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OUTCAST FEY

	TALES OF THE ITHEREAL PART 2

	BY TIFFANY SHAND

	 


Chapter 1

	 

	Serafina Valeon crouched low in the back of the crystal cave, using the low light and a glamour spell to shield herself from being seen. Power thrummed from the earth beneath her feet, pulsing through her body in turn. She drew magic, keeping her senses heightened, waiting for the oncoming attack.

	Something came at her, flying through the air.

	Sera rolled out of the way, sending a burst of silver light skyward. Someone cried out as the light exploded, knocking her would-be attacker to the ground. She sprang to her feet, wings flapping as power flared between her fingers. Her assailant lunged at her, a silver knife flashing.

	Sera shot skyward using her wings to propel herself out of the way.

	The woman below her snarled, red hair billowing behind her as she catapulted herself up, coming at Sera again with her blade. Sera kicked out, knocking the knife out of the way, then blasted the other woman in the chest with a burst of light.

	The women yelped as the blast knocked her off balance, sending her crashing to earth. “Ow!” Liana gasped, rubbing her stomach. “You’re getting too good at this. Which is annoying given what pacifist you really are.”

	Sera snorted. She landed and offered her foster sister a hand up. “I’m not a pacifist. I may not like violence, but I’ll protect myself if I have to.” She pushed her long blonde hair off her face. “You’re just annoyed because I took you down.”

	Liana rolled her emerald eyes. “You’re good, but you’ve got a long way to go before defeating me, ada.” She used the Dragonish word for ‘sister’. “I’m just going easy on you today.”

	She and Liana moved back through the maze of tunnels with their glistening amethyst walls that send prisms of light dancing across the floor.

	“Have you heard anything from your husband?” Li asked, waggling her eyebrows.

	Sera’s heart skipped a beat. “He’s not my husband, well, not exactly. I’m not sure what he is to me,” she hissed, hoping none of the other Ashran who lived down there with them overhead. “And no, I haven’t heard from him.”

	“I thought you could see each other in dreams?”

	Sera sighed. Talking about Bastian didn’t make her miss him any less even though it had been two months since they’d last seen each other when he’d saved her from almost being killed by another mage.

	“We can, but I told him we can’t see each other anymore.”

	“Why? You all but admitted you still love each other. Plus, you are still technically married.”

	“It’s not like we can ever see each other again. We’re from different worlds and it could never work unless a miracle happened.” She grabbed a towel and wiped sweat off her face.

	“You could see each other again,” Li pointed out.

	“Maybe, but we can’t have a real future together. Ever.” She bit her lip. “It’s best if we both move on.” Though moving on seemed impossible thing to do after reuniting with the love of her life again.

	“What did he say to that?” Li picked up her sword and sheathed it, then began cleaning  her precious knives.

	She shook her head. “He wasn’t very receptive.”

	Sera thought back to their last dream encounter Bas seemed determined for things to work between them and that they could see each other in secret. But how could they? She was a fey and he was mage, two races who’d spent centuries trying to kill and dominate each other. Now most of the fey – or Ithereals, as they called themselves – were either enslaved, fighting against the mages or struggling for their very survival.

	Sera and Bas could never be together, not really. Neither side would accept their forbidden love. It would just get them both killed. It would be better that they remained apart and fought for a better future.

	“I don’t think you should just give up,” Li said. “Love isn’t something you find every day. What you have is—”

	Bells echoed through the caves, chiming in perfect rhythm.

	“That’s Alward,” Sera said, dropping her towel and brushing her hair off her face. “I’d better see what he wants. He’s desperate for me to figure out how the keystone works.” She’d rather avoid seeing her father for a while longer but knew he’d just be annoyed if she did.

	“Yeah, and he’s pissed off he can’t do it himself.”

	“See you later.” Sera muttered a cleansing spell then hurried off down the next cavern to find her father. The crystalline walls glowed a faint blue and cool air flowed through the tunnels through vents. It made her miss being above ground surrounded by nature, but this was the safest place for them.

	Alward with his long braid of blonde hair and piercing silver eyes, looked up as she came in. “Any news on the keystone?”

	“I’d have told you if I had.”

	He’d been different since her return from her last mission. She hadn’t told him everything that had happened or about her feelings for Bastian. Besides, she’d completed the mission in the end. She didn’t like the growing distance between them. He’d been her only parent for as long as she could remember and he had inducted her into the resistance and their cause. She’d never wavered in her loyalty to them. Even having Bastian in her life wouldn’t change her desire to see her people free.

	“Have I done something wrong?” she asked, hoping he’d tell her why he’d been so distant. She feared he didn’t trust her anymore, but she didn’t see her feelings for Bas as a betrayal as Alward would. 

	His eyes narrowed. “No.” He ran a hand through his long hair. Sera opened her mouth to speak again but he cut her off. “I have a new assignment for you.”

	Sera had been expecting this. She rarely went without a new mission and had been surprised he’d waited this long. But he’d given her time to work on unlocking the keystone’s secrets.

	“Five fey have gone missing over the last month. Operatives who haven’t checked in with us and have vanished. I’m concerned the mages might be targeting us. If they’ve discovered who some of us are —”

	“How could they?” Sera asked. “None of us would give away that kind of information. We’d all sooner die. The high council think Liana and I are dead.” Or at least that’s what Bas told them. Whether they believe him or not I don’t know.

	Alward’s face betrayed no emotion. “There are a few weak links in any chain. I want them found, or at least to know why this is happening.” He handed her a small square crystal. “All the intel you need is on here. If you need someone with you, take Liana. She’s been too idle since she left Elmira.”

	Alward hadn’t been happy when Liana’s cover in Elmira had been blown too since he had lost his chance to watch the mages through her.

	Sera paused. “Li and I got to know a mage well during our last mission. Ranson Layard. I could…”

	Her father’s jaw set. “Layard is a hunter who slaughtered dozens of our people. He can’t be trusted,” he snapped. “How could you befriend him? I’m surprised he didn’t kill you. He’d have known who and what you are.”

	Sera hesitated. She hadn’t decided whether to admit to him that she knew he’d altered her memories of losing Bas ten years earlier when he and Layard had split them up. “He knew what I was when I met him, yet he didn’t blow my cover. He saved me when I got bitten by fire vine,” she said. “Plus, he doesn’t work for the council, he hates them just as much as we do.”

	“You’re to have nothing to do with him or any other mage, is that clear?”

	Sera nodded. “As you wish.”

	 

	Heading back to her chamber, Sera found Liana there cleaning her collection of various knives. “What did he want?” Li asked. “Please tell me we have a new mission. I’ll start climbing the walls if I have to stay down here much longer.”

	“We have a new mission.”

	“Yes!” Li sprang up, dropping her knife and cleaning kit. “Where is it? When are we leaving?”

	Sera clutched the crystal, pressing the corner so that a hologram of text appeared. She scrolled through it, then showed it to Li who frowned. “Missing operatives,” Li said. “Crap, is the mages’ council on to us?”

	“It could just be a coincidence,” Sera said. “The last one went missing close to the border, so it shouldn’t be too difficult for us to go there. I thought about calling Layard first to see if he knows anything. Alward…”

	Li snorted. “Papa dearest doesn’t want us making friends with the enemy.”

	“Not all mages are bad,” Sera pointed out, thinking of Bas.

	“I know. Bas, Layard, hell, even Niall are our friends. We need all the allies we can get,” Li agreed. “You should call Bas. I’ll get our aliases and stuff ready for our trip across the border.”

	“I don’t think that’s a good idea. I told him we couldn’t see each other anymore.”

	“Then tell him you changed your mind. Or just say you want to be friends,” Li suggested, shoving her knives back into her trunk.

	Sera paced up and down, trying to decide what to say to Bas – if he even bothered to answer her call. Being just friends didn’t seem to be an option after everything they’d been through but hell, she had to try. Missions came first over personal feelings.

	Sera waited until Li had gone before closing her eyes and sending out her senses.

	Bastian? she called. Bas, I need to talk to you.

	She tried calling Layard before but had received a response. It was safer calling this way, she didn’t want to use the crystal Layard had given her unless she had to. He said to only use it in emergencies and this didn’t count as one. She and Layard hadn’t formed a mental link and he wasn’t fey, so he wouldn’t hear her unless he allowed her to send him telepathic messages.

	Bas? A wall, thick and solid greeted her when her mind reached for his. Bastian, please, answer me.

	Only silence came in response. She couldn’t understand why he didn’t answer. Despite having told him they couldn’t see each other anymore, she never thought he’d block her out.

	Li, can you come back in here? Sera asked.

	Liana appeared in the doorway. What’s wrong?

	Bas isn’t answering me. I think he’s blocking me out.

	Maybe he’s busy or can’t talk right now. Li leant back against the crystal wall and played with a strand of her long hair. Try again.

	Bastian? she called again, focusing on him. Bas, I need to talk to you.

	The last time they’d physically met two months ago, she had performed a sharing, a blending of minds where they could share each other’s thoughts and memories. It would have created a strong mental link between them, making it easier for them to talk in thought.

	“Maybe he’s ignoring you,” Li suggested. “Since you broke up with him he might not want to talk.”

	“I didn’t break up with him. We weren’t even in a real relationship.”

	“Sera, I know what you did before we left came back into the old world,” Li hissed in case anyone overheard them.

	Sera paled. Alward would have considered the sharing an act of treason. Bas would have all her memories — including everything about the Ashran, how they worked and operated. One thing she knew for certain – Bas would never betray her.

