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      Samara shut the door behind Nico once he was inside her room. “What did you just say?”

      “Your parents want to speak with you,” he repeated. “I’m to escort you to Headmistress Willena’s office so they can.” His blue eyes, with a hint of green, didn’t move away from her face. He was dressed in his typical Thorn uniform, all black and armed to the teeth with blades, both seen and unseen. His blond hair was pulled back at the sides with several skinny braids that hung down his back, along with the rest, showing off his slightly pointed ears. He was only half-fae, after all. The tattoos that marked the backs of his hands and up his neck to the underside of his jaw gave off a subtle blue glow.

      It had become a telltale sign for Samara to know his anxiety levels were high.

      And he wasn’t the only one.

      “They really had to wait until the day before the new semester started to do this to me?” Samara uttered with a harsh laugh. “Of course they would. Why wouldn’t they make it as dramatic as possible?”

      “Make what dramatic?”

      “Obviously they came to yank me out of Eternal Light.” She wrung her hands and turned to stare out the balcony doors. “I can’t leave yet. We’re no closer to figuring out what Philip had to do with that damn book with the witch prophecy in it than I am to understanding who might’ve killed him. Or why I was attacked at the lake. I can’t leave.”

      The weeks following the fight against the water witch at the lake had been a strange blur of time. Several moments stood out. Most of those involved Nico. Another was the day after the attack and listening to her parents argue with Willena in the headmistress’ office. They’d been contacted using the magic mirror system and had been ready to drag Samara home right then and there. Willena had talked them down, saying it would’ve been a shame if Samara wasn’t able to finish out her first semester at Eternal Light. After several reassurances from Commander Talon that Samara would be well-protected if she remained, Catherine and Drex Wilcox had given in. Samara had been stunned into silence.

      When the semester ended, she’d expected them to appear on campus to take her home.

      Only they hadn’t. They’d sent word she was to remain there for the winter break. And for those two weeks, Samara heard nothing from them. Not a word to give her any idea as to what they were thinking.

      Not wanting to let what might be her last few days at Eternal Light go to waste, she’d worked with Nico every day to translate the coded message Philip had left in the pages of the book they’d found in a hole in the wall. The book that housed what sounded like a prophecy about a witch being able to control the five elements. The code was like the one they'd used when they were kids, but Philip had changed it so much she hadn’t broken it yet.

      After her strange dream about him telling her his spirit was cursed, she hadn’t seen him except for glimpses out of the corner of her eyes. She hadn’t decided yet if it was because of the curse his killer had placed on him or if he was giving her space now that she was onto something. Not seeing him as much meant she wasn’t having as much trouble sleeping through the night. Nico no longer stayed in her room.

      Not that it had put a damper on what was steadily building between them.

      They’d shared a kiss at the lake, one that was far too brief for Samara’s liking. Though he was near her during all hours of the day and well into the evening, they had yet to share another close moment. She wasn’t sure if it was nerves on his part or if he was holding back because of some internal struggle over his being her bodyguard. She sensed it was a little of both some days with how she’d catch him looking at her.

      Footsteps came up behind Samara. “They’re not here,” Nico said.

      “You said they wanted to talk to me.”

      “They do, but they’re using the mirror again. I’m not sure what’s been discussed yet, but I wouldn’t lose hope just yet.”

      “There’s no possible way in all the hells they’re going to let me stay.” Her internal fire flared until it was squashed by the magical charm she wore on her right wrist. The icy shoots of cold tendrils coursed through her veins and wrapped around her inner fire. She shivered.

      Nico glared at the bracelet as if he wanted to rip it from her wrist and destroy it. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen that look on his face, either. He pulled her into his arms and hugged her. She melted against his chest, unable to resist the warmth and feeling of safety he gave off. His hands rubbed up and down her back, chasing away the chill until it was gone.

      “We don’t know why they called,” he said softly. “But keeping them waiting is sure to worsen their moods.”

      Her head fell forward to his chest. “You’re right, and I hate it. Fine. Let’s get this over with.” She turned, meaning to find her slip-on sneakers, but Nico’s arms remained firmly around her. She was going to ask him if there was more he wanted to say. When she met his gaze, her breath hitched.

