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            The past is never dead. It’s not even past.

            William Faulkner4

         

      
   


   
      
         5
            CONTENTS

         

         
            
               	TITLE PAGE

                  	EPIGRAPH

                  	CIMMERIA ACADEMY 

                  	ONE 

                  	TWO 

                  	THREE 

                  	FOUR 

                  	FIVE 

                  	SIX 

                  	SEVEN 

                  	EIGHT 

                  	NINE 

                  	TEN 

                  	ELEVEN 

                  	TWELVE 

                  	THIRTEEN 

                  	FOURTEEN 

                  	FIFTEEN 

                  	SIXTEEN 

                  	SEVENTEEN 

                  	EIGHTEEN 

                  	NINETEEN 

                  	TWENTY 

                  	TWENTY-ONE 

                  	TWENTY-TWO 

                  	TWENTY-THREE 

                  	TWENTY-FOUR 

                  	TWENTY-FIVE 

                  	TWENTY-SIX 

                  	TWENTY-SEVEN 

                  	TWENTY-EIGHT 

                  	TWENTY-NINE 

                  	THIRTY 

                  	THIRTY-ONE 

                  	THIRTY-TWO 

                  	THIRTY-THREE 

                  	THIRTY-FOUR 

                  	THIRTY-FIVE 

                  	THIRTY-SIX 

                  	THIRTY-SEVEN 

                  	THIRTY-EIGHT 

                  	THIRTY-NINE 

                  	FORTY 

                  	FORTY-ONE 

                  	FORTY-TWO 

                  	EPILOGUE 

                  	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

                  	ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

                  	READ BOOK ONE… 

                  	BOOKS BY CJ DAUGHERTY 

                  	COPYRIGHT 

               


         

      
   


   
      
         6

         
            [image: ]

         

      
   


   
      
         7
            CIMMERIA ACADEMY

         

         
            [image: ]

         

      
   


   
      8
         
            
               [image: ]

            

            ONE

         

         It was late and Gray was running through the frozen dark. Around her the woods crowded in, thick and threatening, branches stretching out as if to grab her. The moon had disappeared behind the clouds some time ago, leaving her stumbling along a path she could barely see. It had rained all day and now the December night was turning the raindrops to ice.

         As she skidded around a bend in the path, the wind picked up, dropping a shower of frozen water from the sodden pine needles, and sending ice down her spine.

         With each step, she thought of the people who had brought her to this place. Her mother – the prime minister. Her father – the spy. And the men who’d tried to kill her – the deputy prime minister and a shadowy group of traitors who wanted power at any cost. They had betrayed their own country and they would do it again.

         Thinking of them made her angry. Anger kept her warm.

         It was the only way she was getting through this.

         All she wanted was to go home.

         But where was home? Not the prime minister’s residence at Number 10 Downing Street where she’d lived until she came here, but the outh London flat she’d shared with her mother before she was chosen to run the country. If she closed her eyes, she could see the comfortable worn rugs and the long navy sofa, cushions 9flattened into a cosy nest. Her little room on the top floor, with its view of tree tops, chimneys, and red brick houses.

         The memory was so strong for a fleeting instant, she could almost smell its toast and marmalade morning scent. Feel the warm sun flooding through the windows on a summer day…

         A snapping sound jerked her from her reverie.

         Gray stopped and whipped around. Trees towered beside her, dark and inscrutable, fringed by dried bracken turned russet by the cold. Beneath them, nothing stirred.

         Some long-buried instinct made the fine hairs on the back of her neck rise. That sound had been made by a person moving carefully. But not carefully enough.

         The attack was coming.

         Her heart began to race.

         There was no time to think. Already breathless, she pelted as fast as she dared down the uneven path, trying to remember everything she’d been taught. But her mind had gone blank. Her chest tightened until she could barely draw a breath.

         Sweat stung her eyes and raindrops chilled her face. The thumping of her trainers sounded unnervingly loud in the silent woods – a neon sign flashing an arrow. “Here she is! Here’s the prime minister’s daughter! Come and kill her.”

         She glanced to the right and saw something moving in the bushes. A shadow shifting just out of sight.

         Above the rasping of her breath and thudthudthud of her heart, she thought she could detect the hiss of disturbed branches as someone closed in.

         Panicked now, she turned to look back and instantly tripped over a fallen tree branch. She went sprawling, landing so hard the rough earth scraped her hands and burned her knees. Barely aware 10of the pain, she scrambled back to her feet and lurched forward. But it was already too late.

         A figure clad all in black burst out of the shadows onto the path just ahead of her.

         Gray froze.

         All dressed in black. A knife in his hand…

         She couldn’t move. She felt as cold and dead as the winter ground she stood on.

         “Leave me alone.” The words came out in a breath, lost on the breeze.

         But he wasn’t going to leave her alone. He advanced on her steadily, his features hidden behind a balaclava, empty hands twitching at his sides.

         No knife, she realised, distantly. And then he was upon her.

         The second his hands touched her she recovered her voice, screaming so loudly her throat burned. She struggled in his grip, clawing at him, her feet drumming against his legs as he swung her into the air.

         “Let me go! Let me go!”

         “Jesus, Gray, will you calm down?” a male voice grumbled gruffly in her ear, as he released his hold.

         Another black-clad body burst out of the trees.

         “What’s the matter?” the new person demanded, lifting the fabric covering her face. A shock of white-blonde hair caught the moonlight as Gray’s bodyguard, Julia Matheson, looked at her with concern.

         At the sound of Julia’s reassuring voice, Gray began to sob brokenly. “It happened a-a-again.”