	“The latest missing person is Naven,” Li said. “We should go make sure he’s okay. I want to get moving.”

	Sera knew Liana and Naven had been close before Li had gone on her last mission. “Okay, let’s go.” Sera grabbed her pack, checked to see if she had everything she needed and followed Li back through the tunnels and into the unknown.

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	Bastian rested back against his headboard, running a hand through his short dark hair that felt like it needed a wash just as much as the rest of him. Dirty cups, plates and bowls littered the table and floor. House arrest seemed worse than being locked in a cell. He could move around the empty rooms which had once housed his teammates but now he was forced to view the outside world through glass. The minute he tried to step outside, a guard would appear to block his way. Bas had spent the past few days alone in his room only leaving to get food. He thought back to his last encounter with his father, Anton, the prince and leader of the mage high council.

	“You not only let two fey spies escape, you gave them the keystone, didn’t you?” Anton demanded. His grey hair and cold blue eyes made him look harsher than usual as he leant back in his chair. “The stone mysteriously vanished from the vault again after McGregor returned it to me.”

	“As I’ve already said, the fey woman was already dead when I got there. I saw McGregor drown her,” Bas explained, telling him the same lie again. The last thing he wanted was Anton to start searching for Sera or Liana. “I don’t know what happened to the keystone. I swear I did nothing to it.”

	Anton leaned forward, so close their faces were almost touching. “I know you had feelings for that blonde fey. If you don’t start telling me the truth, Bastian, I’ll have to resort to extreme measures to pry that information out of you.”

	“Like what?” Bas challenged. “We both know you can’t kill me, Dad. You can’t do away with me like you did my mother by making it look like a freak accident. People would ask questions.”

	“Oh, I can do so much worse than killing you, boy. I can lock you up so you spend your days living in hell with little food or water and no contact with anyone,” Anton snapped. 

	Bas crossed his arms, smirking as he leaned back in the chair. “Still, you’d have unwanted questions.” He guessed that was the only thing that had kept him alive all these years, especially over the past couple of months.

	“Don’t think I won’t find your sister either,” Anton threatened. “How would you feel if something happened to her?”

	Bas gritted his teeth, but refused to let Anton get to him. Clara was a long way from Elmira now, somewhere Anton would never find her. He and Layard had made sure of that. Anton didn’t have anything to use against Bas now and he knew it. “Empty threats won’t work one me either. So save your breath.”

	Anton rubbed the bridge of his nose as he resumed the questioning. “Why did your airship leave the city the night the keystone vanished?”

	“Liana – the other spy – was seen fleeing the city after she killed McGregor. Niall and I pursued her to the border where we fought and killed her,” Bas said, still sticking to his cover story. “If she took the keystone she must’ve hidden or handed it to someone else before we reached her.”

	“Yet, you never brought her body back; nor was the fey’s body found either.”

	“We burned Liana’s body for the traitor she was. As for the fey, she could’ve washed out to sea or been eaten by predators. You know how strong the currents are.”

	Anton’s eyes narrowed. “Or they’re both still alive and you helped them escape.”

	“Why would I do that?” Bas’s hands fisted under the table as he forced himself to remain calm. “They were traitors and were treated as such.”

	“Maybe because you are involved with the fey. You were seen kissing her,” his father sneered. “She seduced your brother too and stole his key to the vault.”

	Bas shrugged, pretending he didn’t care. “Her disguise was gorgeous; can you blame me?” He’d never let on how he really felt about Sera.

	“It’s not the first time you’ve let a beautiful woman get to you.” Anton pulled out a piece of paper and slid it across the desk. “I heard you’d had Niall Maverick digging through the archives looking for marriage records. My people found this.”

	Bas glanced at the certificate. There in black and white was his signature, along with the name of a woman, Serafina Leon, one of Sera’s aliases. Proof that they had been married. He’d wanted Niall to find it, to know if he and Sera were still legally married or not. Not that it would change anything. Anton hadn’t known until now — or had he? Bas had always wondered if Anton would confront him about this one day, but for all he knew Sera had been dead so finding the certificate hadn’t mattered until she had come to the city again.

	“So what?” Bas asked. “That thing means nothing. The girl I married died that day when a battle between your men and the fey broke out. I got injured during the battle too. She’s gone.”

	“Serafina. I suspect that woman who infiltrated your team pretended to be her. It would be a convenient way of getting close to you.”

	Bas kept his expression cool. “She never claimed to be my wife.” True enough, Sera hadn’t wanted anything from him, she’d only come to the city to get the keystone. “Nothing happened between us. She just used what she could to get the stone. I was just a means to an end for her. So you don’t have to worry about me helping her.” He spread his hands over the desk. “Like I said, Sera and the other woman are both dead. They’re not a threat to anyone anymore.”

	Anton gave him a hard look, almost as if he was trying to read Bastian’s mind to see if he was telling the truth or not. “You’re to be under house arrest until further notice while I decide what to do with you.”

	“What?” Bas scoffed. “Why the hell is my loyalty in question? You murdered my mother for fuck’s sake!” His hands balled into fists and his anger at the recent revelation boiled over.

	“Your mother was a liability, as are you.”

	“Yeah, but you can’t make my death look like an accident, can you?” Bas raised his chin.

	“Leave now.” Anton pointed to the door. 

	“Okay, you want the truth?” Bas said, gripping the edge of his father’s desk. “McGregor is the one who took my ship. He made off with the keystone.”

	Anton’s lips thinned. “Now, why would he do that?”

	“You said yourself the bastard wanted power. Sera gave him the perfect opportunity to do just that.” Bas kept his expression neutral, almost wishing they had McGregor’s body so he could prove the bastard was dead.

	His father laughed. “McGregor may be a lot of things but he’d never —”

	“How do you know?” Bas retorted. “You’ve made a lot of enemies.”

	“Why didn’t you mention it before?”

	Bas shrugged. “Reputation and all that shit. It won’t look good for you to have the chief hunter going AWOL and stealing a sacred artefact,” he said. “Besides I want the job.” Being the chief hunter would give him unlimited access on everything relating to both the high council and the guild. He’d been the perfect position to spy on both and feed intelligence back to the fey resistance. 

	“You?” Anton snorted. “You’ve never shown an interest in politics or leadership. As I recall, you hate politics.”

	“Yeah, but McGregor let fey spies slip into my team. I won’t let that happen again.”

	“Leave now. You’ll stay confined to your house until further notice.”

	 

	Bas grabbed several plates, wishing he could use his powers. But no, papa dearest had reined those in by having a spell cast on him, so he could only use a bare minimum amount of magic. He carried them down to the kitchen, dumping them into the sink for the housekeeper who came by every couple of days with groceries.

	Damn it, he needed to get out of there.

	The house felt empty and lonely without his teammates there. Even watching the screen did little to ease his boredom. He needed to be out, doing something useful, not wasting away in this hellhole.

	Someone tapped on the door making him jump. His senses had gone to hell too and he didn’t like it. But he’d been working on a way of getting his powers back, he just didn’t know if it had worked yet.

	Niall Maverick, a bear of a man, stood in the doorway dressed in his usual hunting gear.  His long black hair was tied back in a ponytail and his grey eyes gleamed as he grinned when he saw Bas.

	“Hey.” Bas relaxed when he saw his fellow hunter and teammate.

	“Hey. You look like crap.”

	Bas rubbed his stubbled chin, shrugging. “Haven’t had anyone to dress up for. Even you moved out.”

	“Had no choice, remember? The new chief ordered it while they decide —”

	“The best way to kill me,” Bas finished.

	“Don’t say that. They can’t kill you, people would notice. It would raise too many questions.” Niall glanced around at the mess of dirty plates and discarded laundry but said nothing.

	Bas folded his arms. “So how goes things with the new chief hunter?”

	Niall scowled. “Fun times. Every hunter is to undergo testing – the works. Physical, magical and mental examination, blood tests – everything,” he said. “They want to make sure we have no more spies in our ranks. That Thorne is one son of a bitch. He hates the fey more than McGregor did. He wants another war too.”

	Bas was glad he’d had the sense to have Layard take his little sister Clara and her nurse out of the city when he had the chance. Elmira wouldn’t be safe for anyone. 

	“I need to get out of here, man,” Bas said. “I’ll start talking to the walls if I stay cooped up much longer. I need to regain my father’s trust.” 

	Niall snorted. “Do you think you can?”

	“No.” Bas gave a harsh laugh. “He’d never trust me, he never has, but I need to find a way to prove I’m loyal. Maybe I could help the Ashran too.”

	“You want to work with the resistance now?” Niall frowned. “I know Li and Sera are our friends but…”

	“They’re fighting for a better future – something we all want – can you say the same the high council?” Being with Sera had truly opened his eyes to the world around him and shown him just how bad the people he once worked for were.

	“I tried talking to Thorne about letting you come back but he won’t listen.”

	“Thanks for trying.”

	After Niall left, Bas showered, shaved and dressed before creeping into the back garden. It would be around the time for a guard change. He’d have only a couple of minutes to make a run for it. 

	Bas drew magic. After spending the past few days working on breaking through the magical block Anton had placed on him, he’d broken through the binding thanks to some digging around in the memories Sera had given him. He hadn’t known if her spells would work but anything was worth a try to get out of the house for a while. He tried creating a glamour using Sera’s knowledge but that hadn’t worked so far. Spotting a man walking away from the house, Bas used magic. It wouldn’t disguise all of him, but the shield might stop anyone from noticing him straightaway.

