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I wrote this book for all the ones, who have problems, who have


PTSD, who suffer from memories. For all the soldiers, the fighters


and the warriors. For all the disabled, hurt and broken. And for the


dancers and the dreamers, the optimistic and happy.





Chapter 1


Unspoken truth


Luca


I sat in class right beside Brandon like most of the time. Miss Payne wasn’t here yet, which was kind of strange if I was honest. Miss Payne was the most functional person I knew. She was never late. Well, not normally at least. Today’s tardiness was fine with me. My mind was such a mess right now anyway.


The news I’d found out about a few days ago still had my mind racing. I’d searched for Velvet on the internet. And what I found still had my head spinning. No information was found. Those four little words stood in bright red on my phone screen. They were only a few words, yet their impact was so massive that the colour had drained from my face. The catch on all of this was that this scenario was impossible. Every magican had to be registered in the register of the kingdoms and empires, which meant that if you searched for someone on special websites for magicans, you would find them. You only had to find a name—no other information was necessary. And if you couldn’t find someone like that, you called those people omvezes.


Omvez was a word in the magical language Juyuri and described a person with no records, no information and no history. More or less, you talked about a fictional person living in a realistic world. And Velvet happened to be such an omvez. That meant that Velvet wasn’t actually…well, Velvet. There was no person called Velvet Raven. It was only a cover name to hide from something or maybe…someone. Which again meant that Velvet was actually a different person. Velvet Raven wasn’t her real name. The only question was: Who was that girl named Velvet Raven?


I raked my hair in frustration. Why was this so complicated? And why was I so dumb to look her up? That was such a bad idea. A bad, bad idea! My heart was pounding a little faster again as I thought about her. What if she found out that I knew about this? What would she do if she knew?


I remembered her frosty eyes, the way they pierced me with no mercy and tried to freeze me in place. I nearly heard her threatening voice in my ears, felt her cold touch on my skin. I buried my face in my hands. What should I do? What should I do?


I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned my head to my left. Brandon tilted his head and looked at me with equal curiosity and concern. ‘What’s up with you, man?’ he asked. ‘You’re so quiet and thoughtful all the time. Did anything happen?’


‘Oh no, nothing at all,’ I lied and shook my head. ‘I was just thinking about my family, you know.’ The last sentence wasn’t a lie. I had been thinking about my family a lot. It had been a while since I visited. I was too caught up with Velvet lying in the nurse’s office and with helping out all kinds of people.


‘I think it’s better if you visit them soon. I’m sure they’ll be happy to see you,’ Brandon let me know. I nodded. Yeah, my mother had already phoned me to ask when I would visit again. She said they missed me so much, which was kind of understandable.


Before anyone could say another word, Mr Whitebeard entered the classroom. ‘Morning, class,’ he greeted as he sat down at the desk at the front. ‘I apologize for being late. I got a little caught up.’


We looked at him confused. What was Mr Whitebeard doing here? We had Miss Payne right now, or did I have something mixed up? But as I looked at Brandon, he also scratched his head in surprise. Seemed like I wasn’t the only one who didn’t understand.


Mr Whitebeard chuckled at our confused facial expressions. ‘Dear students, Miss Payne is ill today, that’s why I’m here. But there is an announcement I have to make instead of her. It’s great news, so you might want to listen up,’ he explained to us with a smile.


News? For us? That was really something new, to be honest. Brandon and I exchanged a look. That was gonna be interesting.


‘As you know, The Creatures Dance is coming up. This year, we will also have the honour of celebrating this ball here in the school. We will use the arena, like every time we host such an event, as the ballroom. As you know it is functional as that too. We will be sponsored by the kingdom Merou. I will now give you all a list of the tasks you can do to help. Everyone must pick one task, understood?’


We all nodded before he gave the list to Jaqueline, a mermaid with dark hair and dark eyes. She already had a pen in her hand. I leaned to Brandon and whispered, ‘Hey, dude, what task do you definitely not want to pick?’


Brandon turned to me and breathed, ‘I will definitely not clean the chandeliers! That’s so much work!’


I made an understanding face before the list got passed to me. Quietly, I read through the tasks:




Tasks for the ball:





[image: ] Baking and cooking for the guests


[image: ] Writing invitations to parents and other guests


[image: ] Making and sewing the decorations


[image: ] Listing all the things we still need


[image: ] Helping to decorate the ballroom


[image: ] Cleaning the ballroom


[image: ] Helping with dance classes


[image: ] Helping the Crafters with sewing dresses and suits for all those who don’t have enough money to buy one


I guessed that cleaning the chandeliers fell under the task of cleaning the ballroom. Well, at least now I understood what the chandeliers in the arena were for. What should I pick though? I didn’t have the most beautiful handwriting, so I couldn’t write letters to parents and so on. I also wasn’t that good at baking and cooking, so that wasn’t an option either. In the end, I wrote my name next to the task ‘listing all the things we still need’. Nothing could go wrong there.


Brandon didn’t hesitate like I had. He instantly wrote his name next to the task ‘Baking and cooking’. That didn’t surprise me though. Brandon was great at baking and cooking!


The list got passed to every student before it went back to Mr Whitebeard. He looked at it through his glasses, making sure everyone had written their names on it. Then he nodded, satisfied. ‘Okay, listen up, students,’ he mumbled in his usually strict voice. ‘If you need a new suit or a new dress and you don’t have the money to buy one, please go to Amos Padmore. He’s the headcrafter for fighting clothes and amour, and he will also be in charge of the suits and dresses. Other than that, you will meet tomorrow with the people who took the same task as you did. The ball will be celebrated in three weeks.’ He made a short pause, sighing in relief.


‘Thank Life, this is over,’ the teacher grumbled and then smiled at me. ‘And now open your book on page fifty-six, students! We’ll talk about healing plants, which can save you from internal bleeding, and how you can help with your own skills!’


I didn’t have any abilities that could help me with a badly injured person. So, that was bad luck for me. That was why I needed to listen closely to Mr Whitebeard. In the Evenclawpack, we already had some of those injuries. Our Alpha, for example, was bleeding internally one time, because a rooge had hit him in his stomach real bad. It was his luck that my mother was nearby and helped him. My mother is an expert in healing others. Only my aunt Autumn-Eliza was even better than she was. But my aunt was a witch, and healing was pretty easy for her.


After the Healing lessons, I waited in the hall for Brandon so we could get to Dancing. But while I waited, I heard someone come up behind me. I nearly got a heart attack as Chaseleigh suddenly stood right next to me. Her wavy hair was brushed and it flowed down her back like water. She had put on a white sweater with forest animals like deers and rabbits on it. She wore a thick pair of trousers and thick wool socks.


‘By the wolves, you scared me, Chaseleigh.’ I sighed.


‘Oh sorry, Luca!’ Chaseleigh giggled, patting my shoulder apologetically. ‘I just wanted to get my dear boyfriend, Brandon, for our dancing classes.’ I had to grin at that. Brandon and Chaseleigh were just so admirable. I’d never seen them fight, and I’d be surprised if they ever broke up. They were like sun and moon. They just couldn’t go on without each other.


‘Now, who said my name?’ I heard my roommate say as he walked out of the classroom, a big grin on his face. I watched Chaseleigh’s eyes light up as she saw him. She didn’t hesitate and jumped right at him. He caught her in his arms and twirled her around, making her laugh. Swaying, he put her back on her feet.


‘Where is my good morning kiss?’ he asked her a little reproachfully. She raised a brow but then tilted his head and pressed her lips on his forehead. Then she ruffled his hair and let him straighten again.


‘You happy now?’ she questioned, her lips twisting into a smile.


He looked at her, remaining silent. ‘Not yet.’ He grinned before grabbing her by her waist and kissing her on her lips. She made a muffled sound before she laid her hands on his chest and closed her eyes. Then he gazed at her, amused, a roguish grin plastered on his face. Damn…Brandon could be pretty flirty. Maybe even flirtier than my dear brother Mason.


Brandon lowered his gaze a little and then scoffed. ‘Where are your shoes, sugar?’ he questioned, laughing as she made a face.


‘I knew I’d forgotten something,’ she mumbled, staring at him embarrassed. I took a look at the clock. Only five minutes until Dancing class would start.


‘I think we should get going,’ I said, nearly regretting disturbing them right now.


Brandon let his eyes wander to the clock. ‘Uh, yes, I guess we gotta go.’ He smiled, letting go of Chaseleigh’s waist to lay his arm around her shoulder. She let him press her against the right side of his chest before we got going.


The changing rooms weren’t too far away. We parted ways for a few minutes before we walked into the dancing room. Mrs Jane Rosewell was already waiting for us with Mr Hunter. She had put on a ballet outfit while Mr Hunter was just in some sports clothes. As usual, Mrs Rosewell had tied her grey hair into a bun and watched us with narrowed eyes as we entered the dance room. I knew that we wouldn’t do ballet today. No, no. We would start learning how to dance for the ball. There were some dances we had to perform that were a little more difficult than the other dances every being knew.