         The man pulled off his headgear. Through her tears, she saw the familiar brooding features of Carter West, the school’s security expert.11

         Producing a water bottle from somewhere, Julia handed it to her. “It’s all over. You’re safe. Drink this.”

         Gray took a sip. The liquid cooled her throat and gradually she began to calm.

          “I’m sorry,” she told both of them. It was freezing, but she felt hot – humiliation burning through her skin. “I got scared.”

         “It’s a process. You’ll get better at this. It’s only the second time we’ve tried.” The bodyguard’s voice was confident, but Gray was uncomfortably aware that Carter had said nothing. His dark eyes were thoughtful, but she read his silence as judgement.

         “Well,” the bodyguard said. “I think that’s enough for tonight.”

         Nobody disagreed. The three of them began walking back down the wooded path, the air heavy with all the things nobody was saying.

         With the two of them at her side the woods didn’t seem as frightening as they had a few minutes ago. It wasn’t even that dark – the moon had reappeared and stars painted the sky silver.

         It never feels so terribly dark when you’re not alone.

         An icy breeze froze the perspiration on the back of Gray’s neck. Shivering, she yanked up the hood of her fleece and shoved her hands deeper into the pockets.

         When Julia had come up with the idea of teaching her self-defence, Gray hadn’t been keen. Especially after her bodyguard suggested doing the training at night. But the reality had been worse than she expected. She knew the attack was coming, and what she was supposed to do. But each time she panicked.

         Ahead of her, Julia and Carter were talking in hushed voices, their heads bent toward each other. Gray held her breath, trying to hear them.12

         “She panics so fast, Jules,” Carter said softly. “Fear completely immobilises her.”

         The December wind swirled around, ruffling Gray’s hood, and drowning out what Julia said in reply. She only caught the end of the sentence: “…she’s traumatised. Give her time.”

         Traumatised. The word was huge, but even that didn’t convey the overwhelming fear she felt. Or the way it took over her body. There wasn’t a word in the world big enough for that.

         Gray trudged along, lost in her thoughts, until they rounded a bend and the branches parted. Suddenly, the huge Victorian Gothic school building appeared in front of them as if springing from the earth, its long rows of arched windows aglow with light, like something out of a fever dream. The imposing four-storey structure had two sprawling wings and a roof that rose into sharp, jutting peaks. At the highest points, tall chimneys thrust up at the sky like fists.

         Gray studied it dispassionately as Julia dropped back to walk alongside her. “We’ll try again later this week,” the bodyguard told her, a perky note in her voice. “But we’ll stick to the gym. Maybe if you’re not in the dark…”

         “…I won’t freak out?” Gray finished the sentence for her.

         Julia touched her arm. “You’ll get there.”

         She was saying all the right things, but as they crossed the smooth lawn and climbed the steps to the imposing front door with its ancient, elaborate locking system, Gray didn’t feel any better. Not at all.

         Inside, the air was warm and dry and smelled faintly of furniture polish and wood smoke. The three of them walked across a worn stone floor beneath enormous antique tapestries. The candleholders on either side of the fireplace were nearly as tall as Gray. The entrance hall led to a wide arched doorway and then they 13were in a grand hallway with oak-panelled walls and oil paintings in gilded frames.

         It was past curfew, and they were alone when they reached the main staircase with its carved bannister that curved up beneath a glittering chandelier. Carter stopped at the foot of the stairs. “Have a good night,” he told them both. Giving Gray a direct look, he added with unexpected warmth, “Don’t worry about tonight. It’ll get better. Just keep falling up.”

         In her rare encounters with him, the school’s security director had always been just a little distant, and for a moment Gray was so surprised she couldn’t think of anything to say.

         She managed to mumble, “Thanks,” before he jogged away.

         Julia and Gray climbed the elegant stairs, their movements watched by the painted eyes of men in elegant 19th century frock coats and women in fantastic pearl-draped dresses. At the landing, they passed three statues on low plinths in front of towering windows hidden behind velvet curtains, before turning into a second, simpler staircase. This one took them up to a slim corridor lined on either side with identical doors, each painted plain white with a number in black.

         It was just after eleven o’clock, and the dorm was a hive of activity – girls running down to the bathrooms and showers, chattering non-stop. They were all too sophisticated to stare openly, but Gray felt their eyes on her back as she and Julia reached the door with the number 326 painted on it. She stepped aside automatically, waiting as the bodyguard opened the door and flipped on the light.

         Julia quickly checked the room and then motioned for her to enter.

         “Safe as houses,” she announced.

         Gray attempted a smile, but failed.14

         Julia’s face softened. “Get some sleep, Firefly,” she said, gently. “Tomorrow will be better.”

         Firefly was Gray’s codename with the Secret Service agents responsible for protecting the first family. Nobody used it here, except Julia. It had become a kind of nickname.

         “You keep saying that,” Gray said, dejected.

         “Because it’s true.” Julia rested a warm hand on her shoulder for just a second. “I promise.”

         After the bodyguard had gone, Gray stood by the bed, thinking about what she’d said. She wanted to believe it. She’d had two weeks of bad days since she came here. Fourteen lonely days.

         Blinking back tears, she studied her reflection in the frameless mirror on the back of the door. Her dark, wavy hair was escaping from the ponytail she’d pulled it into an hour ago, tendrils curling loose around her face. Her cheeks were flushed. Her blue eyes glistened with unhappiness.

         “Pull yourself together,” she ordered.

         But the truth was, she didn’t know how to do that.