	Bas started down the street past rows of shops and street venders. Once clear of the house, he stopped and took a deep breath. Damn, it felt good to be outside again and breathing the familiar stench of salt and steam as he moved through the narrow cobblestone streets.

	He looked around, making sure the familiar sights still looked as he remembered. Nothing had changed, it was still the same old Elmira. It felt different though. The city he’d once loved looked ugly now he knew the truth about what the council did to the fey. Their magic fuelled most of the magic here in the city. Part of Bas wanted to tear it all down, but even if he could, what good would it do? It wouldn’t erase centuries of bloodshed.

	A scream turned his attention away from the shining stone and steel towers to where a crowd gathered around watching a female prisoner being sentenced by a group of guards. Bas stared at the woman when he noticed she had drooping wings that looked like they were made from orange leaves that had been ripped in places. She was fey. Normally Bas would have ignored such a thing, seeing fey slaves being punished for crimes wasn’t unusual here, but seeing the woman reminded him of Sera. It made him remember watching in horror as she’d been tortured by McGregor, who had sliced off her wings. It was a nightmare which still haunted him. That could easily be Sera up there.

	“For the crime of theft this a woman is sentenced to death,” the guard announced.

	Bas froze. He felt energy flare between his fingers and hurled it at the two guards.

	The woman’s eyes widened as people scattered, screaming and running in all directions. He fired another energy strike which ripped through the chains holding her. She rose, her wings flapping. “Go!” he yelled.

	She met his eyes for a moment then took off skyward, struggling to fly with damaged wings but once she reached the outskirts of the city wall, she jumped and vanished from view.

	Three guards grabbed Bas, knocking him to the ground.

	 

	So much for freedom, Bas thought as they dragged him into Anton’s office and dumped him into a chair, chaining his wrists and ankles. I’m in the shit now!

	Anton stormed in. “What am I going to do with you?” he thundered.

	Bas slumped back in the seat. “For starters, take these bloody things off me.” He held up his shackled hands. “I’m not a threat to anyone.”

	“You’re a threat to our family and the council’s reputation. What has got into you, Bastian?” Anton leaned down so close their faces were almost touching. “Why are you so eager to help the fey? Is it to get back at me?”

	Bas snorted. “Not everything is about you. And if helping the fey destroys you, then hell yes, I will help them,” he snapped. “Haven’t got anything better to do, have I? Maybe if you gave me my job back I wouldn’t be such an embarrassment.”

	Anton’s jaw clenched. “You leave me no choice,” he said. “I don’t know what that fey woman did to you two months ago but it’s time to end it.”  Anton yelled out. “Thorne!”

	The door swung open revealing the rotund form of a man with a shiny bald head, a short black beard and piercing blue eyes. Lars Thorne. The new chief hunter.

	“You know what to do.” Anton waved a hand. “Get him out of my sight.”

	The guards grabbed Bas by his arms again and he wondered what would happen next as they dragged him away.

	Being locked up inside city tower was worse than house arrest. God damn it, why did I do it? he wondered. I need my job back. Or maybe being a hunter isn’t my job any more. If so, what is? He slumped onto the metal bunk.

	In truth he wanted nothing more than to leave Elmira and be with Sera again. But he’d never be welcomed among the fey. Maybe they didn’t need to stay with the Ashran, maybe…

	No, like she had said, there was nowhere for them.

	I’ll leave. My place isn’t here anymore. I’ll join Layard. How can I get out of here?

	The cell door creaked open as the guards grabbed him and dragged him down the hall.

	The cuffs bound his powers too. No magic it is. Bas hit the first guard in the face with his bound hands, kicking the other guard in the stomach. The first guard lunged at him, but Bas hit him again, rendering him unconscious.

	The second one prodded Bas in the neck with a small metal rod. Pain splintered through every nerve ending, making him double over as he cried out.

	More guards appeared, dragging him into an interrogation room. The whitewashed walls and metal chair were made to intimidate. They chained Bas to the chair as Thorne came in.

	“So what’s the old man decided to do with me?” asked Bas, forcing a grin despite the pain. “You can’t kill me. It would raise too many questions.”

	“Indeed,” Thorne replied with a nod, eyes flashing. “Which forced us to come up with an alternate solution.”

	Thorne placed both his hands on the sides of Bastian’s head. An icy feeling crept over Bas, the feel of intrusion as Thorne clawed at the edges of his mind, trying to get inside and access his inner most thoughts.

	Now what? Bas wondered. Not what I expected. I’ll be damned if I let you read my thoughts. That’s one part of my life I’ll sure as hell keep private.

	Thorne muttered words of power Bastian didn’t understand. Something jolted through him, making his eyes snap shut.

	He felt Thorne’s power seeping through his mind like blood flowing through veins. Bas conjured a permanent mental shield, picturing a stone wall rising up into the heavens, just as Layard had shown him how to do.

	“No power is stronger than the mind,” Layard always said. “Even without magic the mind isn’t without power. It can overcome things that might prevent you from physically using magic too if you try hard enough.”

	Thorne’s words became distant as Bas imagined standing on the balcony of the old lookout tower, his favourite place in the city. It reminded him of Sera too. She had gone there a lot.

	“Layard?” Bas called. “Layard, I need to talk to you.” He hoped his former mentor would come to him. Hell, he needed someone to talk to after being cooped up for so long.

	A second later the old man appeared, his grey hair standing on end and his clothes dishevelled. “Why does everyone keep calling me today?” he grumbled. “First Sera, now you. Can’t…”

	“Sera?” Bas’s eyes widened. “Is she okay?” He felt a flash of hope. He’d been longing to hear from or about Sera for days now. She was the only thing he could think about after being locked up for so long.

	Layard glanced around, frowning. “Your walls are up. I sense someone trying to influence your mind. Who’s doing it?”

	Bas’s lip curved into a sneer. “Thorne, the new chief hunter. Now answer my question!”

	“Yes, yes, she’s fine. Is that why you’re calling for my help?” Layard waved a hand in dismissal.

	Bas shook his head. “No, I can handle Thorne. Once I’m free I am leaving the city. I want to come work with you.” As much as he had wanted to stay and help where he could by spying on his father and the rest of the high council, that possibility had faded. Even if Anton allowed him to go back to work as a hunter, they’d never trust him now. So what was the point of staying?

	Layard shook his head. “You can’t leave Elmira, you’re in the perfect place to watch the council.”

	“I want out. My father knows I’ll never trust him. I’m sick of being trapped here.” Bas paced the length of the room, wishing he could feel and smell real air rather than just be there in his mind where those sensations weren’t as strong.

	“Stay, find a way to get them to think you’re on their side,” Layard said. “Sera said Ashran operatives are vanishing. If the council is behind it, you may be our only hope of solving the case.”

	Bas rubbed his chin, sighed. “If it’ll help Sera fine, I’ll stay,” he said. “But once this is over, I’m leaving.”

	“You miss her, don’t you?”

	Bas nodded. “Every day,” he admitted then scowled. “She says we can’t see each other anymore though.” He couldn’t understand why Sera wanted to give up on their relationship just when they had found each other again. He knew they could make it work, no matter how long it took.

	Layard laughed. “Doubt you’d let that stop you. Stay safe, boy.” Layard vanished.

	Bas heard a jumble of thoughts buzzing through his brain, suggestions no doubt left there by Thorne.

	“The fey are the enemy,” Thorne’s voice echoed. “You don’t pity them, you despise them. They killed your mother.”

	So that’s how his father wanted to play it.

	Fine, Bas thought. I’ll play. 

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	As they emerged from the ley lines Sera appeared next to Liana outside a small hut that looked like an old shed that had been converted into a makeshift house with a boarded window and a door that had been nailed on. Energy still tingled against her skin from where they’d used the lines. 

	“Do we look mage like enough?” Li asked, running a hand through her long blood red hair.

	Sera nodded. Using Bastian’s knowledge that she’d gained from their sharing of minds, she’d created stronger glamours to make them appear like true mages. “We’ll pass any tests if they scan us. Let’s get moving.” She used her senses to see if anyone was around, then motioned for Li to follow as she opened the unlocked door.

	Li sniffed the air, using her dragon senses. “No trace of magic left inside and Naven’s scent is only faint. I’d say he’s been gone for a while.”

	Sera glanced around seeing no signs of struggle. “The air in this room feels off.”

	Liana inhaled again. “Something smells off too. I smell something burnt.” She frowned, wrinkling her nose. “I think there’s some kind of cloaking spell in here. Either that or someone cleaned this place up and removed all traces of energy.”

	Sera drew magic, stirring the air around them. “I think you’re right. I can’t break it either but maybe they didn’t wipe out everything.” She crouched, looking down at the floor.

	“Naven wouldn’t just leave or disappear,” Li said. “I know him.”

	Sera continued looking both with her eyes and her mind. All fey left psychic remnants behind, yet here none remained. “What about his emergency kit?” she asked, glancing over at Li. “All Ashran have one.”

	Li brightened. “Good point. You look here, I’ll search the other room.”

	Sera searched the floor where a thin layer of white dust covered the scuffed oak but saw nothing.

	Neither she nor Li left any footprints. Their shoes had been made to leave no traces. This time she scanned the floor for any place Naven might have stashed his emergency kit. All Ashran operatives kept a supply of weapons, potions and tools for when they needed to make a quick getaway. They hid them to avoid detection so she knew Naven would have hidden his well.

