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      ‘Don’t be such a baby. Try it again.’

      Louisa lifted another heavy rock towards an already teetering stack. The stone was nearly as big as her head; her muscles bulged from the effort as she carried it across the dark, wet sand of the river bank, sending her elaborate tattoos rippling.

      Once it was in place and balanced on the other rocks, she backed away rapidly, as if she feared the stack might explode.

      Her arms crossed, Taylor watched this display in the glare of the bright afternoon sun. The old boathouse was the only building within sight. Beyond it, meadows shimmered green.

      They were alone. A few rowers had sped by earlier – skimming across the water. But it had been a while since anyone had passed. The only sound was the wind, hissing through the grass, and bees buzzing among the wildflowers.

      It was the perfect place to practise.

      The afternoon had grown hot; blonde curls clung to Taylor’s damp cheeks as she squinted at the stones dubiously.

      ‘Come on, Lou. Why so many?’

      Leaning against the wall of the boathouse, Louisa shot her a withering look. ‘If I got paid every time you complained,’ she goaded, ‘I wouldn’t be standing here stacking rocks. Now, are you going to focus, or what?’

      Her blue hair caught the sun and converted it into bright azure sparks.

      Giving up the fight, Taylor closed her eyes.

      In the darkness behind her eyelids the alchemical world sprang to life. Molecules of energy danced around her, translated by her mind into tangible objects – waving golden strands of power from the high grass in the meadow behind the boathouse, silken copper cords from the molecules of light in the air.

      It was the river that held the most potential – seen this way, it was a molten stream of amber lava, rolling slowly through the flower-strewn field.

      Molecules are invisible to the human eye, but she’d taught herself to see them. She had to see what she was about to touch. To manipulate. To change.

      Taking a deep breath, Taylor carefully selected one of the finer strands from the water and directed at the stones.

      Lift. 

      When alchemy worked, she could sense it. A dizzying rush of energy filled her veins. A starburst of power.

      She opened her eyes.

      The tall stack of heavy rocks bobbed light as balloons, high above the slow-moving river, each rock neatly aligned with the one below it. A multi-layered stone cake.

      Taylor surveyed her work with satisfaction. ‘Did it.’

      ‘Brilliant.’ Louisa sounded unimpressed. ‘Now set them down gently on the water.’

      This was the bit Taylor had been struggling with all day. Picking them up was one thing. Putting them where she wanted them was much harder.

      Frowning with concentration, she clung to the strand of energy and tried to lower the rocks gently towards the slow-moving waves.

      Float. 

      She could almost feel the weight of the heavy stones. They seemed to fight her power. The pull of gravity was relentless.

      Sweat beaded Taylor’s forehead; her hands tightened into fists at her sides as she struggled for control.

      For a second, the stack did as she demanded, wafting, light as rose petals, towards the grey-blue water. Then, without warning, the golden strand of molecular energy sprang free, dancing at the edge of her vision like a sprite.

      ‘No!’ Taylor reached out with her hands as if to physically stop what happened next, but it was too late.

      The rocks shot out in all directions.

      One heavy stone soared straight towards Louisa, who cursed and flung up one hand.

      The rock seemed to hit an invisible wall above her. It bounced hard, before landing with a soft thud at the edge of the meadow.

      Two other rocks splashed in the water far upstream. One disappeared on the opposite shore.

      After that, even the birds fell silent, like they needed a second to marvel at Taylor’s incompetence.

      ‘Bollocks.’ Taylor wiped the sweat from her forehead. ‘Stupid rocks.’ She turned to Louisa. ‘Can’t we light candles again? I love candles.’

      The other girl shook her head. ‘This is about control, Blondie. You’ve got this crazy natural ability. Now you’ve got to learn how to harness it before someone ends up dead.’

      ‘Oh thanks, Lou.’ Taylor pushed her hair out of her sticky face with a weary swipe of her hand. ‘I feel so much better now.’

      Before the other girl could zing back a tart reply, her phone rang. She gave Taylor a ‘just a minute’ signal and walked over to the boathouse to take the call in private.

      Taylor watched her receding back with contemplative eyes. There were still things she didn’t know – things Louisa hadn’t told her. St Wilfred’s College Oxford held hundreds of years of mysteries. And Taylor was at the heart of it.

      With a sigh, she lowered herself onto an old bench, the rough wood worn smooth by years of wind and rain. The intense concentration involved in her training was hugely draining. She felt as if she’d run miles. Sweat streamed down her face, and her body felt weak. Her white t-shirt – with the slogan ‘I like big BOOKS and I cannot lie’ – clung to her torso.