         Her phone vibrated and she pulled it from the pocket of her hoodie. When she saw Chloe’s name on the screen, her heart lifted, and she hit answer.

         Chloe’s familiar face appeared, dark hair pulled back in a braid, beaming at her.

         “There you are!” she said. “I’ve been calling all night. I have to tell you what happened today. Are you sitting down? Well, brace yourself – Tyler Bolino asked me to Adrian’s Christmas party. Can you believe it? I didn’t even know what to say. I mean he’s gorgeous, obviously, but he’s kind of boring and you know…”

         She chatted on excitedly, and Gray let the familiar voice flow over her. Chloe was her best friend back in London. Adrian’s parties were the events of the year back at her south London school. 15His dad was a nightclub owner and concert promoter, and he always made the parties memorable.

         If times were normal, she and Jake might have gone, but things were anything but normal. There was no guarantee she’d go home for Christmas at all. And Jake, who might have become her boyfriend if things had been different, was in Leeds. He might never come back to London again.

         Finally noticing her silence, Chloe said, “Hey. Are you OK?”

         “Yes… I mean, no. Oh, I don’t know.” Gray forced a laugh. “I just miss you so much. And I hate that I can’t be there.”

         “I miss you, too,” Chloe said. “Nothing is fun without you. And now I have to decide about Tyler Bolino by myself, all because of stupid terrorists chasing you away. It’s hideous.”

         Gray laughed again, this time for real. “Go out with him, you idiot. He’s cute. You’d be an adorable couple.”

         “Yeah, but all he ever talks about is rugby.”

         “So, don’t talk to him. Wear him on your arm like a fancy bag. You’ve had a crush on him since we were fourteen.”

         Without letting go of the phone, Gray kicked off her damp trainers and settled down on the bed, shaking off her hoodie and dropping it on the floor next to her shoes. Lifting a soft blue blanket off the footboard, she wrapped it around herself, creating a warm nest. The cold that had sunk into her bones began to fade.

         At least for a while she could talk to her best friend and pretend she was home, and everything was fine. And that Cimmeria was just a bad dream. One that would disappear in the morning.
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            TWO

         

         Julia walked down the staircase to the first-floor landing, speaking quietly into the microphone on her wrist. “Firefly in nest.” A second later, a male voice emerged from the tiny earpiece discreetly hidden by her straight blonde hair. “Copy that.”

         She waited, but he said nothing more. No “Thank you.” No “Have a good night.” Back in London, someone on her team would have cracked a joke or invited her out for a drink. Here, the end of her working day was a cool, emotionless “Copy that.”

         It wasn’t a surprise. After all, she was a walking reminder that the government didn’t think they were good enough to protect the prime minister’s daughter.

         As far as Julia was concerned, the government was right. The school’s security guards spent most of their time making sure the students didn’t smoke weed when they sneaked out into the woods at night.

         It was so odd. The school looked exactly the same as it had when she was sixteen, but things had changed. The students seemed more spoiled now. The staff took safety for granted. There just wasn’t the same discipline.

         When she’d been a student here… Well. Everything had been different.17

         It was still surreal to find herself here. This school had lived in her dreams for years. Back then she’d thought – hoped – she’d never see it again.

         Life has a sense of humour.

         At the base of the stairs, she paused to listen. Everything was quiet. Too quiet. There’d been a time when guards patrolled these hallways constantly, looking for any sign of danger. Now the corridors were left empty all through the night. It felt abandoned.

         And yet, as she turned toward her room, something stirred.

         It was the slightest change in the air, almost imperceptible, and yet all at once she knew she wasn’t alone.

         Instantly alert, she tilted her head to listen. At first, she heard nothing but her own breathing. Then, behind that, the low, unmistakeable hum of hushed voices. Rising and falling, like a soft breeze through an open window.

         She followed the sound, tracing it down the hallway. When she realised where the voices had taken her, she stopped.

         She was standing just underneath the grand staircase. In the faint light, the ornately carved wood panelling looked unbroken. If she hadn’t known this school like the back of her hand she wouldn’t have seen the door there, its edges worked so expertly as to make it invisible. But she did know it, and she stood just outside it, listening to voices that had once been familiar. They were speaking too quietly for her to make out their words.

         Oh well. I don’t want to go to bed anyway, she thought as she rapped her knuckles lightly against the door.

         The voices stopped.

         She turned a small brass handle. The door swung open to reveal a windowless office.

         The school’s acting headmistress, Allie Sheridan, was perched on the edge of the desk in a very un-headmistress-like way. 18Her straight, golden-brown hair hung loose to her shoulders. In jeans with the cuffs rolled up to expose slim ankles, and a striped top, she looked very little like someone running a school for a hundred and twenty elite students. Her oval face was smooth and unlined, and her grey eyes watched Julia with caution as she stepped inside.

         “Jules.” Carter stood near Allie, still in his running gear. “Is something wrong?”

         “Everything’s fine,” she assured him. “I was just passing by and heard voices.”

         “Was there something you wanted?” Allie’s voice had deepened a little since Julia had known her back when they were teenagers caught up in their families’ dangerous games. Then, Allie had been the ultimate outsider. Now she was Queen Bee, running the school while headmistress Isabelle le Fanult was in Scotland, establishing a sister school to this one – a job that was taking longer than anyone expected, and one Carter had confided he wasn’t sure she’d ever return from.

         “I thought we ought to talk about what happened tonight.” Julia closed the door behind her and leaned against it, casting a quick glance at Carter. “You were right out there. Gray’s struggling.”