‘Shoo, shoo! Everybody get a partner!’ she told us strictly and clapped her hands. ‘We’re going to learn the first group dance today. You all know that dance is going to be performed before the dance that represents the Dance of Equality, which was danced by King Zegrath Demeas and Annakpok. Please line up in a row opposite your dance partners. Men right, ladies left!’


My dance partner was Lorein. She was an elemental and could control the winds. Her chocolate brown hair fell in voluminous curls to her shoulders. I had already noticed that she loved to brush white powder on her hair to underline her appearance. Her face was slightly more edged, with a straight nose and defined cheekbones. She had large golden eyes and a broad smile, which was underscored by a gap between her incisors. As we got instructed I placed myself in front of Lorein.


‘Wonderful.’ Mrs Rosewell smiled at us. ‘As you have already seen, I’m not alone this time. I invited your fight teacher Mr Hunter over so you could see what this dance should look like.’


We watched them dance a great choreography with many turns and figures. I remembered that Mr Hunter once mentioned that he had loved dancing when he was a teenager. Now it didn’t quite confuse me why Mrs Rosewell had got him to show us the dance. Still, I furrowed my eyebrows. How was I supposed to learn this in just three weeks?


‘Mr Hunter, thank you for taking some time. I think I can now handle my dear students,’ Mrs Rosewell let him know. He grinned and waved a goodbye before he walked to his own lessons.


Mrs Rosewell turned to us again. ‘All right, now it’s your turn!’ She laughed. ‘Turn on the spot , so that you stand next to your partner. Now reach your arm out to your partner and press your hands together,’ she instructed. ‘Two steps forward, beginning with the right foot, then turn around, switch your arms and take another two steps forward!’


The first steps weren’t too difficult, so neither Lorein or I had a problem doing what we were told. Next, we had to turn to each other and press both our hands against each other. The girls let their left arm wander away while they took a step aside with their left foot. Now it was my turn to raise my left arm to let Lorein make a right turn. The outcome was that Lorein stood now with her back to me, which was correct!


‘Really good, everybody!’ Mrs Rosewell praised. ‘The gentlemen now take the left and thus free hand of the lady and turn her to themselves by raising their arms. You gentlemen let go of the lady’s left hand and raise your left to allow the lady to make another right turn. Now go into the Viennese waltz posture and dissolve the formation by letting one pair dance in the right direction, the next pair in the left direction. Now you should be in a circular formation!’


There we got the first problem. This was already a little hard to understand, so some of us didn’t get it right and didn’t dance into the circular formation. Lorein and I were a little confused but somehow ended up in the correct spot. Many were standing somewhere wrong, irritated as hell. Mrs Rosewell was laughing her head off because it must have been hilarious to watch. After she was done laughing, she showed us what she meant and then it was actually easy.


‘Okay, now that we’ve got this right, please repeat this part of the dance!’ Mrs Rosewell commanded while still giggling a little. After a few tries, we could dance the first part without any mistakes. ‘Okay, now you’ve got to dance three rounds in that circle before you gentlemen stop dancing. You’ll let go of the lady’s waist and kneel to the ground on one knee. Now you take the lady’s right hand with your left and let her go around you for one round!’ Mrs Rosewell instructed further.


Then I needed to stand up, raise my left hand and let Lorein turn two times. Then I lay both my hands on her hips and let her bend backwards while her fingers stroked down her cleavage in an elegant gesture. Then she rose up and I turned her around. She made two turns away from me before I caught her left hand and pulled her back to me again. Then we got back into the Viennese waltz position. We then danced another round in a circle. In the end, we danced back into the first formation. There we stopped the waltz and the gentlemen let go of the ladies’ waists but held onto their right hand. Now the men, including me, had to bow down and give the lady’s hand a kiss. Then the ladies curtsied, and with that, the dance was completed. We practised the dance a few times, but then the bell rang and our class was finished.


‘You were really good, guys!’ Mrs Rosewell grinned. ‘Have a nice day!’


We thanked her and wished her a nice day too. We went into the changing rooms and changed our clothes. Now that I thought about it, I wondered where Max was…


‘Hey, Lorein, do you know where Max is?’ I asked her while I walked next to her to our next class.


‘Sorry, Luca, I—’ she began, but she got interrupted. The door of a classroom flew open and Velvet rushed through it followed by Max. I guess I’d found him.


‘Velvet, I swear to all the mighty, get back here this instant!’ Max shouted after her as she paced down the hallway. Both of them wore some kind of uniform. Chest armour, shoulder pads, leather protection for the arms and neck, leather boots. Hmm…


‘Max, I’m not gonna discuss this with you!’ she argued back, not loud but firm. She was still a little pale. Her health was still not at its normal level. ‘It’s my job to be present when Nova leaves! That includes greeting Mr Toloose! It would be a shame if I don’t show up!’


Max chased after her and got a hold of her hand. She stopped and turned at the spot.


‘Velvet, will you stop already? Both Timothy and Chaseleigh said that you should stay in your dorm and rest!’ Max growled at her, his brows furrowed angrily. ‘Can you please stop being so stubborn and listen for once?’


She glanced at him, her lips pressing together slightly. She didn’t like what he was telling her. ‘I’m fine, damn it!’ she hissed. ‘I don’t need to rest!’ She freed herself from him, though he was much stronger than her, and began to walk away. There it was again. Her will to cover up even the slightest hint of weakness and vulnerability.


‘I know you have sleeping problems,’ Max suddenly said in a calm manner. ‘I also know that you drink coffee to push yourself. And I also know that you’re not as healthy as you wish to be.’


My eyes widened as those words left his mouth. What the…! My gaze wandered to Velvet. She had stopped, her fists clenching dangerously. And at this point, I knew that we had a problem.





Chapter 2


In the name of justice


Velvet


‘Who told you that?’ I growled under my breath. I didn’t look at him. How did he know all these things? He wasn’t supposed to find out!


He remained silent. He knew he was right and wanted me to realize it too. ‘MAX!’ I yelled as my patience unravelled, and I spun around to him. ‘Answer me already!’ My words echoed through the hallways like shots, silencing every conversation.


Max crossed his arms in front of his chest and shook his head. ‘No, Velvet.’ He rejected my command in a soothing voice. ‘I will not answer that question of yours.’


I was so surprised by his declaration that I was speechless for a couple of seconds. That was the first time Max ever declined a command. Slowly he approached me and positioned himself in front of me.


‘Now, Velvet,’ he began, scrutinizing me from head to toe. ‘I’m right, aren’t I?’


I didn’t say anything. I kept quiet. Speech is silver, silence is gold. Max sighed and wanted to reach out for me, but I smacked his hand away. ‘I said I’m fine,’ I growled. ‘If you don’t want to believe me, that’s all right, but don’t make it into a problem if it clearly isn’t one for me.’ I was getting angry. I knew that I wasn’t too fit yet, but it was my decision if I wanted to do something or not.


‘Okay,’ Max said, his voice already provoking me. ‘How about I don’t make it a problem and you stop overworking yourself?’


I exhaled, annoyed. Why couldn’t he just let me be? I put my thumb and index finger on the bridge of my nose, closing my eyes as I tried to figure out what to do.


I felt his hands grabbing my upper arms. ‘Let go of me…’ I grumbled. I didn’t need anyone’s help. I was fine on my own. But Max didn’t let go of me. ‘Max, I said to let go of me,’ I repeated and lifted my head to look at him. His eyebrows were furrowed in worry, the corners of his mouth twitching uncertainly.


‘I won’t.’ He was talking back again. ‘You’re shivering slightly. I think you should really get back to your dorm. You’re overexerting yourself.’ I followed his gaze to my hands. He was right. I was shivering a little.


‘I told you, I’m fine,’ I hissed sharply before I tried to push him away. But, well, Max was stronger than me and didn’t let go. I tried and tried to free myself, but it just wasn’t enough. I just wasn’t strong enough yet. And both he and I knew that. I just didn’t want to accept it.


‘Velvet, please, stop that.’ Max wanted to soothe me, but that was when the last straw tore for me. My patience had ran out. I clenched my hands into fists and I clutched them against his chest. I wanted to push him away. I wanted him to let go of me. Right now!


‘But I don’t want to stop!’ I shouted at him furiously. ‘I want you to let go of me! Let go of me, damn it!’ I hammered against his muscles, tried to writhe myself out of his grip, but it just didn’t do the trick. He didn’t care if I punched him.


Suddenly a knife from my belt loosened and fell with a loud noise to the ground. The jangling of metal hit my ears, triggering a familiar feeling in my heart. Fear. It was like time stopped. I turned my head, wide-eyed and staring at the knife. For a split second, the image changed. All at once, blood coloured the blade in a rebellious red. It was smeared on the metal, the deep red colour spreading on the floor.


I blinked. Everything was normal again. Yet the noises around me were still muffled. My gaze shifted at first to Max, who seemed to say something with concern. His brows scrunched up as I felt him rattling at my shoulders. Then my gaze fell on my hands. The picture glitched in front of my eyes. Blood. There was so much blood soaking my hands. In small trickles, it flowed over my pale skin and dropped to the ground. Drip. Drip. Drip. The colour drained from my face in a rush, leaving a pale, maybe even pasty, colour on my cheeks. I inhaled sharply and wanted to take a step back, but my feet seemed to have taken root. I couldn’t turn away. I couldn’t escape. I closed my eyes, my head turning to my left shoulder. This wasn’t real. This was just an illusion, just a cruel memory that had burned into my mind. None of this was real.