	A floor board creaked when she moved across the room, making her glance down at it. Hiding things underneath floorboards was a common Ashran technique and they often left the boards a little loose so they were easier to pull up again. She knelt and pulled it up. Inside a small sack lay there. Sera grabbed and opened it. Inside were crystals, some food, water, a couple of vials and a knife. Either Naven hadn’t had time to grab them or he hadn’t been able to.

	“Li, I found it.”

	Li reappeared. “He didn’t leave by choice, then.”

	“We don’t know that. He may not have had a chance to get them if he left in a hurry.”

	Li ran a hand through her hair. “This is too weird; something is going on here. I can feel it.”

	Sera squeezed her shoulder, wishing she could offer her better news or at least some hope to make her feel better. “I’m sure he’ll be okay.”

	Li snorted. “You know what the mages do to our people. I hate that I’m half mage too.”

	“You and Naven were close – I forgot. We’ve both been away for so long. Were you…” Sera’s voice trailed off as she watched Li look away. Li never coped well when she lost people close to her and Sera prayed she wouldn’t have to go through it now.

	Li sniffed, hugging herself. “We were close but not in a real relationship. Ashran don’t get to have that, do they?”

	“No.” Sera sighed, thinking of Bastian. Their lives didn’t allow for relationships or family. Sera was grateful Alward has raised her with her foster sister. It gave them a friendship they both cherished. “No, it doesn’t.”

	Li rubbed her eyes. “You were right to tell Bas it’s over, I mean you can never have a real future together.” 

	Sera winced, the words like a physical blow and she looked away, saying nothing. She didn’t want to think of Bas, didn’t want to think of how impossible them having a future together would be. Yes, she’d been right to end it but that didn’t make it any easier. 

	“I’ll look around outside, see if I can pick up any other scents.” Li moved towards the door.

	Sera let her go. Li always fought when she was in pain. It would be better to allow her to feel useful than to give up all hope.

	Feed… Kill… A snarl of thoughts echoed through her mind making Sera freeze.

	A dark blur shot through the half open door, flying straight at Liana.

	“Li!” Sera cried.

	Li and the mass of darkness hit floor with a thud, dust flying everywhere. A creature with a mass of dark hair, black horns sprouting from its head and sharp fangs bit into Liana’s shoulder, making her cry out in pain.

	Sera drew a burst of power and flung it straight at the beast. It didn’t even flinch when the magic hit its back.

	Li raised her free hand, sending out a column of dragon fire which didn’t deter her attacker either.

	Sera hurled more magic that had no effect. Muttering a curse, she called on the currents of air, trying to hurl the strange creature out the door, but that didn’t work either.

	“Do something!” Li screamed, struggling under the weight of the creature tearing into her.

	Sera drew a knife from her belt, hurling it at the thing’s back but the blade bounced off, clattering to the floor. She raised her hand, calling up the power of the lines. Veins of glowing blue lights zigzagged across the floor, streaming into her hands. This time she threw a bolt at the thing. It hissed as the blast knocked it away from Liana.

	Li sprang up, blood pouring from her injured shoulder. “How the hell do we kill it?”

	Sera kept firing blasts at it. “I’m open to suggestions!”

	Liana grabbed her short sword off the floor, rushing forward and plunging the blade into the creature’s stomach. It snarled as Li pushed the blade deeper.

	Sera sent her senses out, trying to get a lock onto the creature’s mind. A mental wall hit her when she tried to reach for it. Impossible!

	The creature snarled once more then fled, vanishing between the glowing lines.

	“How the hell did it do that?” Li muttered.

	Sera let out a breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding. “Good question.” She turned to Li. “You’re bleeding.” She drew magic, her hands flaring with white light as she ordered the power to knit the flesh back together.

	“My fire didn’t burn it. That’s not – ow!” Li cried, wincing as Sera’s magic seeped through her skin.

	“Keep still then.”

	“Dragon fire can incinerate anything, even flesh and blood.”

	Sera lowered her hands. “It had a mental shield too – I tried reaching for its mind – I think I heard its thoughts before it attacked.”

	Li rubbed her shoulder where the wound had been. “Your mental powers are getting stronger. I thought you could only hear thoughts of people you formed links with?”

	Sera shrugged. “Bas and Layard taught me a few things.”

	“Do you think that thing attacked Naven?” Li glanced around the empty room.

	“I don’t know. Maybe. We need to know what it is and how to stop it.”

	Liana slipped her sword back in its holster on her back. “First let’s look around and see if we can find anything else.”

	Whilst Liana questioned some of the mages, Sera stood opening the lines again. After living in Elmira for a few months it felt good being connected to the earth again. She tried searching for the creature’s energy signature – all magic users left a signature behind –invisible to anyone but those who knew how to look for it. A rainbow of colours crisscrossed over the floor as the earth pulsed and flowed with life energy. No trace of the creature marred the perfect beauty of the ley lines. Spotting some drops of black blood on the floor, Sera knelt and gathered a sample. Maybe it would help ID the strange creature. One of the few good things about being back with the Ashran was she could perform experiments and tests without fear of people discovering her true identity. 

	Alward? She reached out to him with her mind, but half expected him to ignore the call given how distant he had been with her recently.

	Have you found Naven? he asked. His presence felt strong and clear.

	We found… something. A strange beast-like creature attacked us and escaped through the lines. She described the attack and how resistant it had been to their magic. Do you have any idea what it might be?

	I know of no such creature. Is Liana alright?

	Yes, I healed her. We’ll find out what we can then return.

	Good, figure out what that strange new monstrosity the mages have created to use against us is, Alward said. We’ll need to find a way to kill it before it harms anyone else. If need be I’ll recall any operatives who are close by. I won’t have them attacking us. I’ll send out a warning to the others now.

	What if it didn’t come from the mages? We shouldn’t be so quick to blame them.

	Sera, you let your sympathy for them cloud your better judgement.

	I’m not — she protested, but knew it wouldn’t be worth saying anything else. He’d never change how he felt about mages. 

	Return when you’re done. If you find anything else, call me.

	His presence vanished as she ended the connection.

	Sera sighed. They were always quick to blame the mages since they’d experimented in the past with forbidden magics – even creating strange, monstrous creatures. Sera couldn’t blame Alward and her people for being suspicious. But the notion didn’t feel right her. Mages didn’t draw power from the earth most didn’t even know the ley lines existed – they took power from other sources, including Ithereals. Even if they had learnt one of the fey’s most guarded secrets it didn’t mean they could use the ley lines power.

	She drew back, the power of the lines fading.

	Without thinking, she reached out to Bastian with her mind, needing to feel his familiar presence. Again, a wall surrounded his mind made from thick grey stone, rising into the sky so high she couldn’t see where it ended. That would explain why he hadn’t been answering her calls; although, she couldn’t tell if it was meant to block out her or someone else.

	Sera ran a hand through her hair, feeling an ache in her chest. She’d never known real loss before, not like this. Missing her father and Liana paled in comparison to this. “I miss you, Bas,” she murmured to the empty room. 

	Turning, she walked out find Liana and go back to the world he could never be part of.

	 


Chapter 4

	 

	Bastian rested his head back against the stone wall of his cell, feeling the coldness seep through his skull. After the strain of fending off Thorne’s brainwashing he’d passed out for a few hours. Now he had no idea what time it was or how long he’d been out for. Being stuck in a tiny cell with only a small skinny window sending thin shafts of light in was a lot worse than being trapped in his house where he’d been forced to look out on the outside world. At least there he’d been able to see people and daylight.

	The suggestions Thorne had implanted buzzed around in his brain for a while until they faded but his shield stayed in place. Thorne thought he’d been successful, Bas knew he’d have to play along and make the chief hunter believe that. He didn’t know how long it would be before Thorne would test him again to see if his new mind magic worked.

	“Hey!” Bas yelled through the bars. “Can I get some food and water? Maybe a pain blocker, my head is killing me.” He rubbed his temples, still feeling a dull ache there.

	A male guard dressed in a dark red leather city uniform vanished for a while before he returned with another guard. They dragged him out again and back down the hall.

	Here we go again! Bas checked his shield to make sure it held. He doubted any magic could take away his hatred for his father or the high council. Not only had Anton murdered his mother and tried to kill Sera, but Bas suspected his sister Clara’s sickness hadn’t been natural either. Anton had proved he’d go to extreme lengths to keep his reputation and that of the council upheld any cost.

	He knew the truth now; the high council were the true evil – not the fey. All the fey wanted was a chance a real future, to know true freedom and Bas would work to help them get that.

	The guard strapped him to the chair again. The light in the room burned Bas’s eyes for a few moments as his vision adjusted to the glare. 

	Thorne strode in, dismissing the guards as he walked around the other side of the table to stare at Bas. “How are you feeling?” the chief asked.

	“Like crap, my head is killing me.” Oh, he’d play along, pretend the brainwashing had worked, but that didn’t mean he had to like Thorne.

	“How do you feel about the fey?” Thorne leaned forward, no doubt eager to see if his techniques had worked.

	Bas shrugged. “They’re our enemy – more than that – the bastards killed my mother. I’d see them all dead if I could.” His hands curled into fists for good measure.

	“What about the fey woman Serana?”

	He scowled. “She seduced me, I see that now. She used me to steal the keystone.” Bas tried not to let his boredom show. He was sick of being asked the same questions over and over again. 

	“What happened to the stone?” Thorne persisted.

	Bas shook his head. “Don’t know. McGregor killed her, and Liana killed him before convincing me to fly her out of there,” he replied. “Never saw what happened to the stone.” He decided it would be best to stick as close to the truth as he could, seeing as lies had been getting him nowhere for the past couple of months.

	“How do you feel about your father?”