         “She wasn’t good,” he agreed. “Her fear’s getting worse.”

         “She hasn’t been here long though,” Allie interjected. “We should give her time. She’s been through a lot.”

         For some reason, Julia found this intensely irritating. Allie hardly knew Gray. They’d barely interacted since the girl arrived. She’d come here to inform her about what was happening, not be told how Gray had suffered.

         “What if we haven’t got time?” she asked, her voice sharpening. “After all, things have changed.”19

         Carter’s brow creased. “Why wouldn’t we have time? She only got here two weeks ago.”

         “Didn’t Raj Patel call you?” Julia asked. “He called me earlier today to give me an update. I assumed he called you too.”

         Raj was the security expert who ran Talos, the company Julia worked for. Talos provided personal security to the prime minister’s family and others in high-profile positions.

         “Nobody contacted us. What did he say?” Allie didn’t look pleased.

         “He said we need to increase security,” Julia explained. “The group that attacked Gray are looking for her. He’s sure they’ll figure out where she is.”

         “For God’s sake.” Allie’s voice grew tense. “Why didn’t he call my office? If Raj has information about our students he should come to me first.”

         “I guess he came to me because I work for him.” Julia’s tone was polite but she was secretly pleased she had information Allie didn’t.

          “That’s all?” Carter asked. “He didn’t have any information about where they’re looking or what they’ll do if they find her?”

         Julia hesitated. Allie and Carter had been given only the most basic information about the threat against Gray and her mother. The two of them knew there’d been an attack, and that Gray was considered high risk. They couldn’t be told everything because they had no government security clearance. The information about the shadowy group that had tried to kill Gray and her mother was top secret. Along with the fact that Deputy Prime Minister John Ashford was in the plot up to his eyeballs. And worst of all, that the Russian government was behind it all.20

         Only a few people at the highest levels of the British government knew about that. And she had no idea how much Raj would want them to know right now.

         “You should call Raj,” she told them. “All I can tell you is that he’s worried things are getting more dangerous. His sources tell him they’re hunting for her. And they’re determined to find her.”

         Carter looked at Allie. “I don’t like the sound of this.”

         Julia studied the two of them. Carter, tall and brooding, his athletic frame always angled toward Allie, as if poised to protect her. And she, in need of no protection, but constantly near him. They were so united, so connected to each other, it was hard to believe she could ever come between them.

         I never stood a chance of breaking them apart, she realised. If I hadn’t been so young, I never would have tried.

         “Me neither.” Allie glanced at her watch. “We’re going to need a plan. Let’s get everyone together in the morning and talk it through. Jules, I’d like you to be there too, if you don’t mind.”

         “Of course,” Julia said, crisply. “Happy to help.”

         “Also,” Allie continued, “I don’t think we should tell Gray about this.”

         The bodyguard stiffened. “Why not? I’m not going to lie to her. Trust matters between a bodyguard and the person she protects.”

         “I understand that,” Allie said. “But if she’s struggling with fear now, knowing what’s going on could make things worse. It’s our job to keep her safe. Let’s do that, and let her get on with healing and finding a way to settle in here.”

         Julia bristled with unspoken objections, but the annoying truth was, Allie was right. Gray was fragile right now. And it wasn’t like she could protect herself.21

         “Fine,” she said. “We’ll hold that back for now.”

         “Great.” Allie’s reply was clipped. She said nothing more. The dismissal in her tone was clear.

         Julia, who had not stepped far into the room, reached for the door handle. “Well, I’ll let you get back to your conversation.”

         Without waiting for them to say goodbye she stalked away, fuming.

         She didn’t know why she was so angry. Maybe some part of her had hoped that now they were grown up, she and Allie might get along. But she was starting to learn that time doesn’t heal every wound. Some stay fresh and raw forever.

         Grumbling to herself, she headed in the direction of the gym. She didn’t want to sleep and there was nowhere else to go. No one else to talk to. She might as well go punch something.

         She was halfway down the hallway when she heard Carter’s voice. “Jules, wait up.”

         Reluctantly, she turned back. “What is it?”

         He stopped a few feet away, a knowing smile lifting the corners of his lips. “That didn’t go very well, did it?”

         Julia sighed, her shoulders drooping. “I’m sorry. She just gets to me.”

         “And you get to her. You two are oil and water. I’ve never understood why.” There was no judgement in his voice, but she felt like an idiot all the same. Why had she over-reacted like that?

         “I don’t like taking orders from her,” she said. “She’s not my boss.”

          “You know she doesn’t mean to upset you, right? She likes you.”

         “She has a funny way of showing it. She’s barely said ten words to me since I arrived,” Julia said, bristling.22

         “Well,” he said, “As far as I can see, you don’t talk to her, either.”

         Julia held up her hands. “Fine. I haven’t done all I should. I’ll try harder.” Her tone said the opposite but they both ignored that. “Anyway, all that matters is keeping Gray safe. I have no problem as long as we agree on that.”

         “We do agree,” he assured her. “But you have to understand, it’s been years since we’ve had any security problems here. That stuff – it’s all in the past. Things have been safe for half a decade.”

         Julia bit back her frustration. There had to be a way to make him see what was happening. The second Gray Langtry had walked through the door of this school, everything had changed. The only problem was, the people in charge had not yet accepted that.

         “Trust me, Carter,” she said. “The people after Gray and her mother are deadly serious. You have to do more. We all do. People could die. Right here.”

         She struck her foot against the floor for emphasis, and the sound echoed in the quiet, unguarded hallway.