      Taking a swig from a bottle of lukewarm water, she looked back across the meadow. In the distance, St Wilfred’s soaring stone spires rose high into the sky. It looked for all the world like a white castle glimmering in the sun.

      She still couldn’t believe this was her home, now. Every morning she woke up in her unfamiliar dorm room and looked around at the plain white walls and old-fashioned furniture, wondering where the hell she was. Then the memories would come flooding back. The fight in London. The Bringers surrounding her on the street, crushing her. Sacha roaring towards her on a gleaming motorcycle. The overwhelming surge of power when the two of them joined hands, and destroyed the demonic creatures together.

      Her own phone buzzed in her pocket, disrupting her thoughts. When she pulled it out, a message from her mother glowed up at her.

      
         

        Missing you, honey. Call tonight?

      

      Something in Taylor’s chest tightened and she held the phone close.

      Louisa and the other alchemists had taken them to Oxford for their own safety. And maybe they were safe here. As safe, at least, as they could be. But it didn’t feel like home.

      She missed her mum more than she was willing to admit to anyone. She texted back:

      
         

        Yes! I’ll call before dinner.

      

      She missed her home so much. She even missed her little sister, Emily. And she really missed Georgie. Her best friend messaged her constantly but they were miles apart now in more ways than one. Georgie was back in Woodbury, taking her exams and dreaming of the summer trip to Spain with her family that awaited her when it was all over.

      Taylor was learning how to fight monsters.

      Shooting a surreptitious glance at Louisa who was still talking on the phone, she took a deep breath and pushed the melancholy away. She couldn’t let anyone know how she felt. They had to believe Taylor could do this. They all had no choice but to believe that.

      Over by the boathouse, Louisa shoved her phone into the pocket of her cut-offs and strode back towards her.

      ‘We have to head back,’ she announced. ‘Jones wants to see me.’

      ‘Jones’ was what everyone called St Wilfred’s dean, Jonathan Wentworth-Jones. There wasn’t much of a power hierarchy at the college, but when the dean called, you jumped.

      Secretly thrilled to leave the rock-lifting behind, Taylor followed Louisa to the footpath stretching across the water meadow to the school.

      The path was narrow, and crowded by tall grass and wildflowers that pressed in towards them, tickling the sides of her legs. As she walked, she twisted her unruly blonde curls up into a knot, letting the soft breeze cool the skin on the back of her neck.

      It was the hottest July she could remember. Every day a scorcher. Like the world was about to end.

      She was so lost in her own thoughts, they were halfway across the meadow before she noticed Louisa hadn’t said a word. Normally, she’d have been insulting her for what happened with the rocks, and threatening hours of extended training. But she was silent; her face taut and thoughtful.

      Taylor studied her curiously. ‘What’s going on?’

      Louisa glanced up. In the bright sunlight, her eyes were the colour of warm toffee.

      ‘It’s nothing.’ She shrugged, looking away. ‘Jones is always worrying about something or other.’

      Taylor could tell she was hiding something, but she let it go. She had problems of her own.

      With every passing overheated day, her alchemical abilities strengthened. Maybe she couldn’t control the stupid rocks, but there was no question she was getting better. Even now it was hard to focus on the solid path ahead because molecules of energy seemed to pursue her. Golden orbs of it got in her way. Fat, honeyed blobs and streams of it surrounded her. It was a constant distraction and made her dizzy if she looked at it directly while trying to walk, so she was teaching herself to focus on seeing the world as normal people saw it. Blue and pink flowers. Silky green grass. Sunlight.

      At the end of the path, a weathered wooden door was set in the middle of a stone wall, dotted with deep-set windows. Ancient symbols had been carved deep into the stone above the door. When she’d first arrived, Taylor barely noticed them. Now she was constantly conscious of them – they were everywhere at the college. The sinister power of the ourobouros – a snake eating its tail. The simplicity of a perfect circle entwined with a triangle. The perfection of the all-seeing eye. There were dozens of them. Each represented an element of ancient alchemy – copper, mercury, tin – with corresponding power that repelled Dark energy. Gold, symbolised by the sun, and silver, by the moon, were the strongest symbols of all. Sun and moon carvings topped every doorway, every window, every wall.

      Together they formed a protective barrier around St Wilfred’s. Normally, this would be enough to keep the school safe. But things were changing.

      Nothing was safe anymore.

      The door had no handle. Louisa pressed her fingertips against the scarred wood. Seconds later there was a metallic click, and the door swung open.

      On the other side, students and professors hurried across a grassy quadrangle, bounded on all sides by tall stone buildings. Above their heads, elegant towers and spires soared upward. It looked like a perfectly ordinary Oxford College. And in a way it was.

      They stepped into the flow of students.