All at once, I felt a touch on my shoulder. My eyes shot open. Startled I whipped my head around. Luca had laid his hand on my shoulder, his brown eyes scrutinizing me with great concern.


‘Velvet, are you feeling well?’ he wanted to know.


‘Yes, Velvet, is everything all right?’ Max inquired as well. His grip had gotten firmer around my upper arms, as if he was afraid I would fall to my knees. ‘You just got really pale. Are you dizzy maybe? Do you want to sit down?’


‘I just…’ I mumbled before I shook my head. No, this didn’t really matter right now. There was no need to bother them with my well-deserved problems. ‘Thank you for your concern, but I’m okay. I just need some space.’


I freed myself from them and stepped away, starting to pace down the hallway.


‘Velvet, I really think—’ Luca began, but I didn’t let him finish. I quickly spun around and pierced him with my gaze. His voice stuttered before he stopped talking immediately.


‘Luca, I think I made my point clear,’ I replied coldly before my eyes shifted to Max. ‘Max, I’ll meet you with Nova at the principal’s office. Don’t be late.’ And with those words, I finally walked away. Students were looking at me, their gazes following my every step. But I wouldn’t turn back around again. You should never turn back to something you couldn’t change anymore.


I had to get to the main entrance, to the school gates. Mr Toloose would arrive soon enough, and I had to be there to greet him. I swung open the thick wooden doors, and fresh dry air hit my face. I took a deep breath as I let the doors fall back and latch closed. Much better. I didn’t know why I sometimes had those flashbacks but I very much wished for them to stop. Again I inhaled the fresh air, trying to push those dark thoughts aside. I listened to the birds that were chirping in the big trees. The leaves were already coloured in yellow or red or brown, telling me that autumn had settled down. The leaves fell to the ground, soft and delicate.


‘Um, Velvet?’ a shy and quiet voice asked out of nowhere.


I reeled and met a pair of golden eyes. Lorein. She glanced at me shyly, not sure if it was okay to talk with me.


‘Can I help you somehow, Lorein?’ I questioned as I crossed my arms in front of my chest. I wanted to come off as confident and strong as usual, though my physical appearance was a bit…weak, I guess.


Gently she placed a hand on my shoulder, squeezing it slightly. ‘First of all, I wanted to make sure that you’re doing well. Is everything all right? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.’ She smiled at me, her eyes mirroring her worry.


‘I’m fine, Lorein,’ I answered, my usual response. ‘I just have an inner conflict with myself here and there. There is nothing to worry about.’ She nodded, seeming to understand what I was hinting at.


‘All right,’ she said. ‘Secondly, I wanted to know if you already have a ball gown. You know, for The Creatures Dance?’


I tilted my head. Right. The Creatures Dance. I’d nearly forgotten about that. ‘Oh, I think, I’ll just borrow one from the Crafters.’ I shrugged. ‘I don’t have the money to buy one and I also won’t make one myself. They have so many ball gowns in storage anyway.’


A big smile came over her lips, her eyes glowing in the mild light of the sun.


‘How about I make you one?’ she asked all of a sudden. She caught me so off guard that I was speechless. I mean, I did know that Lorein was very talented at sewing. Most of her dresses, shirts, skirts or trousers were sewn by herself. But still, where did that come from?


‘Excuse me?’ I said, a little overwhelmed. She wanted to make me a dress? No, not a dress. A ball gown! The thought of her wanting to help me out in this very time-consuming way touched me a lot. No one had ever made me such a gift.


‘A ball gown.’ She grinned at me, the gap between her teeth showing as her lips parted. ‘I would like to make you a ball gown. For The Creatures Dance. I remember how you helped me, and now I would like to return the favour.’


My brows raised. Right…I had helped her. She was being bullied when I’d come here, and I protected her from them. I’d made sure that she didn’t have to fear those beings who couldn’t separate fun from violence. I had sat with her in class, though she was two years younger than I was, and I had shot mad looks every time a bully whispered to another, making sure they knew I was watching them. But I did say to Lorein that she had to stand up herself. Bullies were mean people with no mind for themselves. And I knew that I couldn’t always be there to help her. I’d told her that she either had to arouse sympathy in those who didn’t seem to have any, or make the fearless afraid. And that was exactly what she did.


What I hadn’t known at that time was that Lorein was a ballerina. She’d danced since she was four years old. And she had decided to use this remarkable talent of hers to fight against those who had hurt her. One day, as the corridors filled with students after lessons, Lorein stood in a wonderful ballet dress in the hallway. Her friend Anastasia played the violin while Lorein started dancing on her pointe shoes, turning one pirouette after another. On her dress were sewn all the names she had been called, all the bad things they had told her. I had never seen someone dancing so beautifully. She danced to ‘You Don’t Know’ by Katelyn Tarver, a heartbreaking song that I had also listened to a lot. I could still remember her feet tiptoeing over the floor, making such delicate steps that nearly no sound was heard.


Her bullies watched her dancing her heart out, the music filling their cold hearts. I saw in their eyes as they realized what they had done to her. Lorein had fought her bullies by arousing sympathy in them, yet showing how unkind and bad they were to her. After her performance, her bullies apologized to her and since then, they had never bothered her again.


And now she wanted to return a favour after I had given her the courage to stand up for herself. I kind of liked the idea, yet I wasn’t sure if I could accept her offer.


‘Lorein, that is incredibly nice of you, but making a ball gown is so much work.’ I smiled a little helplessly. ‘I wouldn’t like to bother you with such a time-consuming project.’


She shook her head, her brown curls bouncing as she did. ‘Oh no, you’re not bothering me at all! After all, I was the one who offered. It would be my pleasure to make your ball gown. Like I said, see it as a favour for a favour.’


I thought a few seconds about her offer. It was so nice of her to offer to make a BALL GOWN for me. Just for me. I was a little torn. I really didn’t want to bother her, yet it would probably be impolite if I didn’t accept. No. I would be a FOOL to not accept such an offer.


‘Okay.’ I grinned at her and shook her hand. ‘A favour for a favour.’ She grinned at me, embracing me for a few seconds before she left for her English lesson. A slight smile lay on my lips as I gazed after her. Lorein was such a great person. I had never gotten such a gift, especially something made by hand. That was nearly surreal for me.


Right as I turned back to the campus, a large black car drove through the school gates and parked near one of the chestnut trees. A young man jumped out of it. He had caramel skin and mocha hair, which hung in loose waves around his fine features. He wore a fine white shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a pair of jeans. All in all, his look made him seem quite professional, though he looked young. He was probably about thirty years old, just like Mr Avans.


I walked up to him from behind, positioning myself right next to him. He hadn’t noticed me yet as he was busy gazing at the beauty of our campus. I heard him exhale and relax before he turned around and nearly ran into me. Startled, he backed away, inhaling sharply as he got a fright.


‘Oh my, you startled me, miss,’ he let me know, pressing his hand over his heart. I looked up at his face. One of his blueish-grey eyes was covered by his hair, making him look a little edgy.


‘I apologize for my sudden appearance,’ I said in my usual cold tone and reached my hand out for his. ‘I was ordered to greet you, Mr Toloose. I believe you’re here to have a talk with Mr Avans and Nova Lowe, am I correct?’


His eyes widened with surprise and admiration. ‘Very correct.’ He then smirked before he took my hand in his and kissed it instead of shaking it. ‘Please, call me Douglas, madam.’ There was a charming twinkle in his eyes as he rose again. ‘May I know your name as well?’


I was impressed. I stood in front of him in my fight uniform, the perfect image of a soldier, yet he treated me with the respect one gave to an upper-class lady. ‘Very well.’ I nodded, allowing myself a small smile. ‘My name is Velvet Raven, leader of the Fighters. I participated in the mission you requested of us.’


His eyebrows rose in recognition and his mouth twisted. ‘Oh wow. I didn’t think I would get greeted by the infamous Velvet Raven.’ He then grinned at me. ‘My deepest respect, Miss Raven. Lincoln told me so much about your work and your position here in this school. You’re a very astonishing person, and I always wanted to meet you. It’s a real pleasure to have the chance to talk to you.’


‘You may call me by my first name,’ I let him know. ‘Thank you for your admiration. I also looked forward to meeting you, Douglas. You fight against animal smuggling, poaching and trophy hunting, correct?’


‘A good listener, I see.’ He winked at me. ‘Indeed, you’re right. I’m trying my best to help animals as well as shapeshifters. They also get captured, sold and tortured. I want people to see that animals are equal to humans and, of course, to magicans.’


I read the passion and eagerness in his words as he spoke about his mission to make the world a better place. He was right, after all. We were all equal to one another. Animals weren’t any different from us. They were maybe even better because they weren’t greedy. They respected nature and the earth as it was, and they knew how to use them properly. Many had forgotten that greedy pursuits ended only one way: in tragedy.