         The smile faded from his eyes. “Hey, come on. That’s a bit harsh. We’re doing everything we can—”

         “Nobody’s doing anything.” She cut him off. “The security system relies entirely on cameras, which are too widely spaced and not monitored enough.” She gestured at the empty corridor. “How long have we been standing here? Five minutes? And yet nobody’s come by to find out what’s going on. Nobody patrols. Nobody checks to make sure the students are safe. Everyone just believes things are fine. Stop believing.” She took a step toward him. “Trust me when I tell you, things aren’t fine anymore.”

         Colour rose to his face. “Fine. Maybe we’ve become a little complacent, but only because nothing bad has happened – we can’t 23fight a war that’s not there.” Before she could argue again he continued. “Look, I hear you, OK? You have a good point. Things have changed. We need to do better. Allie knows this. Come to that meeting tomorrow and tell the others what you’ve told me, and we’ll come up with a plan.” He held her gaze. “We’ll fix this, Jules.”

         The way he said her name sent warmth flooding through her. Years had passed but there still wasn’t much better in this world than Carter promising to have her back.

         All the argument went out of her. “I know you will,” she said. “And I’ll be at Allie’s meeting. But…” She paused. “Everyone has to understand. Trouble is coming.”

         “They will,” he promised. “Just tell them what you told me.”

         There was so much more she wanted to say. How she’d missed him. And how much everything that had happened back when they were young still hurt. But what was the point? Saying it wouldn’t change anything. They’d dated when they were teenagers. It had ended badly. And it was all a long time ago.

         She glanced at her watch – it was well after midnight. “Look, I’d better go. I want to fit in a workout before bed.”

         Another faint hint of a smile. “Classic Jules. Still pushing yourself to the limit.”

         “Yeah, you know what I’m like.” She forced herself to turn away and open the door leading to the basement gym. But when she glanced back, he was still standing there, watching her.

         “You know what? It’s really nice to be working with you again,” she said, before she could stop herself. Adding, just because it was true, “You look great.”

         He gave her a slow smile. “Right back at you.”24

         As soon as the door closed between them, she pulled out her phone and dialled Raj’s number.

         Whatever Carter said, it was clear Raj needed to step in and make sure that Allie understood what was really going on. Otherwise, Gray was in deep trouble here.
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            THREE

         

         Gray was in a cold empty corridor. A faint blue glow revealed gritty concrete, and bare walls strung with wires and cables. In the distance, she could hear the discordant sound of a symphony being played out of tune and a low rumble of voices, the laughter shrill and malicious.

         She stood frozen, staring at the familiar scene.

         Not again.

         Why did she keep coming back to this place, night after night?

         She hated it here.

         Some part of her – an elemental protective space deep inside her brain – knew this wasn’t real. It was a dream. But that tiny part of her couldn’t save her. Not from this. Not with fear curling its talons around her heart and digging in deep.

         It felt so real. She could feel the floor rough beneath her bare feet. Hear the changing tune of the music. Notice the goosebumps rising.

         Every instinct told her to run, but moving was like walking through glue. It took everything she had to make herself run. And even as she did, a voice in her mind told her it was futile. She’d been here enough times to know there was no way out. But she didn’t listen. Couldn’t listen. Now that she was moving she ran faster and faster, flying through the shadows, breath scouring her 26dry throat. But the voice had been right. The hallway seemed to lead nowhere – it tangled and twisted. She kept ending up back at the same familiar stretch of dark corridor.

         Horror turned her blood to ice. She knew what would happen next. He’d be waiting. He was always waiting.

         A shuffle of feet in the distance. A quick intake of breath, like a laugh suppressed. She spun around, peering into the shadows. A flash of movement in the darkness. And then he stepped into the pale light.

         “No,” she whispered, and tried to back away, but her feet wouldn’t cooperate.

         He wore all black and his smile was a flash of rage. The long silver blade in his hand dripped with red.

         “I wanted your mother,” he said, advancing on her. “But you’ll do.”

         Gray’s screams woke her from the nightmare. She sat up in bed, her heart racing painfully, her gaze skittering around the shadowy room.

         White-washed floors. Plain pine desk. No killers. No killers. No killers…

         She drew in a series of quick, short breaths and let the dream fade.

         She sank against the pillows. The nightmares were getting worse and she didn’t know why.

         She’d thought about telling Julia, but how could she tell Julia that she wasn’t even strong enough to get over one attack?

         Her parents had made her see a therapist right after the attack happened, but she’d been fine back then. Or so she’d thought. The dreams had come later. And the fear of the dark. The fear of everything.27

         She let out a long breath and rested her chin on her knees. If she just had friends here – someone to talk to. Someone who wouldn’t judge her. But she hadn’t made friends yet. This place was as tightly knit as a cashmere blanket.

         No one was outright mean to her – people were polite. But most of them had been here for years. She was an oddity to them. Famous, yes. But an outsider.

         In the pre-dawn darkness, the loneliness suddenly seemed unbearable – a yawning chasm of emptiness into which she had fallen, and from which she might never emerge.

         “I want to go home.” She whispered the truth into the empty room. But she couldn’t. Because home wasn’t safe anymore.

         Through the tall arched window the sky was still dark. The alarm clock on the desk told her it was just after six in the morning. Breakfast didn’t officially begin until seven-thirty. But she wasn’t going back to sleep.

         She swung her feet to the floor, bumping against the slippers that were set out for her every evening. This was one of the many weird quirks of this place. Someone cleaned the room each day – made the bed, dusted everything. Then in the evening, someone left slippers out for her and put out an extra blanket. These tiny kindnesses were the only things she liked about Cimmeria. Well, that and the library. She wanted to live in the library.