      ‘Look, don’t sweat the practice.’ Louisa spoke so suddenly Taylor jumped. ‘You’ll get it. You’re making progress.’

      ‘I know,’ Taylor said. ‘I just wish it was faster.’

      Louisa’s smile was grim. ‘It is fast. It just doesn’t seem that way because we’re in a hurry.’

      A group of girls clustered together by a stone column and stared at Taylor. They made no effort to hide their interest, and the hiss of their whispers seemed to ring in her ears.

      ‘Is that her?’

      ‘I don’t see anything special about her.’

      This happened so often Taylor knew she should be getting used to it, but it still bugged her. Her cheeks flushed red, and anger swelled inside her.

      Rumours about her and Sacha had swirled ever since they arrived at the college. They didn’t know the whole story – Jones was keeping it quiet to avoid panic – but everyone knew the troubles they faced were connected to the two of them. And they weren’t happy about it.

      Before she could think of an appropriately cutting response, though, Louisa swung in front of her and faced the girls, arms folded, eyes blazing.

      ‘What the hell has happened in your life to make you act like this? This isn’t high school. Get going or I’ll report you to Jones.’

      The girls wilted in the heat of her glare. In seconds, the group had melted into the general hubbub of the quad.

      ‘What morons,’ Louisa grumbled. ‘Come on.’

      Grabbing Taylor’s elbow, she pulled her down the stone walkway.

      When they reached the steps of the tall, gothic admin building, shadowed by lizard-like gargoyles that leered down at the crowds below, Louisa paused.

      ‘You could wait here, if you want, but I don’t know how long I’ll be.’ She thought for a second. ‘Why don’t you check in with Alastair and the others?’

      ‘Sure.’ Taylor shrugged.

      Louisa’s expression grew stern. ‘Go straight there, OK?’

      Taylor bit back a sharp reply. She and Sacha were constantly guarded even on the college grounds, and they were both tired of being treated like children.

      Keeping her expression smooth, she nodded. ‘I promise.’

      Once the other girl had gone inside though, she didn’t head to the lab, where the researchers were still experimenting on the bits of the dead Bringers they’d brought back from London.

      Instead, she turned in the other direction, and headed off with purpose.
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      St Wilfred’s Library was a round columned building, built of the same golden limestone as most of the buildings in Oxford. Its domed, copper roof gleamed green in the hot sun as Taylor slipped through wide doors encrusted with alchemical symbols into the cool dimness of the main reading room.

      Inside, tables arced out from the front door in symmetrical semi-circles, each topped with two brass reading lamps, and surrounded by leather chairs. Most of the tables were empty. This wasn’t because St Wilfred’s students didn’t study, but because this entire room was mostly for show. The workaday parts of the library stretched out beyond the decorative structure for more than a city block. Stacks of books were layered on thousands of shelves across four storeys, and there were more levels of books beneath the ground. It was a massive labyrinth of reading.

      Despite the sheer size of the place, she still had a pretty good idea where she’d find Sacha.

      With quick steps, she made her way across the hushed room, past carved marble columns thick as tree trunks, and headed straight for a set of towering double doors. These opened into a vast atrium. She could smell coffee brewing in the student cafe downstairs and for a second she thought longingly of their lush, chocolate chip cookies, but she didn’t stop, turning instead towards the main staircase, which twisted up around a statue of four leaping horses.

      They’d barely been at St Wilfred’s three weeks, but already every part of this felt normal to Taylor. Faced with a complex new world in which everyone was older than them, more assured, and not, as far as they knew, facing immediate death, she and Sacha had quickly developed daily routines they followed with almost religious strictness. Every afternoon Taylor trained with Louisa. And Sacha buried himself in old French books in the library. Looking for answers.

      Barely glancing at the lunging stone beasts, she sped upwards, passing loitering students and shuffling professors.

      As soon as she reached the next floor, she turned right, heading straight into the stacks, where bookcases towered high above her on all sides.

      In his usual black t-shirt and blue jeans, Sacha sat alone at the last table in a corner. He was bent over his books, his head resting lightly on the fingers of one hand. Strands of straight brown hair fell forward, hiding his face. His long legs were stretched out into the aisle.

      If the alchemists’ energy was warm and bright, Sacha’s was entirely different. His was an oasis of cool blue calm, edged with darkness. There was danger in him, and Taylor was drawn to it.

      Ever since they’d killed the Bringers together they’d been connected somehow. They’d never talked about it, but she knew he felt it, too. She could see it in his face – a kind of thoughtfulness in his eyes.

      But he didn’t look at her now. He was so engrossed in his reading, he jumped when she dropped without ceremony into the leather chair across from him.