      With a knuckle under her chin, he tilted her head back while he lowered his. Their lips met, and Samara’s eyes slipped closed. Her arms moved on their own, winding about his neck so she could pull herself closer. His own wound up hugging her to him until there was no space between them, not even a breath of air. The kiss went on, their lips moving in a gentle dance while they held each other.

      Unfortunately, the moment didn’t last. Smiling against her lips, Nico kissed her one last time, then stepped back. His cheeks were flushed, and he had to clear his throat a couple of times before he seemed able to speak.

      “We should go, princess.” The careful blank expression he wore when he was being her bodyguard fell into place.

      Samara considered kissing him again, but hiding in her room to make out with her bodyguard wouldn’t win her any favors with her parents. She found her shoes, tugged them on, and exited her room.

      Outside, there might have been a few feet of snow on the ground, but inside, the castle remained cozy and warm. She and Nico walked in silence, with him a few steps behind her. Since the attack, two more guards had been added to her entourage. They rotated out with two more every other day. All four had been at the lake with her and Nico. They were around his age, and as much as she hated being followed around, they were damn good at staying out of sight. She only knew they were there because Nico had told her about their presence.

      She’d expected as much. Having one heir attacked and another taken on the same day would cause any Commander to be over-cautious. That Commander Talon, head of the Thorns and Nico’s adopted mother, hadn’t seen fit to put more on Samara was a miracle.

      There had been no leads on Rhona’s disappearance, the water witch heir. It was disturbing, to say the least. Samara’s feelings about the situation hadn’t been helped by the words Nico had spoken to her that day. He’d wondered if the attack had been a test to see what she was capable of.

      Considering she was a fire witch who was able to control water, she hadn’t been able to shake the notion that he was right. If that was the case, what did they want with her? Were they the same person who’d gone after Philip?

      But why take Rhona? What was the point of that?

      As far as she knew, Nico had kept her up to date on the investigation into both incidents. She wanted to believe if they’d found out anything, he’d tell her. A part of her sensed that his protective nature wouldn’t tell her everything if he worried it’d put her in danger or cause her to potentially put herself in harm’s way to get her own answers.

      The two Thorns stationed outside Willena’s office in the heart of the castle nodded at Nico, then opened the set of double doors. Samara entered the room with Nico. The rest of her guards remained outside.

      Willena stood on the right side of the room near a floor-to-ceiling mirror. She wore her signature robe in a forest green today and with a square pair of navy glasses to match. Next to her was Commander Talon. She, too, wore all black and was as heavily armed as her son. Her hair was done up in an even more intricate array of braids decorated with silver beads and black and red feathers.

      Samara’s eyes flicked to the mirror between the two women. Where would usually be a reflection was currently a live image of Samara’s parents in her mother’s study back at the Scorch estate. The heated conversation they’d been having came to a stop once Samara stepped into view.

      “There you are.” Catherine’s stern voice greeted Samara. “We’ve been waiting.”

      “I’m sorry, Mother,” Samara replied, not bothering to give an explanation.

      “As you should be. Your father and I have a full day of meetings with the council.” Catherine smoothed her hands down her crimson dress, a habit she had when she was about to say something difficult.

      Samara’s gut clenched. Great. This was when they told her she was coming home.

      Catherine glanced at Drex, dressed in an impeccable set of black and red robes. He gave a subtle nod, and Catherine took a deep breath before speaking. “Before we discuss your staying there or not, I want to reiterate how disappointed we were when we heard about what happened at the lake.”

      “Disappointed?” Samara asked. “About how I was the target of an attack or how I helped save lives? Lives, by the way, which were only put in danger because of me.”

      Catherine’s eyes narrowed. “Watch your tone, Samara. You know precisely what I mean. You were not to remove the charm.”

      “Unless in emergency situations,” Samara reminded her. “What did you expect me to do?”

      “Let your guards do their jobs,” Catherine snapped. “They are tasked with protecting you, and that is what you will let them do from now on. Do I make myself clear?”

      Samara had to focus hard on not rolling her eyes. She was getting off easy. That was what she had to tell herself. Neither of her parents knew that she’d manipulated water. If they did, they would’ve freaked, and she would’ve been back at the estate weeks ago.

      “Yes, Mother,” Samara forced herself to say.

      “Good. Now then, if you are to remain at Eternal Light, there are new rules you must follow,” Catherine went on.