         She put on a soft white robe, tying it tightly around her waist before heading down the hallway to the shower room, which was empty at this hour.

         She chose the furthest cubicle, closing the curtain behind her and setting her things on a teak stool before turning the water on scalding hot. She stood beneath the sting of the shower’s spray for as long as she could bear. Her muscles ached from last night’s 28failed self-defence training. The scar on her neck ached a little in the heat. It had been weeks since she had been stabbed and the wound rarely hurt now. But it was clearly visible – a vivid line against the pale skin.

         When she walked out into the main bathroom a few minutes later, a towel wrapped around her head, it was still empty except for one girl, who stood at a sink brushing her teeth.

         Above her school-issued white dressing gown, her long dark hair hung in unbrushed tangles. Gray glimpsed tawny skin and a heart-shaped face before she realised the girl was watching her in the mirror. She quickly turned away.

         The girl, though, had no such compunction, and watched with unabashed interest as Gray got out her own toothbrush. Finally, she spat out her toothpaste. “I know this is a weird time to introduce myself, but I’ve been dying to meet you.”

         Gray’s hand froze, her own toothpaste tube half-squeezed. “Um… You have?”

         The girl nodded vigorously. “My dad knows your mum. He told me all about you. I could not believe that bloke tried to murder you. What an absolute asshat.”

         Somehow, it was impossible to take offense and Gray found herself almost laughing.

         The girl was about her age, but smaller and slimmer. Her cinnamon-coloured eyes were her most striking feature – filled with mischief and intelligence. There was something oddly familiar about her that Gray couldn’t place.

         “Wait a sec.” The girl rinsed the toothpaste from her mouth, and dropped her toothbrush into her shower box, which was identical in every way to Gray’s. It had been in her room when she arrived, along with a closet full of dark blue pleated skirts, crisp white blouses, and pressed blazers.29

         The girl dried her mouth with a towel. “I’m Minal,” she said. “Minal Patel.”

         Gray put it together in an instant.

         “Your dad is Raj Patel?” Surprise sent her voice up an octave. Raj was Julia’s boss. He was so much a part of Number 10 Downing Street it had never occurred to her that he might have a family of his own.

         The other girl nodded. “I would have said something sooner but I was too intimidated to even speak to you.”

         “Intimidated? Why?”

         “Oh, come on. You’ve been in all the papers. You’ve been to Bijou.” Minal sounded so awe-struck at the idea of the trendy nightclub in London, Gray didn’t have the heart to tell her she’d only been there once, and it had been disastrous. “You go to those parties,” Minal enthused. “You’ve even got a bodyguard. It’s so glamorous. I can’t even imagine what it’s like to be you. I want to know what it’s like to live in Downing Street. To be on TV. To meet the Queen. To be famous. I need you to tell me everything,” she concluded. “Every tiny detail.”

         “OK, but...” Gray held up her toothpaste. “Can I brush my teeth first?”

         Minal’s eyes widened. “Oh my God, I just totally gate-crashed your bathroom time. I’m going to leave you alone for at least five minutes.” She gathered her things, keeping up a stream of chatter as she headed toward the showers. “You know, it’s weird. You seem so normal. I thought you’d be a total snob.”

         This took Gray aback. “Why would you think that?”

         The girl paused in the shower entrance, one hand on the curtain. “I don’t know. Because your life is so interesting, I guess? Nothing ever happens to me. I want something exciting to happen someday.”30

         She had disappeared into the shower cubicle before Gray replied, her voice too low to be heard over the running water.

         “Be careful what you wish for.”
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         Half an hour later, when Gray walked down the grand staircase in her uniform with her book bag over one shoulder, she was still mulling over the conversation.

         She hadn’t been able to bring herself to tell Minal the truth – she hated being the prime minister’s daughter. How could she explain what it was like to be followed everywhere? To not be able to do even the most basic normal thing without a team of security guards at her side?

         Until her mother had been chosen to lead the country, Gray had been just like any other anonymous teenager, so the sudden public attention had been overwhelming. The paparazzi were big, burly men, and they had constantly pursued her. Even after everything that had happened – even after she was stabbed and nearly died – bodyguards had been forced to sneak her out of Number 10 to bring her here, using back streets and unmarked cars. If they hadn’t done that, there would have been ten photographers outside the gates of Cimmeria Academy, trying to get a shot of her in gym shorts.

         As she reached the ground floor, she had a flashback to Chloe glaring at a red-faced photographer who’d held his camera low to try and get a picture up her skirt. “She’s sixteen years old, you utter pervert,” she’d told him. “You have shirts older than her.”31

         Chloe had acted like her bodyguard long before Julia had come along. If she were here, everything would be different.

         Talking to Minal had given her the first glimmer of hope that she could make new friends. More than anything, she wanted people to know she wasn’t really the girl they’d seen in the papers. She was more complicated than that brightly smiling invention.

         In the dining hall, breakfast was just beginning. The staff were busy setting out platters of food on long tables. Soft morning light filtered through sheer shades over the tall windows, giving the grand, oak-panelled room an ethereal glow. One wall was dominated by a fireplace so big she could easily have stood inside it next to the flames, which crackled merrily. The room was warm, and smelled of toast, coffee, and wood smoke.

         Maybe this wasn’t home, but she had to admit there was a kind of magnificence about it.