      ‘Merde, Taylor. Don’t sneak up on me like that.’

      His silky French accent made each word sound so amazing that Taylor smiled involuntarily.

      ‘Sorry.’

      His gaze swept across her face, taking in her flushed cheeks and tangled hair. The irritation faded from his expression.

      ‘How was training?’

      She sighed. ‘Pants.’

      He frowned, sweeping a confused look down to her bare legs. ‘Trousers? I don’t know what you mean.’

      She was teaching him the important bits of English – the parts they didn’t teach you in school. Swearing. And things like ‘pants’.

      ‘Pants. As in underpants. It means rubbish.’ She leaned back in her chair. ‘Basically, I’m the worst alchemist in history. Rocks keep beating me. It’s embarrassing.’

      ‘You’re good enough to kill Bringers,’ he pointed out. ‘Which is better than everyone else.’

      She gave him a grateful smile.

      ‘I wish you’d been out there to say that to Louisa.’

      ‘Is it the same problem?’ he asked. ‘The control part?’

      She nodded. ‘Louisa says I’m a nuclear missile with no sense of direction.’

      His lips twitched. ‘Harsh.’

      ‘Right?’

      Sacha’s face grew serious again. His fingers tapped the heavy book still open in front of him – the only sign he gave that he was concerned.

      ‘What do you think it is? What’s holding you back? I mean, I’ve seen you control your power and make it look easy.’

      His voice betrayed no judgement, but Taylor hesitated. She was reluctant to say ‘I don’t know’ to him. His life – everything – depended on her figuring out how to be a brilliant alchemist. And right now, she wasn’t.

      ‘It’s hard to control it when there’s no one standing there trying to kill me… I mean, us,’ she said after a long pause. ‘I’m better than I was, but I still lose control, and I don’t know why. Louisa says I just need practice. But we haven’t got much time.’

      ‘You’ll get there,’ he said. ‘Just keep trying.’

      If he was nervous – afraid she’d fail and let him die – he was hiding it well.

      Not wanting him to see how worried she was, Taylor picked a book up from the stack on the table. The title was in French, and it took her a second to translate it.

      ‘The Burnings of Carcassonne.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘Cheery.’

      ‘Yeah… Uh, Taylor, I really don’t…’

      He reached out as if to take it from her, but she’d already flipped it open. The first page held an engraved image of a blazing pyre. A woman stood atop it, hands tied behind her back. Even in the rough lines of the engraving, her face was contorted with fear and pain.

      Sacha said quietly, ‘That book is quite disturbing.’

      Taylor didn’t reply. She didn’t need to.

      They didn’t know much about the curse that threatened his life, but they knew it started with Isabelle Montclair, one of Taylor’s ancestors. An alchemist who lived in France in the seventeenth century, Isabelle had rejected her upbringing and the beliefs of her own people and turned to demonology – which alchemists called ‘Dark practice’. Like many alchemists of her time, she was burned as a witch. But two things made her execution different.

      The person who burned her was Sacha’s ancestor.

      And, as she died, she’d used some unknown Dark practice to curse his family for thirteen generations.

      Because of that curse issued long ago, over the centuries twelve first-born sons in his family had died.

      Sacha was the thirteenth.

      Taylor turned pages restlessly as if clues might leap up and offer themselves to her.

      ‘Is there anything in here? About the curse?’

      ‘Nothing new. The burning of Isabelle Montclair is mentioned, but the information is limited. It’s never what we need.’

      He slammed the old book shut so suddenly, Taylor had to yank her fingers out of the way.

      ‘There must be more information somewhere about how to undo a curse like this. There are thousands of books about alchemy and Dark practice in this library. The information we’re looking for has to be here. It just has to be.’

      Taylor could hear the frustration in his voice. She wished there was something she could say to make this better, but the simple truth was, they had to understand this curse if they were going to stop it from killing him. And the alchemists at St Wilfred’s had been researching it for years without success. Sacha’s birthday was seven days away.

      It was all starting to feel hopeless.

      ‘It’s here,’ she assured him, reaching for another book from the stack in front of him. ‘We’ll find it. I’ll help you.’

      Sacha didn’t argue. But as she flipped through an old French book she could only barely understand, he didn’t pick up another book. Instead he stood up and stretched, his black t-shirt riding from the top of his jeans to expose the tawny skin of his flat stomach.

      ‘I’ve been looking at these books all day,’ he said. ‘I need to get out of here.’ He glanced at her, a rakish glint in his eye. ‘Let’s go throw some rocks.’
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      Ten minutes later, they were walking rapidly across the courtyard in the afternoon sunlight. Sacha slid his sunglasses on, ignoring the curious looks from the students they passed. Unlike Taylor, he very much liked the feeling of being watched and whispered about. He thought it was funny.