	Bas had to resist the urge to grit his teeth. Oh, how he’d love to tell the truth about that one. “Can’t say I like the man. There’s never been any love lost between us.”

	Thorne pestered him with more questions until he seemed satisfied with the answers. He forced Bas to endure another round of mind washing that again Bas tuned it out of and kept his shield up throughout. Instead he thought Sera, remembering one of their first meetings. But the memory faded when something jolted him awake. The guards uncuffed his restraints and pulled him up.  “You’re free to go home,” Thorne muttered as he turned to leave. “I expect you to report to work tomorrow morning.”

	That’s it? Bas wondered but thought better than to ask questions and hurried out before they tried anything else.

	He found Niall carrying two suitcases into the house when he came home. “What are you doing?” Bas frowned.

	“They told me to move back here instead of staying at the barracks now you’ve been reinstated.” Niall dropped his cases on the floor. “Have to say, it’ll be nice being back here. Everyone keeps staring at me at the barracks as if I’m the one who killed McGregor. Not sure why, no one liked him in the first place.”

	Bas ran a hand through his hair. “Yeah, so they told me. Thorne tried brainwashing me,” he said. “My father knew he couldn’t get rid of me so their best solution was to get me on their side.”

	“Did it work?”

	“Hell no, they killed my mother and tried to kill Sera. I’d never trust them again.” He grabbed a bottle of beer from the fridge and took a long swig. “But I need to play along – make them think I’m loyal.” He told Niall what had happened including what Layard had said.

	“If Sera and Li need our help I’m on board. Hell, let’s plot to bring down the council.” Niall grinned.

	 

	It felt strange reporting into the hunter’s station the next morning. A few hunters stared at him, giving him wary looks. Bas didn’t care. He had his job and his full power back. Time to get to work.

	As ordered he went straight into Thorne’s office and found the chief hunter behind his desk.

	Looks like you’ve been making yourself at home. Bas glanced around at the trophies on the shelves and weapons mounted on the walls. No trace of McGregor remained. From the looks of it, no one expected him to return. Didn’t take you long either.

	“I’m here.” Bas crossed his arms.

	“Sit.” Thorne motioned to the visitor’s chair.

	Bas rolled his eyes. “Look, we’re established I’m free from fey influence. Now I just want to get back to work.”

	“Sit!” Thorne snapped.

	Bas sat down, scowling. “Sitting, sir.”

	Thorne got up and touched Bastian’s forehead, eyes closing.

	Bas had managed to form a spell inside his mind to give the illusion of Thorne’s mind block still being there and of having worked.

	“What happens now?” Bas drummed his fingers on the desk.

	“Indeed. Your mind it’s clear of the fey’s magic, but you’re still required to come for testing every week for the next two months.”

	He stifled groan. Not so easy. They really wanted to make sure their mind tricks worked. He’d be damned if he ever let anyone force their beliefs on him.

	“Your new assignment.” Thorne handed him a file. “Fey slaves have been disappearing. I want to know if the resistance is involved and how they’re helping the slaves to escape. This could be the perfect opportunity to catch fey spies and bring them to justice.”

	Or the perfect opportunity for me to get one over on you and help the fey. Bas nodded and headed out. To his relief, he and Niall were allowed to work together again without any supervision. But Bas knew they couldn’t afford to be lax. They’d have to watch their backs to avoid raising the council’s suspicions and play things by the book. He had to stay in Thorne’s good graces to really make a difference now. Maybe it would even help convince Sera to actually talk to him again. That was the only reason he wanted help. Now he knew the fey weren’t responsible for killing his mother, he felt he had to atone in some ways for hunting their kind for so long.

	“What the hell have they done to my ship?” Bas shouted when the door to the jumper opened.

	Niall rubbed the back of his head, wincing. “Yeah, I thought it be best not to mention that.”

	All of the jumper’s electronics had been pulled out and shoved back in again with crystals and other components hanging out. He and Niall had designed the ship itself, including all its systems. It didn’t need to be steam powered like other mage ships. Seeing his beloved ship like this made him want to hit someone and make them pay for it. This could take days, if not weeks, to put back to rights.

	“Bastards!” Bas muttered, gritting his teeth. “They’re lucky I don’t kill them for this. This thing took us years to build!”

	“It’s not so bad. I’ve got everything up and working again,” Niall insisted.

	Not so bad! Sod that. This ship was one of the few things that mattered to him and that bastard Thorne had violated it. The ship came online as Bas took the pilot seat. “Let’s just get out of here. We need to talk to the mage lord who owned the latest fey,” he said. “Did you check to see if they put any spells or…”

	Niall had held up a hand. “Thoroughly. They’re not listening in on us.”

	“Let’s hope we don’t fall out of the sky,” he muttered as the ship lifted off and headed out of the city.

	Bas stayed silent as he guided the ship to their chosen destination. Being out in the skies again eased a little of his tension. Flying was something he had missed most after being stuck under house arrest for so long. Flying felt like pure freedom, nothing could reach him up here. Flurries of clouds floated by, trees and buildings looked like tiny specks of dirt on the ground below. Part of him wanted to stay up here forever and never return to the city, but he knew he had a job to do and he would do it.

	Niall sat reading through the file. “Lucky we got this case. Maybe we can trade intel with Li and Sera to find the missing people.”

	Bastian’s gut twisted at the mention of Sera. She’d helped him get through the ordeal of Thorne’s attempted brainwashing. He’d wanted to call her a thousand times, but his mind kept returning to their last conversation.

	Bastian wrapped his arms around her the minute Sera appeared inside the lookout point. She smelt like honey and sunshine, feeling as if she were there in his arms. “I missed you.” He buried his face against her neck.

	“I missed you too.” She returned his embrace. When he bent to kiss her, she pulled back and her shoulders slumped. “I don’t think we see each other anymore.”

	Bas gaped at her. “What? Why would you even say that?”

	“This isn’t a real, Bastian. Meeting in our minds, or in our dreams. That’s all we have and it’s not real.”

	“I’m all for coming to see you in person. I’ll do whatever it takes.” He clutched her hand.

	Sera shook her head, sniffing as she pulled her hand away. “I can’t live with just a few stolen moments, Bas. We can’t have a real relationship, let alone a real future together.”

	“Sera, I lost you once; I won’t do that again.” He cupped her face.

	“You have to. I’m ending this before we get any more involved.”

	“Sera —”

	“No, I’ve made up my mind. We can’t see or talk to each other again. Goodbye, Bastian.” She vanished in a flash of light before he could say another word.

	Bas gritted his teeth at the memory. He couldn’t believe the one woman he’d loved for years — his wife no less — who he knew loved him back had ended it. He’d already lost her once a decade earlier when he thought she’d been killed during a mage and fey battle, but things were different now.

	They’d shared something special and he wouldn’t give up so easily. He’d find a way to get her back and convince her things could work, despite the odds not being in their favour. He just hadn’t figured out how to do that just yet.

	“Bas, we’re right over the town,” Niall’s voice broke through his thoughts.

	Bas banished all memories of Sera and guided the jumper down, landing a few metres away from the mage’s house. The sprawling mansion with its gleaming yellow walls made Bas wonder how many fey it took to build and keep the place running. All wealthy mages had fey slaves and it made Bas sick to his stomach knowing how he had once supported that.

	He checked his weapons, giving the jumper one last disgruntled look before heading out.

	Lord Byron, a rotund man who liked the finer things in life, scowled when Bastian and Niall introduced themselves. “Why did they send hunters to find my missing slave?” he asked. “I’ve already reported it to the guards. They searched but no doubt he’s long gone by now. Impossible to find good slaves now. Let’s hope the war starts soon. That always brings in a good number of slaves at the end of it.”

	Bas bit back a curse. “When was the last time you saw him?” he said. “Naven, I mean.”

	Byron shrugged, scratching his head. “Three days ago – I believe. I have so many slaves here I can’t keep track of them all. But that one was my personal slave – the only one I’ve had who knew how to…”

	Right, you probably wouldn’t have noticed anyone was gone if it hadn’t been your own personal slave. But Bas kept his cool.

	 “Did you see anything unusual?” Bas persisted. “Something which might have frightened Naven? Or has anyone been trying to purchase any of the fey living here?”

	Byron laughed, a loud booming sound. “No one would dare ask and why would I care if anything scared them? They’re just slaves, they have no feelings.” Byron touched Bastian’s shoulder. “If you find him, be sure to give him a good whipping before you send him back.”

	Bas only gave a curt nod as Byron waddled away from them. Bas was relieved to see him go so he wouldn’t have to put up with any more of the mage’s crap.

	Bastian and Niall headed out, spotting a fey man and woman dressed in rags carrying piles of wood. They were both skinny with their hair cut short, both wore clothes that look like they had been roughly stitched together from rags and had never been real clothing. 

	Bas watched them for a moment. Sera had said to him once no one ever noticed true suffering unless they really looked for it. She’d been right. He’d never noticed how the fey suffered because he’d never wanted to see it. But he couldn’t help but see it now.

	“Don’t do anything,” Niall hissed.

	“I won’t make that mistake again,” he muttered and headed towards the pair. “Hey, can I talk to you?”

	Both fey froze, eyes widening. The woman trembled, dropping her logs.

	Bas raised his hand, making the logs stop mid-fall then bowed his head slightly – a sign of respect among the fey.

	“It’s okay, we won’t hurt you,” Niall added.

	“You’re hunters.” The woman grabbed the male fey’s arm.

	“Yes, we’re not here to hurt anyone,” Bas said. “We came to find out what happened to Naven.”