‘But you are a fighter as well, aren’t you, Velvet?’ Douglas asked. ‘You teach students how to fight and defend themselves. I heard from Lincoln that you’re also a great strategist. You seem to be a multi talent!’ Douglas was very up-to-date, I had to give him that. He tried to get every bit of information he could. But it was also very amusing how he was trying to get on my good side as best he could.


‘Well, I would be a liar if I said you are incorrect,’ I replied to him, giving him a bit of a smile. ‘I guess I’m kind of talented with weapons.’ I shrugged my shoulders. ‘But this isn’t about me, is it? Shall we meet Mr Avans and Nova now? Is that all right with you, Douglas?’


He took a deep breath. He was probably a little nervous to meet Nova. After all, he had been searching for her for a while. It had to be a big achievement to have finally found her. ‘It would be my pleasure,’ he finally agreed.


He followed me into the huge building that we called our school. The principal’s office was the first door on the right, so we didn’t have to walk for a long while. Yet, Mr Toloose seemed very fascinated by the high ceilings, the many adornments and carvings on the walls and doors. His head also turned to the aquarium with great interest, scrutinizing the tubes that lead into the walls.


Politely, as was expected from me, I opened the door for Douglas. Mr Avans was standing at the standby table in the middle of the room, filling porcelain cups with tea. As usual, he wore a nice suit, though he had taken off his jacket and hung it onto his chair, and had combed his light brown hair back. On his nose were his glasses, which he lost sometimes because he was a bit forgetful.


‘Lincoln!’ Douglas shouted with enthusiasm, reaching out his arms for his friend as he walked through the door.


Mr Avans looked up, the astonishment in his eyes turning to pure joy. ‘Douglas!’ he laughed as they hugged one another. ‘It’s so nice to see you again!’


They backed away from each other. ‘How is your wife, Avans?’ Douglas grinned as he patted Mr Avans’s shoulder. ‘I haven’t seen Ana in such a long time. Is she still a sweetheart like she was in high school, or did she turn into a bossy housewife?’


My eyebrows raised. I hadn’t known that these two had gone to high school together.


‘She was a bossy housewife the second I started dating her!’ Mr Avans chuckled. ‘But yeah, she is still a sweetheart. Especially with our son, Matthew. I’ve told you about him, haven’t I?’


‘Oh yes, of course, you told me about him. You even sent me a picture of him per postal service,’ Douglas replied.


‘But I’m not the only one who is taken, am I?’ Mr Avans said with a wink. ‘How are things going with your precious boyfriend, Douglas? Where is he anyway? I thought he would tag along this time.’


Douglas gave a mischievous grin. ‘Oh, you know I love him very much. But sometimes he’s a little overprotective. I mean, HELLO, I’m a grown-ass man! I don’t need protection!’ He made a dramatic gesture with his hands, showing how much of a man he was. ‘I’m sorry, though, that he couldn’t come. He wanted to, but someone has to look after the gang.’


‘Oh, what a shame.’ Mr Avans laughed. ‘But you’re sometimes a little short-tempered. I do understand why he wants to protect you.’


‘Shut it—we aren’t in high school any longer,’ Douglas grumbled but smiled at his friend with slight agreement.


Then Mr Avans turned to me. ‘I see that Velvet has already greeted you,’ he said to Douglas.


‘Yes, yes, I got greeted by the Velvet Raven,’ he gushed. ‘It was an honour, to be honest. How did you even get her to attend your school? She is a first-class fighter! No, she’s a warrior!’


‘She kind of found her way to me. Not the other way around,’ Mr Avans mumbled underneath his breath. He then cleared his throat and pointed to the chairs. ‘Don’t you want to take a seat, old friend? Nova and Max should be here in a few minutes. And I made us some tea, I would be offended if you didn’t drink some!’


Douglas laughed and let himself fall into one of the comfortable wing chairs. Mr Avans sat down opposite him and handed him a cup of tea, which Mr Toloose took gratefully.


I didn’t sit down with them. Instead, I positioned myself next to Mr Avans. I straightened my shoulders and put my hands behind my back, standing as still as a statue.


Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Mr Avans turning his head to me. ‘Velvet, just because I only invited Douglas to have a seat doesn’t mean that you aren’t allowed to take one,’ Mr Avans let me know.


‘You didn’t ask me to have one, Mr Avans,’ I replied without looking at him. ‘I don’t take a seat without permission. As a fighter, you can’t afford to be unattentive.’ A deep sigh followed.


‘Right.’ Mr Avans exhaled. ‘I’m sorry for forgetting about that. Please, Velvet, have a seat and drink some tea with us.’


I turned my head, meeting his slightly worried gaze. He had reached his hand out and pointed at a seat next to Douglas. I nodded, barely noticeable, and took the seat I was offered. I honestly was glad to sit again. Though it had been some weeks since…well, the incident, I still felt tired at times. Sometimes I even got a feeling of faintness. The medications didn’t make my tiredness go away either way. More or less, they even increased the strongness of the effect.


I was handed a cup of tea right as the door opened. Max walked in and tilted his head. ‘Nova Lowe, Mr Avans,’ he announced before Nova came in. She wore shorts, chains with weapons and bottles hanging from them, and a black shirt with no sleeves. She didn’t wear any shoes, which I could understand since she was a shapeshifter. Her golden blonde curls were brushed out, her deep blue eyes scanning the room with care yet confidence. Her outfit did accentuate her brutal look, and the many scars that decorated her body. She wanted to play the gallery. She wanted to be seen.


‘Thank you, Max, for bringing our guest. You two may take a seat.’ Mr Avans welcomed them. Both of them took him up on his offer and sat down. I noticed that Nova sat down right in front of Douglas, making sure he had to look at her. A broad smile clung to her full lips, but the smile wasn’t warm or friendly. It seemed a bit crazy and dangerous.


‘Mr Toloose,’ she said to him after some moments of silence. ‘You put out the contract to search for me, didn’t you?’ He nodded, not saying a word while he stared at her, looking a little shaken. ‘Now, what I’m wondering is: How do you even know my name? How did you know to search for me? After all, no one outside the Exotic Animal Mafia knows me.’


Now that she mentioned it, I wondered that as well. How did he even know to search for her?


He cleared his throat, collecting the words and sentences he now needed. ‘Your attentiveness is remarkable,’ he stated as he steepled his fingertips. ‘Let me show you something and tell you the story of why I started searching for you.’


He brushed his hair out of his face. I watched with surprise at what was revealed by the gesture. Two scars crossed over his left eye, which was brown, not the blueish-grey of his right eye. The scars resembled Nova’s so much, it was crazy!


‘I was once a young boy,’ he began. ‘Maybe ten or eleven years old, and my mother gave me these scars. She had scratched me with her metal claws as I accidentally got in the way of her business. She works as an animal smuggler and she doesn’t only catch animals. Shapeshifters also stand on her list. I’m a shapeshifter too. I’m a timber wolf and, as you have seen, I have two-coloured eyes. My mother hated me the moment she realized I was a shapeshifter, just like she hated my father as he confessed his secret to her. But I was helpful to her. She gave me money every time I would turn into a wolf and play pet for the head of the EAM. I was unique in all their eyes and, of course, it was impressive for every human if they saw such a wolf,’ he told Nova, watching her arms cross as she looked at him.


‘What’s her name?’ she asked, her facial expression hardening. She seemed to know exactly who he was talking about.


‘Adalyn Pacheco,’ he confessed. Her eyes narrowed dangerously as the name rolled over his tongue. ‘She was the one who captured and sold you to the EAM. At that time, I was already out of school and had a job at a wildlife organization. And although I couldn’t stand my mother for doing animal smuggling, I decided to maintain contact with her in case it would be useful someday. One day, she made a lot of money and, as I asked her why, she told me about you. She told me how she had captured a shapeshifter in form of a white lynx, a form so rare it cost a fortune. A few years later, I got the news that you had escaped. The first one to ever escape this smuggling mafia. And I decided that I would search for you to help you get revenge for what they had done to you, but also to make sure that no shapeshifter or animal ever had to suffer the way you have.’


Silence followed his explanation. We all had listened to what he’d had to say. Nova chewed on her lower lip, not sure what she should do or think now.


‘Well, it worked, didn’t it?’ Nova scoffed and looked up at him. ‘You found me, Douglas Toloose. I would now ask you how I know that you’re trustworthy and that I don’t have to fear that you’ll drag me back there. But I have the feeling that we’re on the same page. So, do you have a plan?’


A small smile floated over his lips as she agreed to help him. ‘Well, since I’ve been in the EAM headquarters as a “worker”’—he framed the word in quotes—‘I have a picture of what it looks like in the main building. Yet, I don’t know the rooms, where the animals and shapeshifters are kept. I know where the big arena is, which is where the performances are held and where animals and shapeshifters get sold to rich people. I also know where the security is and how secure this place is, which brings me to the question: How did you do it? How did you escape that place?’


For a moment, Nova seemed a bit overwhelmed by his direct questions, but then the corners of her mouth twitched. She started laughing like she did every time she was angry with something. Douglas found my gaze, his facial expression showing his worry and confusion. I nodded, telling him that it was all right.


‘Oh, but Mr Toloose,’ Nova started.


‘Please, call me Douglas,’ he insisted.