      There goes that French boy who knows the day he’s going to die. 

      What a ridiculous thing to be famous for.

      ‘Louisa will flip when she realises we’re gone.’ Taylor looked as anxious as if they’d just stolen a car.

      Sacha tried not to smile.

      She obeyed all the rules, all the time. It was adorable and frustrating in equal measures. The world was literally ending and she still wanted to ask permission to go outside.

      ‘If we solve your control problems, Louisa will forgive us,’ he reminded her.

      ‘I doubt that,’ Taylor muttered. But she kept walking.

      Blonde curls had sprung free from the clip holding her hair back, tumbling down to surround her face in a golden halo. Her cheeks were flushed from the heat.

      She glanced up, catching him looking.

      ‘What?’ she asked, lifting a hand to her hair self-consciously.

      Quickly, Sacha looked away. ‘Nothing.’

      As they left the quadrangle and turned into a shadowed archway leading past the science building, Sacha hurried his steps. He was eager to get out of here, even for a few minutes.

      He didn’t mind the stares but he didn’t like this college. He didn’t fit in at St Wilfred’s at all. It wasn’t really about the language – his English was good. It was simply the fact that he wasn’t an alchemist and everyone else was.

      He was out of place.

      Reminders of his normality were everywhere. The professors conducting research in the library pulled books down without reaching for them. Earlier that day he’d watched one of them heat a cold cup of tea, as far as he could tell, just by glancing at it.

      He knew there was more to alchemy than that, but he couldn’t see it. Taylor had told him about streams of energy and molecules but these were invisible to him. All he saw was how different he was from everyone else here. How ordinary.

      His otherness mattered. It made him feel left out, even when he was right in the centre of things.

      When they came to a door hidden in the shadows at the edge of the quad, Sacha reached for the door handle automatically before realising there wasn’t one. His hand hung in the air for a second, as if confused about what it was doing there.

      ‘I have to do it,’ Taylor said, a hint of apology in her voice.

      He stepped back, watching as she pressed her fingertips against the door. Instantly, the lock clicked and the heavy door swung open.

      Sacha had seen her do much more astonishing things than unlock a door, but he marvelled at how nonchalant she was about it lately. She expressed doubt constantly, but he could see her growing more unconsciously confident every day. She wasn’t afraid of what she could do, or who she was anymore.

      Following her through the door, he found himself standing at the edge of a broad green expanse of grass and wildflowers, wild and untamed. He stared at the field in open astonishment. Taylor had told him about it, but he had never seen it for himself. He was forbidden from leaving the college for any reason. The dean had been quite firm on the subject and Sacha had been kept within the university’s walls since he arrived.

      Now he felt like he was stepping into another world. Getting his freedom back.

      Some of the tension that had kept him tight as a wire for days left his body. He stood still for a second, taking it all in. Already several steps down the path, Taylor turned to look at him.

      ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘Nothing.’ Shoving his hands into his pockets, he stepped onto the footpath to join her.

      He took a deep breath – the air smelled of sweet grass and wildflowers. The ground was soft beneath his feet. After weeks spent trapped in dusty old rooms, this was wonderful.

      He could hear traffic sounds in the distance – real life was out there, somewhere. But it seemed far away.

      ‘This is heaven, I think,’ he said, tilting his face up to the sun.

      Taylor glanced at him with a knowing smile. ‘Glad to be out of the library?’

      Still looking up, he nodded. The very thought of going back to those books made him want to start running and never stop. Finally, he lowered his gaze to hers.

      ‘The worst part isn’t the reading,’ he confided. ‘Or the students who gossip about us like they expect me to be able to fly or something. The worst part is the professors.’

      ‘I know, right?’ Taylor said. ‘That guy with a beard…’

      Sacha made a face. ‘He is awful. I was studying on the ground floor in that room for a while but I had to move because he keeps sneezing. Really loudly. Each time he does it, he looks at me like it’s my fault.’

      She laughed. ‘Seriously?’

      ‘I think he’s allergic to French people.’

      She laughed harder then, and it struck Sacha it had been a long time since he’d heard her laugh like that.

      Everything had been so serious lately.

      ‘What about you?’ he asked.

      Her smile faded.

      ‘You know about me.’ She looked away. ‘I come out here every day. I try really hard. And I mess up.’

      They walked in silence for a while. Sacha shoved his hands back in his pockets, stealing sideways glances at her. Her brow was furrowed, and she seemed lost in her own worries.