      Samara’s ears perked up. They weren’t sending her home?

      “It’s clear one bodyguard isn’t enough anymore.”

      After Catherine spoke, Commander Talon stepped forward. “I’ve discussed new security measures with Nico. We will implement them once this meeting concludes.”

      Samara shot a look at Nico, but he kept his gaze focused on her parents.

      “Samara will have three Thorns on her at all times,” Nico said. “And her movements will be restricted to the castle until such time as we can assure she will not be the target of any more attacks.”

      “What?” Samara blurted. “Are you serious?”

      “As of right now, we are still accessing the threat against your life,” Commander Talon went on. “What I will say is I do not believe the incident with Rhona and the attack on Samara are connected.”

      “It does little to ease my concerns,” Drex said. He exchanged another look with Catherine that made the hair on the back of Samara’s neck stand on end. “However, we are willing to let Samara stay if she abides by these new rules.”

      Samara ground her teeth. If she said no, she’d be back at the estate in Crimson Falls in a matter of minutes. She glanced at Nico again. This time, he met her eyes. There was something there he was trying to silently tell her, something he couldn’t say in front of everyone else.

      She returned her gaze to the mirror. “I will,” she said to her parents.

      Catherine’s eyes shimmered with relief. What was that about? Before Samara could think of a way to ask, her parents told her to have a good start to the spring semester and they would be getting regular updates on her in the coming weeks. The unspoken threat was there to watch herself. They signed off, and the mirror’s surface became a reflection of the headmistress’ office.

      “Well, Samara, I suggest you get some rest. You’re going to have a busy day tomorrow,” Willena said far too cheerily.

      Not sure what else to say, Samara mumbled a thanks and exited the office. The walk back to her room was silent. At her door, she flung it open and stepped inside. The second Nico stepped in behind her and closed it, she rounded on him.

      “You knew about those new rules, and you didn’t tell me,” she said harshly. “Why?”

      “Because I knew it’d turn into an argument. These conditions were the only way to guarantee you’d be able to stay.”

      “So now I’m not just locked in my room at night. I can’t even leave the damn castle?”

      “You aren’t the only heir who’s going to have to follow those rules.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “All the heirs of the council have been sent to Eternal Light for the spring semester.”

      “They’re all going to be coming here?” Samara’s brow furrowed. “Wait, you said sent? What do you mean, sent here?”

      Nico shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. All I know is we’re about to have an influx of high-priority charges to guard. Every one of you is to always have three guards on you and is restricted to the castle until further notice.”

      “Did something happen in Crimson Falls?”

      “If it did, we’re being kept in the dark about it.”

      “That makes no sense. The Thorns are a branch of the Silver Hand. They should tell you.”

      “I might not be privy to that information, but I’m sure my mother is. If she hasn’t told me or the other Thorns, she has her reasons.”

      “Just like she has her reasons to think the attack on me and Rhona’s disappearance aren’t connected?” Samara asked.

      Nico hesitated, and she nearly hauled off and smacked his arm.

      “What else are you keeping from me?” she demanded.

      “I was trying not to add anything else to your plate right now. You sort of have a lot going on,” he muttered.

      She crossed her arms and waited.

      His nostrils flared, and the glow of his tattoos brightened. “It is the belief now that Rhona was not taken. They think she ran away from Eternal Light.”

      “Why do they think that?”

      “Because her shifter boyfriend Cole has also gone missing.”

      That was news to Samara. She’d just seen Cole a few days ago, hadn’t she? He and Rhona might’ve had a secret relationship going on, but neither of them gave off the impression that they’d take off in such a manner. Rhona would know how much chaos that would cause.

      “Do you believe that’s what happened?” she asked.

      “No, but that’s the story going around.” Nico studied her face, then his eyes narrowed. He walked up to Samara and firmly gripped her arms in his hands. “Promise me you are not going to start poking around her disappearance. It’s bad enough I have to worry over you when it comes to investigating what happened to your brother.”

      She puffed out her cheeks. She’d told him once she’d never lie to him. His frown turned into a disgruntled scowl and damn, was it handsome to look at. She stood on her toes and kissed him.

      Nico blinked down at her, then whispered, “Damn it, Samara,” and kissed her back.

      It wasn’t the worst way to end what could’ve been a potentially horrible day.
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