to meet me.”

      “And if he says no?”

      Nico shrugged and draped his arm around her shoulders. “Then we pick a different place to vacation. Your choice.”

      “Hmm. You know, I’ve never been on a fun vacation before.”

      “Not once?”

      “Nope.”

      “That has to change. Where would you want to go?”

      Samara tilted her head back and forth. “I’ve always wanted to see Iceland.”

      “Then Iceland it is.”

      When they turned down the next street, Samara spotted a familiar face in the crowd. Beck hadn’t bugged her since the attack. She wanted to keep that streak going. She started to duck into the closest shop, but it was too late. Beck’s narrowed-eyed stare landed on her and Nico. With two Silver Hands at his back, he pushed through the other students milling about. Joran and Braxis had already moved up as if ready to intercept him.

      “We can go,” Nico whispered to her.

      “No. He’ll just find another time to piss me off. We might as well get it over with now. Besides, out here, we have about fifty witnesses to whatever shit he decides to pull.”

      Nico said nothing. The air in front of them rippled for a second. Once again, Samara was grateful to have him by her side. The shield would guarantee Beck wouldn’t be able to get too close to her.

      When Beck reached them, his glare slipped to where Samara and Nico’s hands were clasped between them. His expression that had been blank turned into a disgusted frown. “Is this how you’ve been spending your time? With him?"

      “Hello to you, too, Beck,” Samara muttered. “And yeah, I’m fine, by the way, after being attacked by witches and ghouls.”

      “I would’ve been there the moment you woke up if someone hadn’t kept you from me.”

      Nico’s lips twitched as if he were fighting off a smile under Beck’s attempt at an intimidating stare. “What do you want, Beck?”

      “If you’re going to force me to speak bluntly,” Beck said, enunciating each word to emphasize how serious he was, “then I’ll say it. I’m uncomfortable with my fiancé being so close with her bodyguard.”

      Samara rolled her eyes. “Goddess, save me from thick-headed assholes. You and I are not together. We will never be together. Stop pretending that we are. Stop lying to everyone.”

      “Keeping him by your side goes against your parents’ wishes,” Beck argued. “You know what they want.”

      “Do I really? Or is it just what your parents want?”

      Beck stood taller. “They want the same thing, Samara, and that is you and me together. This half-breed will never be what you need him to be. If you take over the seats with him at your side⁠—”

      “What? You think that’ll make me weak?” she cut him off. “One of these days, you won’t have the Silver Hands protecting your sorry ass. One of these days, you’ll see what I’m capable of. When that day comes, you’ll wish you hadn’t been such a piece of shit to me.”

      Beck’s lips stretched into a wicked grin. “Perhaps. But you also have no idea what I’m capable of. This is far from over, Samara. I’m giving you a chance here. I suggest you take it before those around you suffer the consequences for your stubbornness.” He went to take a step closer and walked straight into Nico’s shield. “You bastard,” he snapped. “You can’t protect her forever.”

      Nico placed himself between Samara and Beck. “Walk away before you cause a scene.”

      “She’ll ruin you,” Beck warned Nico.

      “Then I guess I’ll be ruined. Leave. Now.”

      Beck’s gaze shifted back to Samara. “This isn’t over,” he warned her. “You’re mine, and I don’t simply let go of what’s mine.”

      Nico clenched his fists. Samara grabbed his arm, not wanting him to start a fist fight in the middle of the market. It was too dangerous with so many Silver Hands around. Until they knew who they could trust, they had to play it safe no matter how she hated it.

      Beck smirked, and the magic Samara had been sensing the last week bombarded
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