‘All right, Douglas,’ she spoke his name sharply. ‘Tell me, are you willing to kill?’ Everyone stared at her in stunned silence. I knew that Nova had killed before; she had made that quite clear.


‘Killing at a young age, huh?’ he said with a sad smile.


‘The world is cruel, Douglas,’ she stated with a grumbly voice. ‘There is no place for something like mercy. If you want to save your goddamn ass, you have to act. And those people will kill you if you don’t do it first.’ I understood Nova’s point. Some people had no boundaries; they had no clear lines drawn as to when violence was enough. And Nova knew what was happening there. She had experienced the pain and agony in this hell on earth, so no one dared to judge her.


‘I understand,’ he replied. ‘Yet, I would like to find another way to destroy the EAM. Maybe we could find a solution without bloodshed.’ Hope reflected in his unique eyes, trying to convince her that there was another way to fight this company.


Nova didn’t seem very convinced. ‘I don’t believe that will work. I tried that back then, and it ended the way it would have ended either way—in bloodshed,’ she explained to him bitterly. ‘But please, go ahead and make the impossible happen. You always have the chance to convince me.’


He smiled at her, nodding to ensure her that he would try his best.


In these kinds of conversations, I could see how much Nova went through. You could see the anger and pain in her eyes, the rage she had built up over years and years. She was a bit crazy, she had this slight madness surrounding her, but could you blame her for it? She was drawn by all her experiences, all those terrible things they had done to her. And though we had a different mindset about killing than humans had, the way she talked about that topic was rather uncommon. There was this coldness in her eyes, this firm determination to do it again. There was no regret. But I knew that Nova didn’t get any satisfaction from killing, like murderers normally did. She would never kill if it wasn’t necessary. She was decorated with the marks of a terrible past. What she had witnessed was reason enough to kill.





Chapter 3


Farewell, Nova


Luca


It was nearly the last lesson of the day. We only had to get through History and Magicology and then we were free. I hurried with Brandon through the hallways and then upstairs.


‘I swear, History class is always on the other side of the school,’ I heard my roommate grumble as he climbed the stairs with a light step. I did understand what he meant. Somehow we always ended up having History class in the opposite direction of the class we had before.


We were already slightly late since I had forgotten my History book at my dorm, yet both Brandon and I hoped that Mr Frostmane wasn’t in the classroom already. We slithered around the corner and hurried to the second door on the right. We heard someone going upstairs as we ran into the classroom and took our seats. Jaqueline and Nell gave us a thumbs up, showing us that we’d made it just in time.


Only five seconds later, Mr Frostmane stepped into the classroom. Like always, he wore a dark shirt and dark jeans. His fingers were decorated with many rings, some decorated with skulls. He leaned against his desk and crossed his arms in front of his chest. His dark eyes scrutinized us with interest, a mischievous smile forming on his lips. If I was honest, and I intend to be, Mr Frostmane was a really handsome man. Dark hair, sharp facial features, tall stature. Yep, our teacher definitely had looks.


‘Now, look what we have here,’ he teased us. We laughed at that. Mr Frostmane was still young and didn’t want to become a grumpy, tawny owl yet. ‘My dear students! What a surprise! Now, who can tell me which topic we started last time?’


Nell raised her hand and answered, ‘We started to talk about the great wars between vampires and wolves.’


Mr Frostmane nodded. ‘Exactly. Thank you, Nell.’ He smiled at her before his gaze wandered over us. ‘As you know this topic is only taught in high school since children can’t understand such content I’m about to share with you. Does anyone know when the first war started?’


This time Zac answered. ‘1745.’ Again Mr Frostmane nodded, assuring that the answer was correct.


‘Indeed, thank you, Zac,’ Mr Frostmane smiled. ‘Like Zac just informed us, the first war between vampires and wolves started in 1745. The wars ended at the start of the twentieth century. As you can see, the wars between those species lasted for more than a hundred years. And as most of you know, wars mostly start because of noble people. And that was also the case in this war, yet, did you know that the trigger was the murder of a normal citizen?’


Brandon and I exchanged a stunned look. A citizen? But why would the death of a citizen be the trigger for the start of the war? I mean, of course, it was a tragedy every time a being died, but was that alone a reason to start a war?


Everyone else seemed quite shocked by Mr Frostmane’s statement, as well. ‘Well, since you all don’t seem to know this small yet important fact, I think it’s time for a story!’ Now he had our full attention. Mr Frostmane was a master at telling stories and it was always a pleasure to listen to him.


‘Once upon a time, when magicans and humans were not foreign to one another, there were two kingdoms, the wolf kingdom Oskesh and the vampire empire Flioque,’ he narrated. ‘The two empires were friends, which only brought advantages for both monarchies. Flioque is an empire set in the mountains while Oskesh is down in the valley. Because of the different locations, the monarchies could help each other through times like winter or summer. It seemed to have always worked very well that way, at least that’s what historians found in papers later on. Vampires and wolves were great friends at that time, and it wasn’t uncommon that they married and had families with one another. At that time no one thought this would ever change…’


He built up the tension, grinning as he saw how desperate we were to know how this historical story ended. ‘One day, Dreven Hearts, the son of a simple baker, went to the empire Flioque. At that time, it was in the deep of winter, and the people hadn’t had enough to eat. He was one of those who was ordered by the King of Oskesh to bring food and corn to Flioque. The thing was that, within the chambers of Princess Geneva, a fire broke out. Her rooms went up in flames. But Dreven, who fortunately was in the castle at that very moment, managed to save her. He had saved the only daughter of Emperor Ethel Tilcott.’


My eyes widened. He had saved a princess? Not only that, but also the daughter of an emperor? ‘Of course, the emperor was extremely happy that his daughter had survived. That was his only daughter, after all. And as it was the custom back then, he offered Dreven his daughter. This was the biggest gift back then. But Dreven refused. He refused to marry Princess Geneva,’ Mr Frostmane explained to us.


I scratched my head in confusion. I mean, I would only marry because of love, but back then…to refuse such an offer was quite a scandal. ‘Dreven refused because he was engaged to another woman already. The Emperor accepted his decision, but Princess Geneva didn’t. Dreven was a handsome man, he would have made a very fine husband for her. And, of course, she didn’t want to accept the humiliation of being refused because of another woman. So, as Dreven left Flioque, she followed in the shadows. She decided to kill Dreven’s fiancé, so he had no other choice but to marry her,’ Mr Frostmane continued, looking at us with satisfaction as we stared at him in shock.


‘But she didn’t know who this woman was Dreven was engaged to. Her name was Clover Snows, the cousin of Prince Jurian Coltor, the son of King of Oskesh. And Clover Snows was also Geneva’s best friend since childhood.’ I thought for a moment that I’d misheard him. But no, I’d heard correctly. Princess Geneva wanted to kill her best friend because of ignorance. Because of jealousy.


‘And, well, Dreven and Princess Clover were staying at Dreven’s bakery at that time, of course, guarded by many guards. Yet, Princess Geneva was also skilled in fighting and hiding like everyone else was, and she managed to get through the guards. And then the terrible accident happened!’ Mr Frostmane brought the story to its climax. But right as he wanted to talk further, someone knocked at the door.


He scratched his head in confusion as he said, ‘Come in?’ And the person who then came through the door was rather unexpected. The door flew open, a woman pacing through it. She had dark skin and thick black hair. She wore clothes that were similar to Mr Frostmane’s, but unlike him, she also wore a leather jacket.


Slightly seductively, she lowered her glasses, her blue eyes sparkling behind them. Oh damn, the woman was a stunner! Mr Frostmane stared at her completely speechless, not moving from his spot in the slightest.


‘Oh damn, ye got some sweets here, Iwan,’ she commented before she turned to him and held a paper bag under his nose. ‘Ye forgot ye food, babe! Ye are starving here at ye school, ye idiota!’


Wait a moment… Babe? Since when was Mr Frostmane taken? He was baffled for a few more moments before he took the bag from her and smiled. ‘Thank you. Chocolates, I knew that I had forgotten something important.’ He gave her a kiss on her cheek. ‘But you interrupted my class, my dear! Now I will be pestered with questions by my students!’


She gazed at him, a bit confused. ‘Now, why’s that, babe? Ye hid me away from the world or what?’ she questioned. Her eyebrows raised as he smiled a little shyly at her. With a big grin, she turned to us. ‘Aw, isn’t he a boo? Hiding me away from the world. Isn’t he adorable?’


We had to grin as he punched her lightly on her upper arm. ‘Okay, stop embarrassing me, Chocolates,’ he grinned mischievously. ‘Please, take a seat, sweetheart, I have to continue my story.’ She didn’t hesitate much longer and took a seat on the desk he leaned against. He looked at her a little reproachfully, which she answered with a cheeky smile.


‘Anyway, Princess Geneva managed to get into the room where Princess Clover and Dreven slept. It was the middle of the night, a time when anything could happen,’ he said, picking up the story again. ‘She had taken a dagger with her, and she raised it and stabbed Princess Clover repeatedly. Or at least that was what she thought.’ We stared at him expectantly.


Oh no, oh dear, this was terrible.