         The round tables, each surrounded by eight chairs, were mostly empty. But a few students were already eating – all of them wearing identical dark blue blazers. She thought she recognised a girl with distinctive curly blonde hair at the back. A short distance away, she spotted a lanky American boy who was in several of her classes, a thick book open next to his plate.

         Both glanced up at her as she walked in, but turned back to their food almost immediately.

         Gray’s heart went cold. It was always like this. But maybe there was something she could do about it.

         She went to the counter and filled a bowl with cereal and fruit, grabbing some warm toast from a rack. Then she poured herself a mug of tea from a large copper urn and splashed milk into it.32

         Carrying these, she walked back to the table where the blonde girl sat. As she approached, girl glanced up again and their eyes met. Gray seized the opportunity.

         “Hi!” The word came out too loud, firing at her like a shotgun. The girl’s eyes widened.

         Gray tilted her head at the empty seats and lowered her voice. “Would it be OK… can I sit here?”

         There was a brief hesitation.

         “Take your pick.” The girl gestured at the seven empty chairs surrounding the oak table.

         Relieved, Gray set her tray down and pulled out one of the heavy chairs.

         “I’m Gray,” she said, when she was seated.

         The girl smiled slightly. “I know. You’re the famous Gray Langtry.”

         She had a soft, unidentifiable accent. Along with her high cheekbones, and curls that gleamed gold in the light, it made her seem incredibly sophisticated.

         “I’m Maya,” she added. “Not famous at all.”

         “It’s nice to meet you.” Gray tried to look welcoming and open without appearing deranged.

         For a while after that, a silence fell while they both ate. Gray had almost finished her cereal before Maya spoke again.

         “How do you like it here?” she asked, in that velvet soft accent. “It must be so strange for you arriving in the middle of term. Knowing nobody.”

         Gray buttered her toast, buying time.

         “It’s been weird, I guess,” she said after a moment. “I miss my parents more than I expected. But it seems like a good place.”

         Maya gave her an astute look. “I’ve been here three years now,” she said. “I came when I was thirteen, from Poland. I knew 33nobody. I was terrified. I thought it would be strange being at an English school when English is not my first language. And it was, at first. But now it is home. People accept each other here. I have so many friends. And you will make friends, too.”

          “I hope you’re right,” Gray said. “I haven’t made many so far.”

          “You will.” Maya sounded absolutely confident. “I promise. You have been through a lot. Everyone knows what happened…” She gestured at Gray’s throat where the scar could be seen above the collar of her white blouse. “I think you’re brave. The man who did that—” A look passed over her face. “I am glad he’s in prison. If anyone hurt me or my family like that, I would want him to go to prison for life.”

         “Yeah, I’d be one hundred percent OK with that,” Gray agreed.

         The attacker had been in jail for weeks now but had refused to talk. He wouldn’t say who had hired him or why he’d tried to kill her. In interviews with the police, Julia said, he just sat there. Smiling.

          “Gray.” The voice came from behind her.

         She turned to find the headmistress, Allie Sheridan, standing behind her chair. “If you’re done eating, I’d like a chat.” She nodded at the steaming mug in Gray’s hand. “You can bring your tea.”

         Her light brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail and she wore casual black trousers and a V-neck top. She looked young but there was authority in the set of her shoulders, and the steady way she looked at Gray.

         “Sure.” Gray stood up. She turned back to Maya. “It was nice to meet you. See you in English class?”34

          “Yes,” the Polish girl said, a smile lighting up her face. “See you then.”

         As she stood, Gray’s eyes briefly met those of the lanky guy she’d noticed earlier at the next table. He quickly returned his attention to the leather-bound book, and yet she had the feeling he’d been eavesdropping on their conversation all along.

         There was no time to think about that, though. Allie was already halfway across the dining hall, and Gray hurried after the headmistress out into the wide hallway, clutching her mug of tea.

         It was busier now with students heading down for breakfast, and the hum of sleepy voices filled the air as Allie ducked through a low door into the office beneath the stairs, waiting for Gray to pass through before closing the door behind them.

         She’d been here once before, on her first day at the school. It was a small room with a faded Persian rug on the floor and two black leather chairs facing the mahogany desk. The only art was a modern painting of three women standing in a circle, hair flowing down their backs, hands touching.

         Gray took a seat in one of the leather chairs. There was no obvious place to set her mug except Allie’s desk, so she balanced it carefully on her knee.

         The headmistress studied her with unnerving interest. “I thought we should have a catch-up. You’ve had two weeks to settle in now. How are you doing?”

         “Fine, I guess?” It was as much a question as an answer.

          “I was glad to see you with Maya today.” Allie rocked back in her seat, studying her. “I’ve noticed you often sit alone at mealtimes, and I’ve been a bit worried that you were having trouble fitting in.”

         Gray was mortified. Had they all been watching her? The prime minister’s daughter who couldn’t make friends?35

          “I’m trying to make friends but I’m still new here. I need time,” Gray said, her cheeks burning. “I can’t make people like me.”

         “I actually think you’re doing incredibly well,” Allie told her.

         Gray blinked.

         “This is a hard school to join in the middle of term,” Allie continued. “Everyone knows everyone else – they’re a kind of family. When you’re new, it seems as if there’s a wall around them and you’re outside it.”

         It was as if the headmistress had read Gray’s thoughts. She leaned forward, eagerly, grabbing the mug before it could topple. “Yes. It’s exactly like that. They’re not mean. They’re just kind of … not interested.”

         “Well, I think they are interested, but they’re too shy to say so,” Allie told her. “Especially Maya, who you sat with at breakfast. Did she tell you anything about herself?”