	“Why? So you can send him back to Byron to be whipped and tortured?” The man’s lip curled. “I’ll never help a hunter.”

	Bas sighed, though he couldn’t blame them for fearing them.

	The male fey stormed off.

	“Forgive him, sir,” the woman begged. “He’s just —”

	“Can you tell us what happened to Naven?” Bas interrupted.

	She shrugged. “He vanished one night. We couldn’t find him anywhere. Byron makes us all suffer when…” She covered her mouth, then grabbed the floating logs. “I should go. Naven’s room is over there.” She inclined her head to a small set of buildings behind the main house.

	Bas and Niall headed off towards the small wooden hut that looked like an old shed that had been converted into a makeshift house.

	Bas cast his senses out, feeling the energy in the air. His hand went to his knife, the other ready to draw magic. “Someone’s inside.”

	The door stood ajar. Bas pushed it all the way open and Niall drew his crossbow.

	Inside stood two women dressed in short tunics and leggings. One was tall and willowy with red hair. The second was a pretty blonde woman.

	“Sera,” Bas gasped.

	Her green eyes widened when she met his gaze. “Bas, Niall, what are you doing here?” Sera put her hands on her hips.

	“Good to see you, spitfire.” Niall wrapped Liana in a bear hug.

	“Hey, keep your grubby paws off me, Maverick.” Li tried shoving him away, but it only made Niall hug her tighter.

	Bas and Sera stared at each other, speechless. He didn’t know what to say or do. Part of him still can believe she was standing there right before him.

	Liana glanced between them. “We’re here looking for Naven, why are you here?” she asked. “Did you miss Sera that much, Bas?”

	“Yeah, he’s lost without her.” Niall chuckled. “We’re here for Naven too. Thorne – our new chief – thinks you are helping slaves escape and are planning an uprising.”

	“Hey, don’t call them slaves!” Li nudged him in the ribs.

	“I didn’t, I just…” Niall started to protest, but Li jabbed him again to shut him up. 

	“We’ll give you two a minute alone.” Li grabbed Niall’s arm. “Come on, Maverick.”

	“Ah, knew you missed me, spitfire.” Niall wrapped an arm around her shoulders, much to Liana’s disgust. He glanced at Bas and Sera. “Right, I’ll work on jumper more while you two do whatever.” Niall grinned.

	Li hit the back of his head. “We’re not staying that long!”

	Bas waited until they disappeared out the door then pulled Sera in for a smouldering kiss that left them both speechless. “Hi,” he said, stroking her hair.

	She grinned. “Hello.” Then she pulled away and sighed. “Bas, we talked about this.”

	“No, you talked. I listened then disagreed before you vanished.” He put an arm around her waist to stop her from retreating further. “Come on, Sera, which part of that didn’t feel right to you?”

	“Nothing’s changed. We still can’t be together.” She wriggled free from his grasp. “We need to stop this.”

	Bas scowled, folding his arms. “After this case, I’m leaving Elmira.”

	“That’s insane!” she cried. “It’s your home. If you’re leaving because of me, don’t. It won’t change anything.”

	“I’m not just leaving for you. I want out – out of the guild, everything,” he said. “If I join Layard, why can’t we see each other again?” Going to live with Layard seemed the best solution both for getting out of the city and seeing Sera again. Once there it would be much less risky for them to see each other and of being caught.

	Sera sighed. “No one will ever accept us. They’d kill us just for being together.”

	His jaw clenched, knowing she had a point. “One day the fey will be free. I believe that just as much as you do. Why can’t we work together and bring about that future?”

	“We can’t if they kill us first!” Her eyes flashed

	Bas took her hand. “I know the risks, but I can’t just forget about you and move on, not when I know you feel the same way,” he said. “If you don’t want to be with me, tell me.”

	She looked away, shaking her head. “I can’t.”

	“Good, and I’m not giving up.”

	“You always were a stubborn…”

	He kissed her again.

	“Fine, we’ll stay in touch.” Sera hugged him. “Now we have jobs to do.” She gave him a shove.

	He smirked. “You’re sexy when you’re bossy.”

	Sera rolled her eyes but laughed. “Chop, chop, hunter.” She opened the door, calling Liana and Niall back inside. 

	“What have you found so far?” Bas asked them.

	Liana arched an eyebrow. “Guess you weren’t talking about Naven then.”

	“No, they’re making up for—” Niall shut up when Li glared at him.

	Sera told them about the strange creature she and Li had encountered the day before. How strong it had been and how resistant to magic it was.

	“Never heard of anything like it,” Bas remarked. “Could be something left over from the last war maybe.”

	 “I don’t think so,” Sera said. “Mages don’t know about the lines and even if they did they can’t use them. That creature used the lines to make its escape – but it didn’t feel like anything fey.”

	“Fey wouldn’t be immune to my fire either,” Li said. “I’m not sure why it attacked us though.”

	“Maybe it sensed you and Sera come through the lines.”

	Bas and Niall did their own sweep of the hut, then took another look with Sera and Li but found nothing either. Bas felt disappointed at the lack of the results, but still it felt good, the four of them being together again. He hadn’t realised just how much he missed having all of his team together in one place. This almost felt like old times. This was where he was meant to be, with his team. Not cooped up in Elmira twiddling his thumbs.

	“How far do ley lines extend?” Bas asked. Ever since his sharing with Sera, he wanted to see ley lines for himself and learn more about them. They sounded fascinating.

	“They run through the earth – they’re like the earth’s lifeblood except they flow with magic,” Sera answered. “But they do converge in places like sacred sites.”

	“Can you show us?” Niall asked. “I’d like to see the lines.”

	Sera bit her lip. Despite their friendship, Bas guessed the Ashran in her would be reluctant to share fey secrets. Even so, he thought she would trust them now after all they’d been through together.

	He’s on our side, Bas said. I’ve read his mind to make sure Thorne didn’t try anything on him.

	“Okay.” She raised her hands which flared with white light. Glowing blue lines appeared, criss-crossing over the floor like a river of energy that pulsed and waved with currents of magic.

	Bas watched, fascinated and Niall gasped.

	“There, they’ve seen it,” Li said. “We have to get back now. Atta will be wanting a report.”

	Bas knew the word ‘Atta’ meant father. It was surprising what Sera’s knowledge revealed. “You mean Alward,” he guessed.

	Liana’s mouth fell open. “How…” Her gaze shot to Sera. “Let’s go, now.” Li moved forward and vanished between the lines. 

	“We’ll talk soon.” Sera gave him a quick kiss before both she and the lines vanished.

	“How can we explain this to Thorne when he asks about what we’re been doing?” Niall asked.


Chapter 5

	 

	“What the hell did you do?” Li exploded the moment they reappeared in the cavern where the lines converged. Light danced across the floor from the glowing white torches lining the amethyst crystalline walls.

	Sera winced, surprised by her foster sister’s sudden outburst. “I don’t know what you mean.” She wondered why Li would be so angry all of a sudden. She’d been thrilled to see both Bas and Niall again and thought Liana had felt the same. It had felt good being together as a team again. Almost like it was meant to be.

	“You told Bastian about Alward!” Li snapped, eyes flashing. “How could you be so stupid?”

	“I didn’t tell him – not outright.” She couldn’t understand why Li seemed so angry. She seemed perfectly calm before they had left Naven’s place.

	“You being in love with a mage is bad enough, but now you’ve gone and told him all our secrets. Have you lost your mind?” Li cried, her fingers balled into fists.

	Sera’s eyes widened, and she tugged a lock of hair behind her ear. “I trust him with my life. He’d never betray us. He’s our friend, remember?” 

	Liana’s emerald eyes flashed lilac, just as they always did when she got angry. “Friend, ha! He’ll betray us, he’s a mage for crying out loud. Our enemy.”

	“Please calm down,” Sera hissed. “Do you want the whole compound to hear us?” She glanced around, then cast her senses out to make sure no one else was close by. Most Ithereals used this cavern when travelling in and out of the lines. If someone overheard them she knew there’d be hell to pay. Alward seemed to be waiting for her to slip up and make a mistake. If he found out what really happened with Bas he might cast her out of the Ashran forever. But the idea of that didn’t seem as unbearable as she thought it would have. At least she’d have a chance to see Bas whenever she wanted to without the risk of being found out.

	“Good, let them know what a traitor you are.” Li stormed off up the tunnel, leaving Sera speechless.

	She’d never seen Liana so furious before and couldn’t understand why she acted that way. Li knew Bas and Niall were their trusted friends. Maybe she’s worried for Naven, she mused. She fights when she gets upset. It must be getting to her more than she’s letting on. Strange, I didn’t think they were that close.

	Deciding to give Li some space, Sera headed to the archives cavern where the resistance kept books, scrolls and records from ages past. Their records were far from complete since things often got lost or destroyed. That was a problem with having no permanent base and having to move around so much.

	Pulling down books she tried not to think of Li’s odd behaviour, but it had unsettled her. Sera didn’t understand it. Li had felt just as much a part of Bastian’s team as she had been. They had been a team, all four of them. How they’d come together didn’t matter.

	Sera shook her head, trying to shake off the uneasy feeling. She scanned through different books and crystals for the next couple of hours but found nothing. Most records mentioned fey magic or mage magics and how they’d been used during the great wars.

	Nothing mentioned strange creatures except for a few experiments that had gone wrong when the mages had experimented on the fey to test their powers.