‘She didn’t stab Princess Clover, though that would have been bad enough. She had killed Dreven. His fiancé awoke as she heard the muffled noises of her soon-to-be-husband, the last noises she ever heard from him. Princess Geneva got imprisoned by the guards. She had committed high treason. She’d betrayed the friendship and trust of Princess Clover and with that also the whole family and kingdom. Princess Geneva was supposed to get beheaded but it didn’t come this far. As the Emperor of Flioque heard that his only daughter was sentenced to death, he declared war. And that’s how the first war between vampires and wolves started.’


We couldn’t help but stare at him. That really was a terrible story he had told us. There was so much pain, so much regret. Princess Geneva’s jealousy turned into one of the darkest parts in magicanian history.


‘Great storytelling, babe,’ the woman, who I now assumed was Mr Frostmane’s girlfriend, commented. ‘I have to get back home now. Don’t be late or ye dinner will run cold again!’ She gave him a short kiss on his cheek before she grinned at us and left the classroom with the sassy step she’d come in with.


Silence fell in the classroom as we all stared at Mr Frostmane. We needed an explanation! Right now! We watched him getting a little uncomfortable by our staring.


‘Now…any questions?’ Mr Frostmane asked us, a little unsure. Instantly, all the hands of us students shot up in the air. He sighed and then pointed at Jaqueline. ‘Yes, Jaqueline?’


‘Since when do you got a girlfriend, Mr Frostmane?’ Jaqueline asked the question every one of us was eager to ask. He crossed his arms and looked at our curious faces.


‘How can you be my students?’ he then questioned us and buried his face in his hands. We had to laugh at him. I should have brought popcorn. This was so hilarious! ‘But to answer your question, Jaqueline, that wasn’t my girlfriend. That was my wife, Ezelda. And before anyone asks, yes, I also have two small kids, who I love a lot, thank you.’


We all stared at him wide-eyed as our jaws dropped. How did he hide this information so well? And how could we not notice? I mean, maybe I wouldn’t have known because I hadn’t known him as long as the others had, but still, how did we miss that?


We must have looked absolutely ridiculous because he then said, ‘What? Couldn’t you have guessed that I was at least taken?’ I mean, we probably could have guessed that, but he didn’t tell us one way or another. He was the mean one here!


*


After History we had Magicology. I guess it was all right, but Magicology wasn’t always that interesting. We were learning about magical plants again and how they observed and produced magic. Well…that was really a bit complicated. Logical but complicated. It was already afternoon as I entered the schoolyard with Brandon and Brian. A cool wind blew into our faces, yet the sun compensated for this slight chilliness.


‘Ugh, I don’t want to make that homework for Magicology,’ Brian groaned as we sat down under one of the huge chestnut trees that were typical for our yard.


‘Oh, come on, you crybaby.’ Brandon grinned as he gave a friendly punched to Brian’s upper arm. ‘It’s not that much. It could be worse anyway. Just imagine we got homework in maths! Like, bro, I would be clueless!’


‘Don’t say it out loud or it might happen,’ I whispered to them in a warning tone, and both of them responded with laughter. It was nice to do something with these two. I always had a good laugh when I talked to them.


‘Yo, guys, what’s that car over there?’ Brian questioned and nodded to a large black car. Woah, that thing must have been expensive! The wheels were turning in my head, trying to figure out why there was such a car in our schoolyard. Did we have a visitor? Oh no—was it the school inspector again?!


‘I think that’s Mr Toloose’s car,’ I said as, finally, a bell rang in my head. ‘Max mentioned that Nova will leave today. He probably came here to pick her up.’ Brian and Brandon looked at me, both stunned and disappointed.


‘Really? But it was so fun with her!’ Brian grumbled in a reproachful voice. ‘And she’s also a natural fighter! I’m sure there’s still so much we could learn from her. And I’m sure Velvet would have liked to keep her as a roommate as well!’


Brandon and I agreed with him.


‘Yeah, she’s got a lot of knowledge. It’s very admirable,’ I commented. Nova was a very fascinating person. It was especially astonishing how many different animal languages she was able to speak. Birdish! Who in this goddamn world could speak fluent Birdish as a foreign language?! There were so many tones and noises and whistling, and all these accents, depending on which bird you were having a conversation with. That really was a great and especially useful talent.


And I was also a little sad that she was leaving now. I did know that she had a mission to accomplish. She had to stop the EAM, free all the animals and shapeshifters there and save her boyfriend if he was still alive. That if she always used when she talked about him was heartbreaking. I didn’t know how she could live with this uncertainty, not knowing if he was still alive or already dead. Maybe it was a light spark of hope that kept her going, or maybe it was the firm belief that he definitely was alive, though she couldn’t know. I guess I could only wish my best wishes to her. I could only hope that she would succeed.


At that moment, when I was lost in my thoughts, I watched a group of familiar people walk out of the school. At the front were Mr Avans and another man, who was probably Mr Toloose, followed by Nova, Max and Velvet. Mr Avans and Mr Toloose were chatting and laughing, Max, Velvet and Nova were hugging one another, probably saying their last farewell for now. With curiosity, I watched Velvet give Nova a casket, her face lighting up as she received it. Velvet smiled slightly, as Nova seemed to be so joyful about it. But then Nova turned her head to me, her gaze fixating on me. She said something to Velvet and Max and then hurried over to me and the boys.


‘Hi, Luca. Hi, boys,’ she greeted us with a big smile. ‘I just wanted to say goodbye for now. It was so nice being here, but you know I have to pick up my duty again.’


‘It was nice having you here, Nova,’ Brian said to her, shaking her hand in goodbye.


‘Yes, very,’ Brandon agreed with him. ‘Goodbye, Nova. Have a good journey.’ She thanked him, wishing both of them a great day before she fixated on me with her huge cat eyes again.


‘Actually, Luca, may I have a word with you for a second?’ she asked, giving me a silent message that it was urgent.


I nodded quickly. ‘Yes of course,’ I agreed and stood up. We walked a few metres away from them, making sure they couldn’t hear our conversation.


‘How may I help you, Nova?’ I questioned, curious about what she needed. Nova didn’t seem to be a person who needed anything too often, so it kind of surprised me that I was supposed to help her out.


‘Well, I need you to do me a favour, please,’ she explained to me, seeming unsure.


‘What kind of favour?’ I wanted to know, tilting my head to the side. ‘I don’t believe I have that much to offer.’


She chuckled at me, punching me lightly in my chest. ‘Oh, but Luca, you’ve got enough to offer,’ she let me know. ‘It’s about Velvet.’


I gulped. ‘Hold on, hold on.’ I stopped her before she could tell me about that favour. ‘This is about Velvet?’


‘Well, you’re probably the only one I can ask, so hear me out,’ she grinned at me, some kind of knowledge mirroring in her eyes. ‘I’m sure you’ve noticed that she still isn’t that well yet. Since I was her dorm mate for a while, I know what she still struggles with. My favour would be to keep an eye on her. Maybe you could visit her at times. She tends to overwork herself and she has sleeping problems. And of course, she tries to push herself by drinking as much coffee as possible. So, perhaps you could look after her for me? Just a little?’


I looked at her for a while in silence. So…it had been Nova who told Max about Velvet’s coffee consumption. I put my thumb and index finger on my nose bridge. How was I supposed to look after her if she didn’t want me to? ‘Of course I can look after her. She’s my friend, after all. I’m always glad to help,’ I let her know, and her eyes lit up with relief and joy. ‘But wouldn’t it be better to have Max look after more intensely? He’s her best friend, after all.’


‘He already does, but the reason I’m asking you is that she has no political power over you,’ she explained to me. ‘Yes, Max is her best friend, yet she’s also his boss. She can speak out a command and he more or less will have to follow her lead. He could decline but that’s not always a good option. You don’t have to follow her instructions. And she also has some kind of soft spot for you, so you will be just fine. Now, can you do me this favour?’


At this moment, when I was supposed to tell her my response, I felt someone staring holes into my back. I turned my head and caught Velvet’s gaze. Her full lips were slightly pressed together, showing her suspicion. She knew exactly what Nova was asking of me. In her frosty eyes was a blazing a storm, trying to bolster my uncertainty and bring my guard down. She wanted me to decline. She showed her silent disagreement, telling me to give up under her power.


All at once, I made a decision. I faced Nova again. ‘I’ll do you the favour,’ I agreed. ‘Not only because you’re asking me, but because I’m quite concerned about her. Just don’t expect that she will actually listen to me.’ Nova’s cat ears stood up, expressing her joy. Her lips parted as she smiled, showing me her sharp teeth.


‘Thank you, Luca.’ Nova grinned and hugged me goodbye. ‘Goodbye, Luca. I hope we’ll see each other soon enough!’


‘Farewell, Nova,’ I told her, smiling as she walked back to the big black car, where the others were waiting for her. They exchanged some more words before Mr Toloose opened the door to the car like a gentleman. Nova got in, and Mr Toloose followed her. The others were waving after them as the car drove out of the school gates, down the road and through the woods surrounding the school.