      He knew how much she wanted to succeed. He wanted to tell her not to be so hard on herself – it would be the kind thing to do – but if he was honest, each time she told him how something in her training hadn’t worked, it hit him like a punch in the gut. However much she wanted to succeed, he wanted it – needed it – more.

      He desperately needed her to be strong enough to fight the Dark practitioner. Strong enough to help him. He hated that he couldn’t save himself. It wasn’t fair that so much of the responsibility fell on Taylor’s shoulders. They’d only known each other a few weeks, and now she had to save his life.

      That was why he spent every day in the library. Why he buried himself in old French books.

      He had to contribute something to his own salvation.

      And he wasn’t about to put more pressure on Taylor now.

      ‘You’re getting better,’ he assured her.

      She glanced up at him, doubt filling her cool green eyes.

      ‘You are,’ he insisted. ‘You can’t see it because all you notice are the things you can’t do. I see all the things you can do. And you are getting better.’

      They’d walked several steps before she replied, her voice so low he wasn’t certain at first that he understood what she’d said. ‘Not fast enough.’

      Before he could think of a response to that she pointed ahead, changing the subject.

      ‘That’s where we’re going.’

      She quickened her pace, speeding to where a silver ribbon of river curved through the trees. Sacha hurried after her, down a few stone steps to a weathered stone boathouse near the river’s edge.

      A breeze rolled off the slow-moving water, blowing his hair into his eyes. The air smelled green and damp. It was cooler down here than up at the school.

      ‘This is it.’ Taylor threw open her arms. ‘This is where I go every day.’

      Aside from the boathouse and an old bench, there was nothing here except a muddy shore and a graceful weeping willow tree dangling its long branches into the water, which tugged and pulled at its leaves. It was quiet and isolated – the perfect place to train.

      Picking a pebble up from the damp sand, Sacha flicked it sideways towards the river. It danced across the water before slipping quietly beneath the waves.

      He turned back to Taylor. ‘Show me what you can do.’

      For a second he thought she would argue. Maybe even refuse.

      But then she gave a small shrug and turned around, her gaze searching the shore. Finding what she sought, she held out one hand.

      A heavy stone at the edge of the river rose with a jerk, floating weightlessly into the air. Taylor held it there, sweat beading her forehead for a few short seconds, then two things happened simultaneously.

      She flinched and gave a small cry. And the stone fell hard to the earth, landing with a thud in the soft, wet dirt near the water.

      ‘Oops,’ Sacha said in the silence that followed.

      ‘Yeah.’ With a bitter sweep of her hand, Taylor wiped the perspiration from her brow. ‘Oops.’

      ‘That’s what keeps happening?’ he said, studying the heavy rock.

      She nodded, her lips tight. ‘Every time.’

      It shouldn’t matter that she couldn’t lift the rock. She should have years to hone her abilities, to study, to learn. But she didn’t have years. She had days. And it mattered.

      Her family history made it clear Taylor could stop the curse that would kill Sacha, and end the Dark practitioner’s demonic plans – everyone was sure of that. They just didn’t know how.

      That’s why it mattered that Taylor couldn’t set the rocks down properly. That’s why people were whispering in corners about the two of them.

      Everyone was scared.

      The Dark practitioner was coming for them all. And time was running out.

      Sacha pulled his hands from his pockets. ‘Let’s try something different.’
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      They gathered the heaviest rocks they could find, stacking them at the edge of the water. It was hot work, and they were both sweating by the time everything was in place.

      Then Taylor backed far away until she was nearly in the meadow.

      Sacha watched her, bemused.

      ‘You should hide,’ she warned him. ‘The rocks will go everywhere.’

      He snorted a laugh. ‘I’ll be fine. Let’s float some rocks.’

      Squaring her shoulders, Taylor took a deep breath, and held out her hand. Sacha took it, lacing his fingers through hers. Her skin was velvet soft and cool, despite the hot day.

      Tightening her grip, she held his gaze with eyes as green as willow leaves.

      ‘Don’t let go.’

      For a second, fixed in that brilliant gaze, his voice failed him. He had to force himself to reply.

      ‘I won’t.’

      Suddenly, a crackle of electricity raced through Sacha’s body. He drew in his breath sharply.

      He felt Taylor’s body stiffen.

      ‘Now,’ she said.

      Her voice had deepened, she stared straight ahead. He turned to see what she was looking at.

      The rocks they’d stacked a few minutes ago were flying. Floating high above the water, lighter than air. Bobbing like kites.

      Sacha’s heart began to pound. He could feel the energy surging through him, flowing from him to Taylor and back, looping them together – the connection between them was a live wire. This was how it had felt when they fought Bringers together in London. Like they could do anything.

      Nothing he’d ever experienced was as exhilarating as this.