	Sera pulled out the keystone, a small square shaped crystal. It didn’t look anything special, but it had belonged to the ancestors. Alward thought it held secrets to their forgotten past and held the key to defeating mages and free their people from slavery. But no one had any idea of how it really worked. Such knowledge had been forgotten centuries ago. Having to move around so much made it almost impossible keeping the knowledge of their people preserved and handed down to the next generations.

	She rolled the keystone between her fingers. So far no one had been able to get anything from it. Sera focused her senses on the stone as she set it down and picked up another book. The stone flashed with light. She grabbed it and a jolt of energy shot through her, making her eyes snap shut.

	A ball of glowing green light enveloped the ground, sucking in earth as a hole opened, giving way to a void of blackness. Talons appeared as hands clawed their way up to the surface. A black beast that looked humanoid with fangs and a tale appeared.

	Sera gasped as the image faded. Keystone still in hand, she raced through the tunnels towards her father’s chamber. “It showed me something,” she said, breathing hard from running so fast.

	Alward looked up from his desk, frowning as he released the crystal he’d been holding. “What?”

	Strange, this place filled with books and memories had always been a safe haven when she’d been growing up. She and her father used to spend hours together reading and talking about the history and future of their people. Yet she never felt like she was welcome here now. Alward might not have shared the knowledge about her being his daughter with many people but here they hadn’t had to hide their relationship from anyone who would use it against them.

	She told him what she’d seen. “I don’t know how I did it,” she admitted. “It glowed, then I had some kind of vision.”

	Alward took the stone from her and closed his eyes. “I see nothing.” He placed it on the desk and waited.

	Nothing.

	“What were you doing at the time?” he asked.

	Sera shrugged. “Just looking through books and records. Do you think one of them caused it?”

	Alward rubbed his temples. It was strange, but her once youthful looking father seemed to have begun to age. Or maybe the weight of centuries of persecution and responsibility to their people had started to weigh on him after so many years of war. “Doubtful, but we have no idea how it works. I think you must have triggered it. Focus your senses on it again.”

	Sera narrowed her eyes at the stone, focusing her senses. Again nothing.

	“What were you feeling?” Alward prompted, leaning back in his wing backed chair.

	“I thought about Li and how strange she’s been acting.”

	Alward raised an eyebrow. “How so?”

	Sera bit her lip. To admit the truth would mean having to tell him about Bastian. “She’s been acting odd — very angry — which is unlike her,” she said. “Perhaps she’s worried for Naven but… She exploded over such trivial things. Then I saw the creature we encountered.” She tried to think of the possibility for Liana’s strange behaviour but still couldn’t figure it out. Maybe it’d just be best to leave Li alone for a while and let her get her head straight. May be seeing her and Bas together had made Li realise how much Naven had meant her. Odd, I could’ve sworn there was something between her and Niall though. 

	“Beasts do not come out of the earth,” he pointed out. “It must have been a symbol of something yet to come.”

	“Papa, a beast attacked us. What if —”

	“An experiment or new weapon the mages created to use against us, no doubt. Keep working.” He waved a hand in dismissal. “Let me know if it shows you anything else.”

	Sera muttered a curse as she left, why wouldn’t he believe her? He thought the creatures were no threat, yet the stone must have shown it to for a reason. But he only ever focused on the battle for freedom, nothing else seemed to matter.

	Yes, freedom for all the Ithereals was important, but what if another threat had surfaced? After being in conflict with the mages for so long, no one had ever considered the possibility of other threats coming against them.

	Sera wanted to talk to Liana but decided against it. Instead she grabbed an armful of books and crystals and headed back to her chamber to study them. Dropping the keystone on her table, she tried focusing on it again, but it remained dormant. No matter how much she tried it, it refused to reveal more.

	Sera moved through the tunnels until she reached the main cavern where they served food. She’d avoided coming here unless she had, and then she would sit at the back. She’d never been popular with most of the other Ashran operatives, she and Liana had always stuck together and kept to themselves. Her being Alward’s daughter and the daughter of the former lady of the Ithereals had always set her apart from the rest of her people. Some of them respected her but most seemed to fear her, especially due to her love for experimentation and investigation. Most of them thought she was too clever for her own good and believed her experiments were too dangerous.

	Mabel, a dark haired fey woman and one of the oldest among them stood serving out bowls of soup.

	Sera grabbed a tray, feeling the keystone inside her pocket.

	Mabel gave her a warm smile, but Sera heard people whispering as she stood in the queue. She took a bowl and some bread. Bas had been seen when he’d crossed back over the border when they’d parted two months earlier and that had caused rumours to swirl about what her relationship with Bastian had been. Sera felt more of an outcast among her own people now than she ever had before. She glanced around at the rows of benches. Everyone either stared or turned away when they saw her.

	She found a seat at the end of the table and all conversation ceased when she set her tray down. Normally she could handle their stares and silent accusations. It felt strange not having Liana by her side. But seeing Bastian again made her realise just how alone she felt here. During her time in Elmira she’d felt at home with the team, felt part of something real in a way she’d never experienced before. Not even here did she feel at home, though she was working for the very cause she’d spent half her life fighting for. 

	“You can’t sit with us,” said Emery, a brunette with lilac eyes. “You’ve got a nerve to even show your face here.”

	“Yeah, I surprised you haven’t gone off and running back to your mage yet,” someone else sneered. “I mean, you led one of them across the border and let him kiss you. What else have you done with him?”

	Sera met her gaze, unflinching. “Why can’t I sit here?” she asked. “Last time I checked I’m still an Ashran. The mage is none of your damn business.”

	“You had an affair with a mage. You’re not one of us,” Emery snapped. “Go be with your mage.”

	Sera gritted her teeth and pulled out the keystone. “I got this, didn’t I?” she demanded. “None of you got past the prince’s defences. I did what I had to do to help our people.”

	She shoved the stone back in her pocket, grabbed the tray and stormed back down the tunnel. To her horror, she felt tears sting her eyes. She’d never been close to the others, they all had their own groups and being Alward’s daughter made them wary of her. It wasn’t as if she’d done anything wrong. Bas had been a part of her mission. Only Liana knew what she and Bastian really shared.

	Li wasn’t anywhere around either. Had she said something to the others about Bas? No doubt they’d all heard her rant earlier. That would have only added fuel to the fire of their hatred for her now.

	She ate alone in her room. Li appeared a while later, walking in and gathering up knives and clothing, shoving them into a wooden trunk as she went. 

	“What are you doing?” Sera said, getting up from the table where she’d been sitting.

	“Moving into my own chamber.” Li picked more clothes up from the floor, pushing them haphazardly into the trunk.

	“Why?” Sera frowned at her. They’d shared a chamber for most of their lives and still did so whenever they stayed at a compound.

	“Because the others are right, you don’t belong here. You’re not one of us anymore. You chose a mage over your own people.”

	Sera winced at her words, stunned that Li would even say such thing. “That’s not true!” Her hand fisted so hard her nails dug into her palms. “I’m sick of everyone keep saying that. Why would you say it? I thought you, of all people, would be on my side!”

	“Isn’t it true? We both know you love him. That’s betrayal enough. You’re a liability,” Li snapped. “I’ve told Alward we should move somewhere else. It’s only a matter of time before the hunters come for us.”

	She couldn’t believe Liana’s words. They had fought before, but never like this. “Bas wouldn’t do that. He’s on our side,” she insisted. “I never would have shared myself with him if I didn’t trust him. He is our friend, so is Niall. Hell, Bas is more than a friend to me and you know it.”

	Li snorted. “You should leave before you get us all killed.”

	“What is wrong with you?” Sera demanded, shoving her empty soup bowl off the table. It clattered onto the floor with a thud. “This isn’t like you. You’ve been acting strange since that thing attacked you. Did it make you lose your mind too?”

	“I’m seeing things clearly now.” Li said and stormed out, dragging the trunk behind her.

	Fine, if no one wanted her here she’d leave – for now. Just so she could work somewhere in peace.

	She opened the lines and swung her pack over her shoulder. To hell with the risks, she didn’t care what people thought any more. She had friends who were mages and they might be glad to see her. Layard’s would be safe and maybe he would help with her search. She hadn’t gone there before for fear of her father finding out and the inevitable fallout that would come from it. But she couldn’t stay here any longer. She stepped into the ley lines, feeling the whoosh of magic as she transported out. She thought of Layard’s cabin, then an image of Bas came into her mind. How she wished she could see him just one more time and have him hold her again.

	An instant later she reappeared inside Bas’s living room with its leather sofas, flatscreen and gleaming oak floor. “Oh no!” she muttered. Why did I think of him? Why! Why did I even let myself wish I could see him? Stupid, stupid!

	“Sera?” Bas appeared in the doorway, mouth agape. “Gods, you’re here.” He moved towards her, grinning.

	“I’m not supposed to be here.” She sighed, glancing round the familiar room. “I’m meant to be Layard’s.” She felt a pang of sadness. This was the place she really wanted to be. The one place that had felt like home.

	“You must have been thinking of me. That’s how it works, right?”

	“Don’t look so smug, hunter.” She scowled at him.

	He chuckled. “Whatever you say, fairy.”

	Her eyes narrowed. “What’s a fairy?”

	“It’s an old word for fey. I read about it in one of these books.” He motioned to the pile of old tomes littering the dining table. “Looks like Thorne still doesn’t trust me. He told me to figure out the fey problem so I’m trying to see if it’s related to the thing you saw.” He leaned down and gave her a quick kiss. “Twice in one day, I knew missed me.”

	She gave him a playful shove and bit back a smile. “I have to go. I have my own research to do.”