         “Not much.”

         “I’m not surprised. There’s a lot she doesn’t talk about,” Allie said. “But I think you should know. She’s the daughter of the former prime minister of Poland. Someone tried to assassinate her father last year. I think it’s fair to say she knows precisely how dangerous it is to be connected to power.” She gave Gray a steady look. “Just like you do.”

         Gray’s jaw dropped. She thought of what Maya had said: If anyone hurt me or my family like that, I would want him to go to prison for life…

         “Why didn’t she tell me?” she said.

         “I suppose it’s not exactly normal breakfast conversation. And I interrupted the two of you before you could talk for long.” Allie paused. “You know, you will find your place here, Gray. 36Right now, everyone’s a little unsure of how to approach you. But they’ll come around. I’m not at all worried about that. What I am worried about is how you’re dealing with what happened to you.” She leaned forward, resting her elbows on the desk. “How are you sleeping?”

         Caught off guard, Gray blinked. “Fine.’

         “Nightmares?”

         Gray thought of the man in her dreams, his ice-cold smile. “No more than usual.”

         “You’re still having panic attacks, though.”

          “I guess.” Gray shrugged. “I don’t like the dark. I mean, that’s not so unusual, is it?”

         She wasn’t certain why she wasn’t telling the truth but she couldn’t seem to make herself say the words.

         Allie watched her thoughtfully. “Jules is worried about you. She thinks you’re struggling. I’d like you to talk to someone…”

         Gray flinched, knocking over the cooling mug of tea on her knee.

         “Bollocks,” she swore, jumping to her feet. “I mean… Sorry.”

         Allie walked around the desk holding a cloth and knelt down to dab up the tea.

         “Don’t worry. This rug is about seventy-five years old. It doesn’t mind a bit of tea.”

         Her tone was easy, but Gray was still flustered. She balanced the now empty mug gingerly on the edge of the desk.

         “I don’t want to talk to anybody,” Gray said. “It’s my right not to talk about it.” She stood rigidly, waiting for Allie to argue.

         Instead, the headmistress rose to her feet, and turned to face her with no surprise or anger in her expression.37

         “I get it, I really do,” Allie said. “And I’m not going to push you on this. But believe me, I know a thing or two about trauma. And I can tell you that ignoring it won’t make it go away. It gets in your head and doesn’t let go. Trauma has claws. As time passes, you think you’ll get better, but it’s always there, hanging around, waiting for its chance.” Allie drew a breath. “We will do all we can to help you. All I ask in return, is that you trust me enough to let me know if things are getting worse. Do we have a deal?”

         Her description was so right – so close to what Gray herself was learning – that she found herself longing to tell the headmistress about the nightmares. But she needed more time. Time to get to know her. And time to process how she felt.

         So instead she said, “It’s a deal.”

         “Good.” The headmistress crossed the room with unhurried steps. When she opened the door the normal school soundtrack of voices and laughter flooded in.

          “If you need anything – even just to talk to someone – I want you to walk back through this door. Any time at all – day or night. If I’m not here, send someone to find me. I'll come immediately.”

         Gray gave her a grateful look. “Thank you. That means a lot.”

         “You’re going to be fine,” Allie promised. “I have absolutely no doubt about that. In fact, you’re going to be better than fine. You are going to soar.”
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            FOUR

         

         As soon as Gray was gone, Allie closed the office door and leaned her back against it, closing her eyes.

         She knew Gray wasn’t telling the truth about her mental state – she could see it in her eyes. She’d pressed her too hard. Why hadn’t she just waited for Gray to come to her? That would have been better. But the conversation with Julia and Carter had worried her enough that she’d thought she had to do something.

         After all, Allie had once been the traumatised sixteen-year-old girl in this very office, with a chip on her shoulder and no friends. Back then, she’d had a headmistress with the patience to gradually whittle through her defences. Could she be that person for Gray?

         On current evidence, she wasn’t convinced.

         “Dammit, Isabelle,” she muttered. “Come back.”

         She shouldn’t be here at all. She’d only returned to Cimmeria a year ago, when Isabelle phoned to tell her she was going away. That she was burned out. And that she would trust only Allie and Carter to do her job.

         At first, they’d resisted. They were fresh out of Oxford University then, and living in London. They’d felt, for the first time in their lives, truly independent. Carter had been working with Raj Patel at Talos, learning about the security industry, and training as a bodyguard. Allie had had an office of her own in the headquarters 39of Aurora, the organisation that now owned Cimmeria Academy, among many other things.

         The simple truth was, she didn’t have to work – she’d inherited tremendous wealth when her grandmother had died six years earlier. But she wanted to run Aurora completely one day. To be, as her grandmother had been, a force for good in the world. So she had been learning multiple roles. It was complicated and technical, but she could see Lucinda Meldrum in all of it – in the non-profit branch, which supported schools all over the world, and the financial side, which was coldly calculated to make as much money as possible. It was the yin and yang of her family.

         Back then, she’d had a two-year plan to learn enough to step fully into Lucinda’s role. The last thing either she or Carter had wanted was to go back and run the school they’d once attended. But they’d had little choice. Isabelle had been determined to go. Starting a new school in Scotland, where she’d grown up – that had always been her dream. Besides, she had sacrificed a great deal for both of them when they were younger. They owed her.

         And so here she was – running a school with no clue how to do it right.

         Across the room, the phone rang, and she dashed to the desk, snatching it up. “This is Allie.”

         “Alyson Sheridan?” The voice on the other end was crisp and official. Female and with a faint Scottish burr that
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