      ‘What happens now?’ His voice sounded breathless.

      ‘Now,’ she said, ‘we place them back down.’

      Taylor’s grip on his hand tightened painfully. She stared fixedly at the rocks.

      The heavy stones began wafting slowly towards the river, perfectly controlled. When they reached the water, they separated into a line, and floated, duck-like, on the top.

      ‘Hallucinant,’ Sacha murmured, impressed. ‘How did you do that?’

      She beamed at him. Perspiration dotted her brow; the colour was high in her cheeks.

      ‘I can’t believe it. I’ve been trying for days. I couldn’t do it on my own. But with you it was easy.’

      ‘This is it,’ Sacha told her. ‘This is the part they’re getting wrong. We have to do this together. I should be training with you all the time.’

      ‘I think so, too,’ she said. ‘We could do this together.’

      For just an instant, Sacha let himself feel the warm illusion of hope.

      Maybe that was why he didn’t notice the odd sound at first. A low rumbling roar, like ocean waves, rolling to shore.

      When he did hear it, he turned towards the water, and tightened his grip on her hand.

      ‘Taylor…’

      Hearing the warning note in his voice, she followed his gaze.

      The river had begun bending in their direction, pulling away from the opposite bank, and rolling across the muddy shore towards them. It seemed to lean towards them like a flower leans to the glow of the sun.

      Atop the waves, the heavy rocks still bobbed happily.

      Taylor blanched.

      ‘Oh no,’ she whispered and then, at the top of her lungs, ‘STOP!’

      She flung out an arm, focussing her power on the river.

      The water kept rolling in their direction. The river bed was emptying, dark mud glistening in the sunshine. All the water flowing down the river was now flooding the beach, heading towards the meadow. Waves splashed at the base of the boathouse. It was unstoppable.

      Sacha turned to look at her. ‘Taylor…’

      ‘I’m trying. Come on,’ she begged the river, panic in her eyes. ‘Please stop.’

      ‘You have to release your hold.’ Louisa’s voice came from the meadows behind them.

      They both turned. She stood, legs apart, hands on her hips. Her blue hair flashed in the light. She looked furious.

      ‘You have to release your hold, or you’re going to drown.’
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      ‘I can’t do it,’ Taylor said, her lower lip trembling.

      ‘Find the power you were using to float the rocks and release it. And do it before it washes my sodding boathouse away.’

      Louisa’s voice was steady but Sacha suspected Taylor wouldn’t miss the undercurrent of ice floating just beneath her words.

      Turning back to the river, Taylor closed her eyes. She was breathing fast, gripping Sacha’s hand so tightly he could feel the bones beneath her skin. She whispered something to herself he couldn’t quite make out. Suddenly, he felt the connection between them snap and break. The power that had filled his veins with light, withdrew.

      He felt empty without it.

      With a sigh, the water slipped back to the river bed. The rocks that had floated so improbably on the surface, sank silently to the bottom.

      Taylor dropped Sacha’s hand.

      Louisa stomped across the dirt towards them. ‘Dammit, you two,’ she said. ‘What the hell are you doing out here? I’ve been looking for you everywhere.’

      ‘Did you see the rocks?’ Taylor stuck to the positives. ‘We did it. Perfectly.’

      ‘And then you nearly flooded Oxford,’ Louisa snapped. ‘We’ve talked about this before. It’s too dangerous for you to be alone out here. You know that. You should be accompanied at all times.’

      ‘She is not alone,’ Sacha said evenly. ‘She’s with me.’

      Louisa swung her stern gaze towards him. ‘And that’s the other problem. Kid, you are a walking target with no ability to protect yourself. What the hell were you thinking?’

      Sacha didn’t flinch.

      ‘I was thinking that perhaps I could help Taylor with her training,’ he said coolly.

      Louisa began a tart reply, but then stopped herself. When she spoke again, her voice was not unsympathetic.

      ‘I get it, kid. I really do,’ she said. ‘But Taylor has to learn to do this on her own. She can’t rely on your combined power to keep her safe. What if you’re knocked unconscious and she has to fight this guy alone? What if you’re taken hostage and she needs to rescue you? If she relies on this power thing you two have…’ She swayed a hand back and forth between the two of them. ‘… she’s vulnerable every single time you walk away. Which I want you to do right now. So I can teach her to fight for herself.’

      Anger flared in Sacha’s chest. He hated the way Louisa talked down to both of them. He hated that Taylor’s training wasn’t going better. He hated St Wilfred’s and everyone in it. He hated that he needed them to save him.