While Mr Avans and Max had already gone into the building, Velvet stayed outside, standing in the middle of the yard like a statue. She straightened her shoulders, put her hands behind her back and gazed in the direction in which the car disappeared. Her white hair blew into her face, yet that didn’t seem to disturb her. There was this small moment in which she seemed to be at peace with herself. A sight so rare that you forgot it existed. But then she turned away, taking quick steps into the building. She had lost the peace she’d found for a couple of seconds. And I knew at this point that I would visit her at noon.


*


After I’d finished my homework and eaten something with Brandon, I made my way to Velvet’s dorm. It was the last door in our corridor. I felt my heart pounding a little faster the closer I moved to her dorm. She would be annoyed for sure. She didn’t like to have someone help her.


I hesitated only a little before I knocked. I didn’t know what to expect, but definitely not the silence I got. I expected her to open the door and either rage at me or ask what I was doing here. I knocked again. No reaction. Hmm… I tried to open the door and it was unlocked. So, Velvet was definitely in her dorm.


‘Velvet?’ I shouted as I stepped into her dorm. ‘Are you here?’ Silence was again the only answer I received. Without making too much noise, I closed the door behind me and let my gaze shift over the darkness that greeted me. All the lights were out. Maybe she was already asleep and I was disturbing her. I was about to turn back and walk out of her dorm again when I noticed a mild light flickering from the living room.


Curious, I turned around the corner and took a look into the living room. The room was also dimmed by the darkness coming from outside, and only one small light was burning on the end table. A slim figure lying on the sofa caught my attention. Velvet. She must have worked so long she’d fallen asleep.


I came closer, only just now seeing the mess she had created. Stacks of papers were towering on the table, guarded and surrounded by an army of cups, glasses and pencils. A familiar bitter smell filled my nostrils. Coffee. All these cups were filled with coffee once. I made a face as the cups even sat on the floor since there was no space on the table any longer. I shook my head at this mess. Oh my…


My gaze then shifted to Velvet. She was lying on her side, her head nestled on her left arm. Her other arm hung over the edge of the sofa, her hand still holding onto an empty cup. Though most of her face was covered with strands of her white hair, I could perceive her colour-drained face. She was still pale—though she already had a fair skin tone—showing that she wasn’t as healthy yet as she used to be. Eyebags decorated her face, another sign of her exhaustion. I heard her steady breathing, the air filling and leaving her lungs again and again. At least she was asleep now.


I decided that I couldn’t let her live in this complete mess of a place any longer. Quietly I started to put all the cups and glasses away. There were so many that I lost count. Amongst all the cups and mugs, I found different kinds of medications and prescriptions. Painkillers, sleeping pills, vitamins… I glanced at her as I put the medications on the kitchen counter. I didn’t want to imagine how stressful and exhausting it had to be to take that many medications. Especially when they had side effects…


As I tidied up all her stuff, I also got a look at the papers she had stacked. There were lists of weapons, armour and targets. She had lists of all the fighting stuff we needed here, lists about the ones that needed to be repaired or checked out, some just about the weapons that weren’t harmful. And then there were lists of weapons and armours that needed to be ordered. Damn…that had to be so much work to sort all those weapons out… How did she even find the time for all of this? It was admirable how responsible and mature she was for her age, yet it worried me that all her work might be overwhelming her. I could only sigh. Maybe I could help her out sometimes…


In total, it took me about an hour to clean up her living room and kitchen. How could she even make such a mess? I then wrote a small letter and put it on the table. I wouldn’t want her to be confused by how different her dorm looked right now. I stretched my back before I went over to her bedroom to get a blanket for her. I believed she would get cold after some time if I didn't cover her. I grabbed the blanket from her bed, along with a big fluffy pillow.


As I got back to her, she was still in the same spot I’d left her. Gently, I spread the blanket over her slim body, covering her with the soft fabric up to her shoulders. I then gently placed my hand on the back of her head to lift it up. Quickly I put the pillow under her before I let her head sink into it. There, that seemed much more comfortable. She started moving a little, likely as her unconscious self realized that she was lying different from before. Her eyebrows drew together as some muffled sounds left her mouth.


‘Shh, shh…’ I took her hand in mine and stroked with my other one soothingly over her head. ‘Everything is all right…everything is okay…’


I was hoping my gesture would have the same calm effect on her as last time. My fingers stroked over her head, her white hair, cautiously and gently, to not wake her. And soon, the wrinkles on her forehead smoothed out again, and her peaceful expression from before returned. I felt the corners of my mouth lifting, shaping a smile as all the muscles in her face relaxed. Velvet was never this peaceful. Never. Something seemed to always trouble her. There was this restlessness shrouding her, this weird aura that she couldn’t shake off. But now, there was nothing of this aura left. It was only her. This part of her that no one ever saw.


I let my fingers thread through her fine yet thick hair, and I stroked some strands out of her face, my fingertips brushing over her temples. I had never gotten the chance to have such a close look at her. Normally her sharp frosty eyes gave me a clear warning to keep a safe distance. But right now her wonderful eyes were closed, unable to silently command me. I could perceive her pretty oval face and her rosy plump lips. I laid my palm against her cheek, my thumb brushing over the soft skin under her eyes. She reacted to my gesture and cuddled her face further against my hand. My cheeks reddened. Gosh…that was so cute…


I felt myself smiling again. I didn’t know exactly why I was so happy. Could it be…? No, I shouldn’t feel that way! Yet just the thought of it made my heart flutter like a butterfly. Could it be…that I liked her as more than just a friend? Was there maybe a part of me that longed for something beyond friendship? Something like love?


I smiled a little helplessly. No, she was way out of my league. She could have someone stronger than I was, some buff guy that suited her personality much better. She could have any man she wanted. I sighed and again stroked her head, squeezed her hand slightly before I got up. Softly I placed a kiss on the top of her head, just before I turned out the light and left her dorm. Right now, this was more than enough.





Chapter 4


The cage of memories


Velvet


My eyes were closed. I felt that it was morning. I could feel the light around me, but I didn’t want to get up. I hadn’t slept this good in WEEKS! As I slowly got back to my senses, I realized that I’d been tucked into a blanket. My head was cradled in a soft pillow. Wait…the last thing I remembered was working on my paperwork… Then why was I lying on some mattress? As I opened my eyes, I noticed that I wasn’t lying in my bed but on the sofa. I’d probably fallen asleep while working. I turned down the blanket. Huh? But this was the blanket from my bed! My eyes shifted to the pillow. And that was the pillow from my bedroom! How did those things get here?


As I looked around, I noticed how clean and tidy everything was. Huh? But that was not how it looked before! Where did all the dirty cups go? Someone had taken the time to tidy up my dorm… But who? My eyes caught a folded piece of paper on the end table where all my paperwork was stapled. I grabbed it and unfolded the letter.


Hey, Velvet,


I’m sure you’re very confused, now that you’re awake. I visited you last night to check up on you, but well, you were already asleep. You really need to stop overworking yourself. That’s not good for you!


And yeah, I was the one who cleaned up your dorm, just in case you’re wondering. I hope you don’t mind. I thought I might do you a favour. If it does bother you, you’re free to yell at me.


Cheers, Luca


I let the letter slip from my hands. He had come to me yesterday? And he’d tidied everything up and looked after me? I felt my heart flutter a little. That was so sweet of him… My cheeks were heating up, only slightly but still. This guy had much more impact on me than I wanted him to.


I sighed and let my eyes wander around the room My gaze got stuck on the clock. It was 9:30 a.m. I hadn’t slept this long for… I don’t know…years? But it felt good. I felt so much better than yesterday. But how could it be that I’d had no nightmares or sleeping problems? Even when I slept this long, it was never this relaxing.


As I grumbled over this, trying to find an answer, I heard the door opening. My head lifted as steps approached. Max walked into the living room but stopped on the spot as soon as he saw me awake.


‘Good morning, Velvet,’ he greeted me with a smile. ‘I was here in the morning, but you were still asleep.’ He walked up to me and took a seat next to me on the sofa. ‘How are you?’


‘I’m feeling quite well actually.’ I smiled. But as I remembered the day before, my smile vanished from my lips. ‘I’m sorry for yelling at you yesterday…’


He leaned his head to the side and scrutinized me with great interest. ‘Apology accepted.’ He smiled at me. ‘I wasn’t mad at you, Velvet, but thank you for apologizing. I appreciate it.’ I exhaled in relief. I hadn’t meant to yell at him yesterday. And I was so glad that he wasn’t taking it too personally.


I noticed a paper bag that he held in his hand. ‘What is that?’ I questioned and pointed at the bag. He held it up, looking at it. Then he handed it to me.


‘Your breakfast,’ he let me know, his fangs sparkling in the light as he smiled. ‘I noticed you lost some weight, and I thought you might want to eat something other than just bread with jam.’ I raised my eyebrows and opened the bag. In it was a croissant and a doughnut. A chocolate doughnut. My favourite breakfast…


I looked at Max gratefully, my eyebrows drawing upwards as I smiled at him. ‘Aw, thank you, Max.’ I smiled again. ‘I normally don’t have such a nice breakfast…’


Before I knew it, he had pulled me to him and wrapped his arms around me. ‘But you should have such a nice breakfast,’ he let me know as he pressed me up against his muscular chest. ‘My goodness, have you even been eating anything these past weeks? You’re as fragile as a sparrow!’ I sighed as I sunk further into his hug. Yeah, maybe I had forgotten to take care of myself. I was just so busy working and handling everything…


He let go of me and watched as I started eating. I let him. If he was worried about me not eating enough, he should make sure himself. But while I was eating, I heard the door opening a second time. Who was that now?