      ‘Stop calling me kid, OK?’ he responded heatedly. ‘You want me to act like a responsible adult? Then start treating me like one, or I can be the kid you pretend to see. I really can.’ He took a step towards her. ‘Is that what you want? To deal with a kid right now? Be careful for what you wish, Louisa.’

      ‘Take a breath, kid.’ Louisa rolled her eyes. ‘Jesus.’

      ‘Louisa,’ Taylor snapped, stepping between them. ‘Will you shut up?’

      Sacha and Louisa glared at each other over her shoulder.

      In all honesty, Sacha would have loved to have it out with Louisa right now. She’d been on his back since he arrived at St Wilfred’s and he didn’t understand why. Nothing he did was good enough. It was unfair.

      The only problem was, this time, she had a point.

      Taylor was the key to this battle. And she had to get stronger to be safe. He wouldn’t always be there.

      That didn’t make any of this easy to take. He’d been through too much in his life to put up with being talked down to by a blue-haired, tattooed pixie.

      ‘Louisa, you should apologise,’ Taylor told her, still fuming.

      Sacha took a step back.

      ‘It’s fine, Taylor. I’ll go. I’ve had enough.’ He fired a warning look at Louisa. ‘But she needs to stop being such a bitch to me or I’m out of here. Je me casse.’

      Without waiting to hear what either of them had to say, he stormed back across the meadow with his head down, wishing for the hundredth time that he was back in Paris. He could go. They couldn’t stop him – he had a return ferry ticket in his bedroom right now. But he wouldn’t leave without Taylor, and he knew without even asking she’d never go.

      Besides, he didn’t even know where they were keeping his motorcycle. They’d taken the keys when he arrived, and told him it would be ‘safely stored’.

      He hated that, too. It was his bike.

      Fuming, he kicked a rock off the path so hard it flew into the long grass. But that wasn’t enough. He wanted to run. To punch someone.

      Days like today made him long for his crappy old life. Maybe he had just been sitting around waiting to die. But at least he was free.

      Now he felt like a prisoner.

      It wasn’t until he made it back to the door in the stone wall, that he realised his mistake. Only alchemists could open it. He couldn’t get back in on his own.

      Typical.

      ‘I hate this place.’ With a shout of futile rage, he slammed his fist against the wood.

      The door didn’t even shake.

      Swearing under his breath, he stalked away, following the wall around the college towards the front gate.

      He’d never been out here, so he didn’t really know where he was going. All he could do was follow the wall surrounding the college. St Wilfred’s grounds sprawled for some distance. It was fifteen minutes before he even reached the edge of the meadow. After that, the ground changed from soft grass to hard concrete. The sweet sounds of birds singing and insects buzzing were replaced by the rumble of cars and buses.

      After a while, Sacha found himself on a narrow lane. On his right was the tall forbidding wall of St Wilfred’s. Across the road, another wall faced the first – presumably the wall of another college, but he didn’t know which. It was like walking in a valley of stone.

      Up until now, he’d seen little of the town of Oxford. Now he found himself looking around curiously. Above the walls on both sides, he could see the spires of colleges and churches. He hated St Wilfred’s, but the town was undeniably extraordinary – his father had lived here long ago, and loved it. Maybe he’d walked down this very street.

      The thought was somehow steadying, and his anger began to ebb.

      St Wilfred’s wall curved to the right, and he turned with it. He began to pass more people – mostly students walking in pairs or clusters, talking and laughing. But also tourists, and locals.

      From behind the safe wall of his sunglasses, Sacha watched them with an interest he would never have acknowledged. They looked so relaxed. So normal. They’d never seen a Bringer sliding towards them with death in its eyes. They didn’t even know such things could exist.

      God, it would be nice to be that naive. 

      It was hotter now he was out of the meadow, and he ran a hand across his brow. He’d been walking for ages. Where was that stupid front gate?

      He had to be getting close.

      He hurried his steps, pushing past a crowd of students talking and blocking the way.

      Only when they parted to allow him to pass, could he see the college’s tall gatehouse ahead, the red and gold banners at the top hanging limp in the heat.

      Relief flooded through him. He was nearly there.

      Just then, an ominous low growl rumbled through the air.

      Sacha froze in mid-step. The sound wasn’t loud but there was something strange about it. Something inhuman.

      It grew louder. A creaking, almost industrial groan. Like something horrible was shifting, deep below the ground.

      The fine hairs on the back of his neck rose. He turned around, seeking the source.

      He wasn’t the only one who’d heard it. Murmuring in confusion, the cluster of students looked around.

      Sacha turned to warn them – of what, he wasn’t certain. But he never got the chance to say a thing.

      The ground shook with such violence he had to grab a lamp post to keep from falling. Then with stunning suddenness, the world around him exploded.
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