Timothy stuck his head into the living room, looking at both Max and me in silence before he stepped in. What was he doing here? He had his healer bag with him, which all kinds of herbs and medications and so on were in.


‘Good morning, Velvet,’ he greeted me and shook my hand, polite as he always was. ‘I hope I’m not interrupting your nice conversation too much, but today will be your last check-up. I hope that’s okay with you?’


Right. I had forgotten about that. ‘Yeah, no problem,’ I mumbled as I wiped the crumbs from my mouth. I put my food away. I would finish it after the check-up.


Timothy took my wrist and pressed two fingers against my veins. Silently I watched him feel my pulse while he looked at his watch. Then he checked my breathing. I had been through this procedure a few times now, so I already knew what he was going to do. I felt the cold metal of his stethoscope on my skin.


‘All right,’ he said as he put his stethoscope back into his bag. ‘Would you mind taking off your shirt so I can take a look at your back?’


I didn’t mind. I slipped it over my head and turned my back to him. But what I didn’t know was that he wouldn’t just take a look. I froze as Timothy’s hands touched my back. A bad feeling spread in my chest. I felt his fingers tracing my scarred skin, over all the unevenness that was once soft skin. But then I felt his fingers sinking further into my skin than they had before. He reached the top of my left wing. A painful sensation shot up my spine, and the feeling tore through my veins. I hissed as I jumped up and stepped away. Max and Timothy’s gazes stuck on me as I cleared my throat.


‘Velvet, could it be…’ Timothy started but struggled to find the right words. Disbelievingly, I watched the small spark of knowledge in his eyes. ‘Could it be that your left wing is dysfunctional?’


The time seemed to stop for some seconds. The blood faltered in my body; everything stood still. The colour drained from my face. I heard whispering coming to my ear. All muffled noises, which I couldn’t understand yet were so familiar they rattled at past memories.


I got ripped into the here and now as a hand grabbed onto my arm. I shook my head and stared into a pair of dark green eyes. ‘Velvet, is everything okay?’ Timothy questioned, concern hitting me. ‘Do you feel unwell or dizzy? You’re so pale all of a sudden, do you want to lie down perhaps?’


‘I…’ I began to whisper. I shook my head and rattled his hand off. ‘No, no, I’m okay… I just… I need a moment.’ I didn’t wait for a reply. I stumbled out of the living room and ran into my bedroom. I let the door swing shut before everything worsened. I leaned against the door, taking one deep breath after another.


‘Shit…’ I whispered and sank to my knees. I had totally forgotten that Timothy could feel any kind of injuries on somebody’s skin. Even when the injury wasn’t visible. And Timothy wasn’t completely wrong. I did have a problem with my left wing, but I’d never told anyone. And now it was crashing back down on me. No one had ever dared to ask me something like that.


‘Velvet, are you all right in there?’ Max asked, knocking at the door.


‘Let me be…’ I mumbled, cupping my face in my hands. I was probably overthinking. I knew that Max and Timothy wouldn’t judge me, but the wing on the left side of my back was more than dysfunctional. And as soon as they knew the whole story, they would leave.


‘Velvet, please, I’m your best friend. You can talk to me,’ Max let me know. I heard him sit down on the other side of the door. ‘Was he right?’


I hesitated. ‘Maybe…’ I whispered. I felt tears forming in my eyes. I had hoped that no one would ever find out, but I guess that was wishful thinking. Damnit! Gosh, I was such an idiot…


‘So, he was, huh?’ Max sighed. I began to tremble a little as he said that. Goddamn it! He wasn’t supposed to know that! No one was supposed to find out! No one! I moved away from the door and leaned my head against the cold wall. My life was such a mess… Was it too much to ask for some normality?


I shivered as I heard whispering in my ears again. The whispering that would never leave me. The voice that would haunt me for the rest of my days. I closed my eyes, wishing that her whispering could just disappear. That she would leave me alone. But I knew that I would never be free from her in this world. In another life…in another life, I would be free.


As I opened my eyes again, a figure appeared a few metres in front of me. It was a girl. Her skin was fair, her hair was so deeply black that it could only match the feathers of a raven. It was plaited into two complicated braids. She wore a fighting outfit in grey and black, and her arms were armoured with arm cuffs. And then she lifted her gaze. I stared right into a pair of light blue eyes. Lune.


‘I didn’t think you would be standing still,’ she said to me. ‘But you’re about to fall anyway, aren’t you? They’ve found out now, and you still deny them the truth.’


‘Of course I do,’ I grumbled as I slowly got up. ‘They would never understand this. Never.’ I broke eye contact with her and scoffed. ‘How could they?’


She crossed her arms in front of her chest and scrutinized me. ‘How would you know that they don’t understand?’ she questioned as her head tilted to her left. ‘They’re your friends, Velvet. I’m sure they would understand.’


‘They can’t understand what they know nothing about!’ I hissed at her. ‘They will never understand the pain. Or the agony. Or the guilt!’ I shook my head, pressing my lips into a thin line. ‘They don’t know what it feels like if an angel can’t fly.’


She sighed as her eyebrows drew together. ‘Velvet, they’re beings too,’ she spoke to me. ‘Perhaps they can’t relate to your pain, but they can understand how difficult it has to be for you. They’ve also made mistakes during their lives. If you give them time, they will understand.’


‘I can’t tell them, Lune!’ I now yelled at her. ‘Can’t you get that in your stubborn skull of yours?! I can’t tell them the whole story without them turning their backs on me! Do you have any idea how cruel I was to save her?! Do you really think anyone else would listen to someone as terrible as I am?!’


‘But it wasn’t your fault,’ she said in her normal calm manner. Her eyes flickered mysteriously as she scrutinized me. ‘It was an accident.’ Anger boiled in my blood. I hated how she told me the lies I had told myself so many times. That it wasn’t my fault. That I wasn’t guilty. That I could fix all this. But now that I was older, I realized I was nothing but a liar. My feelings wanted to break the chains that imprisoned them. The chains I’d bounded them with.


‘Oh, it wasn’t my fault, huh?’ I laughed. I could nearly taste the bitterness on my tongue. ‘Whose fault was it then, huh, Lune? Amalia’s maybe? Or yours, perhaps?’


Her eyes widened. ‘No, Vel—’ she started.


I didn’t let her finish. ‘Exactly! It’s not!’ I shouted, all tides tearing. ‘Stop lying, goddamn it! Stop telling me all this to make me feel better! The guilt ate me up a long time ago! The person you knew is dead!’ My chest tightened painfully. Hissing, I pressed my hand over my heart. But the broken smile on my face wouldn’t vanish.


‘I can’t do this anymore, Lune.’ I panted as I looked up at her horrified face. ‘I tried going on knowing that nothing would be the same. I always got up, every time I fell to my knees. But now…I can’t anymore. I can’t deal with this anymore. You know the path I took. And you know what awaits me when I finish walking it.’


‘Velvet…’ She sighed, her eyes glassing over with sadness. ‘You’re hallucinating. Haven’t you noticed?’ My breath hitched at her answer. She was ignoring me again. Again she wouldn’t listen. My right hand clenched into a fist.


‘I’m not hallucinating!’ I shouted at her, raising that fist.


‘You’re doing it again…’ she let me know. ‘Who are you even talking to?’ Her eyes were glassy as she found my gaze again, and tears were forming in them. Like water drops, they were collecting at the edges of her eyes.


My fist loosened. ‘What are you talking about?’ I asked as my anger suddenly faded, just like smoke after a fire. ‘I’m talking to you…who else?’ Suddenly her image glitched. Blood was smeared over her white skin; red liquid trickled out of her mouth. Ash powdered her black hair, and some strands stuck to her pasty cheeks. Her clothes were ripped, singe and burned, soaked with her deep, red blood. Horrified, I watched her eyes darkening, how the light slowly faded.


‘I’m not here, Velvet.’ She smiled and reached her hand out, so I could see that she was fading. ‘Have you forgotten?’


The colour drained from my face. Lune couldn’t be here… She was dead. But that meant…that meant that I was talking to myself. There was no one to talk to. My mind had just made her up for me to fight against.


‘B-But…’ I stuttered as I reached my hand out for her. It just went through her. She was still smiling at me.


‘You can’t change what happened… You can’t take back what you had,’ she breathed as she began to sway. ‘Stop holding on to it, before you end up dead…’ The light slowly faded from her eyes as they fell shut. She lurched back, and her body silently hit the ground, falling to dust. Tears flooded my eyes, collecting like transparent pearls. One after another dropped from my cheeks, my heartbeat throbbing in my head.


I buried my face in my hands, sobbing and crying. The pressure was tying me down, the weight of all the guilt had me stumbling from the start. Lune had always been more reasonable than I was. She had been a great troublemaker—that was the truth. Bad luck had chased her like a pack of wolves, yet she never lost her temper.
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