	Bas wrapped an arm around her. “Wait, why can’t you stay here?”

	“For obvious reasons. If they caught me…”

	“I’ll come with you then. You can send me back through the lines later.” Bas squeezed her hand. “Niall is out on patrol. I won’t be missed for a few hours.”

	“Bastian–”

	“Sera, Layard can help. Like I said I’m not giving up on us. No matter how long it takes.”

	“I’m sure all the bimbos you usually have hanging around will be disappointed.”

	“No bimbos – I only want you.” He kissed the back of her hand. “I didn’t have any bimbos here when you lived here, did I?”

	“No, you were too afraid your wife would make a scene,” Sera teased, then gasped. She’d never referred to herself as his wife before, hadn’t even thought of herself that way. They’d been married less than a day when they’d been forced apart and after ten years of never seeing him she had never considered herself as that. Idiot, she told herself. Now he’d think there was a chance for them to be together again. “I didn’t mean…”

	“Yes, you did. You said wife, not ex-wife. Which means you still think you’re—” Bas grinned.

	“I’ve thought about it, but I never said we’re getting back together,” she pointed out. “I still think it’s…”

	Bas put a finger to her lips. “Don’t. Please don’t ruin this. You have no idea how much I missed you.”

	“I missed you too,” she said.

	“Hey, is something wrong?” Bas rubbed her back.

	“No, I’m just happy to see you too.” Just seeing him again now made her realise just how much she’d missed him. Usually she was good at compartmentalising her emotions in her line of work but with him she couldn’t. Sera wrapped her arms around him, resting her head against his chest. 

	There it was, the Bastian charm he’d worked on her when they were teenagers. The same charm that had convinced her into marrying him. He made it hard for any woman to resist him. Yet she knew he loved her, she could see it in his eyes.

	Sera hesitated, biting her lip. “I know how dangerous it is, but I wish we could look at the archives here. The council has better records than the resistance do.”

	His grin turned mischievous. “I can get you in there.”

	She rolled her eyes, seeing the reckless boy he’d once been out to impress her. “Be serious, Bas.”

	“No, I mean it. I can get you in there. I have a way. Let’s go.”

	Taking her hand, Bas led her down to the basement where he’d constructed a gym and training area complete with sparring ring with swords, staffs and other weapons lining the brick walls. The same place they’d spent hours training together when she’d been pretending to be a trainee hunter as part of her cover. She’d loved every minute being down her with him, despite some of the gruelling workouts he’d put her through.

	“I should go.” Sera glanced around, half expecting the place to start swarming with guards. Every second she stayed put them in more danger, yet another part of her never wanted to leave.

	“No. You need the archives so we’re going to them.”

	“Bas…”

	He held a finger to her lips again. “I swear I’ll keep you safe. I’d die before I ever let them hurt you.” He gave her a quick kiss.

	She sighed, if he kept doing that he’d soon melt away her resolve, but she guessed that’s what he wanted. “That’s what worries me!”

	“I’m gonna prove to you we can make this work between us. So what if we have to sneak around for a while? At least we’re together.” Bas opened up a wall, revealing a dark passageway and conjured an orb to light their way. “This leads to the citadel. There’s a passage that leads right into the archives.”

	Sera followed him as he kept hold of her hand. She sent her senses out, relieved to feel traces of a strong ley line close by so she’d have a way out if she needed to make a quick getaway.

	The tunnel twisted and turned, breaking into different sections. The only light came from the flickering orange glow of Bas’s orb flickering above their heads. The tunnels felt cold and eerie, sending a chill through her bones and the ancient stone walls felt like a thousand eyes watching their every move. She thought a band of hunters or armed guards would come swarming out to grab her and arrest her for being back within the city walls at any second. She prayed Bas knew where they were going, or they could be lost for days.

	“Why did you want to see Layard?” Bas asked as they moved.

	She shrugged. “I can’t find anything in our records. Alward blames the creature on the council but I saw something through the keystone.” She told him what she’d seen.

	“Never heard of anything like it,” he remarked. “We wouldn’t be able to create anything like that.” He stopped and pushed another wall open.

	A roar echoed through the tunnel, making Sera jump and causing her wings to flutter against her spine.

	“It’s just the sound of the sea below us. Relax.” Bas squeezed her hand.

	She shivered, remembering plummeting into the cold icy depths and of McGregor tearing through her wings, ripping them off bit by bit. She reminded herself McGregor couldn’t hurt her, and her wings had grown back after her body had healed itself. Bas had saved her from drowning.

	Sera grabbed his shirt and gave him a searing kiss. If the others wanted her to feel guilty, she might as well do something to feel guilty for.

	“What was that for?” Bas’s blue eyes widened in surprise.

	She smiled. “I needed it.”

	“Good, I need it too.” He deepened their kiss and pulled her closer.

	Sera felt her heart skip a beat, she knew she loved him even more than ever. But she pushed all thoughts aside as they passed into the narrow passage ways, cobwebs caught over their faces and the air smelt staler here than it had in the other tunnels. She guessed this one wasn’t as well used.

	Bas led her into a room piled from floor to ceiling with rows of books. Bas did a quick scan of the aisles to make sure no one else was around. “No one ever comes in here.”

	Still, Sera pulled on a glamour and gulped down a potion to conceal her fey energy. They got to work scanning the shelves over the next few hours. When a few people passed through, Sera would duck down in an aisle to hide, her heart pounding, but no one paid any attention to her.

	When darkness fell, she glanced at the lamps in alarm as they came on. “How long have I been here?”

	“A few hours.” Bas rubbed his eyes.

	“I have to go.” She started back towards the concealed door. She had to get out of there, she should never have stayed so long. But just being here with Bas looking through musty old records had felt better than being at the compound where no one wanted her around.

	Bas hurried after her. “Hey, wait.” He grasped her shoulders.

	“It’s late – I must get back.” Not that anyone will miss me. 

	“Why won’t they miss you?” Bas frowned.

	Sera’s eyes widened. She checked her shield was still in place. He couldn’t have heard her thoughts, could he? That didn’t seem possible.

	“Yeah, I can sense what you’re feeling and hear a few thoughts when you’re not blocking me,” Bas admitted. “I guess it’s from that sharing thing we did. I felt how upset you were earlier, so I brought you here.” He took her hand. “Let’s have dinner back at the house.”

	Sera shook her head. “I’ve stayed too long already.” As much as she wanted to stay, common sense had to be applied now.

	“The lines aren’t going anywhere. Let’s go.”

	 

	Bas led her back through the passages, he still held her hand which felt comforting. “They don’t want me there,” she admitted, feeling a sharp pang of sadness. “The others. They know you and I – well, they don’t know all of it – but they say I’m…”

	Bas held up a hand to silence her, and put a finger to his lips. Voices echoed, they were so close Sera expected to see a swarm of guards coming but no one appeared. Her heart pounded like a drum. Why had she stayed? Why hadn’t she left earlier? She’d never let emotion cloud her judgement before.

	Where is the sound coming from? she asked.

	He squeezed her hand. We’ve just taken the wrong turn. I can sense my father close by. We must be near the council’s meeting chamber.

	Sera’s heart started pounding so loud she suspected others would hear it. I need to get out of here. If they sense me… She didn’t want to think about that as a memory of McGregor slashing though her wings flashed through her mind.

	Wait, maybe we should listen in, Bas suggested.

	Bastian! She scowled.

	He moved closer to the wall, opening two tiny gaps large enough for their eyes to look through.

	“I called you here to discuss the latest fey problem,” Anton’s voice boomed so loud it felt like he was next to them.

	Sera’s skin tingled, muscles popped as her wings came. She stifled cry of alarm and backed away. 

	Bas wrapped his arms around her. “Shush,” he whispered, running his fingers down her back, then over her wings.

	Her eyes widened in alarm. Touching an Ithereal’s wings was an intimate thing. Yet it seemed to ease some of her fear. What are you doing? she asked. Warmth radiated against her skin, tingling – like a glamour. How did you do that?

	Later, just listen to what’s happening.

	She sighed, relaxing against him.

	“There’s been a riot in a town close to the border,” Thorne told them. “I say we should quash this idea of letting the fey live freely in these places. It’s ridiculous I tell you!”

	“We tried that, but the town’s mayor voted against enslavement. We can’t enforce the law unless the mayors all vote,” said another council leader. In her panic, Sera couldn’t remember their name.

	“We could if we made it a mandatory law,” said Dantalia.

	“Enough of this peace crap. The fey are still a threat. They need to be kept under guard in camps where they can be governed.”

	“Agreed,” added Dantalia. “That will quash the resistance once and for all.”

	Sera gritted her teeth, panic replaced by anger. How dare they speak of her people as if they were cattle! It reminded her why she’d become an Ashran in the first place.

	“It would make it much easier to harvest power from them,” said Dantalia. “But I still believe there are too many fey for us to control.”

	That was the one reason why mages enslaved her people. They harvested magic from them and sold it to fuel their own magics and technology.

	If only they knew the real power didn’t come from us, Sera thought. It comes from our connection to the earth.

	“My hunters will deal with any riots,” Thorne said.

	“How goes the mining?” asked Anton. “Our old stocks are almost depleted.”

	Sera winced, they were probably referring to iron – iron infused with magic that could bind fey and block their connection to the earth, making it much harder for them to draw power from the lines.

	“It’s hard to get workers and harder still to get it out of the earth,” added another council member.

	“Well, speed it up. We need more steel and iron could to control the fey,” Anton said.

	The meeting droned on.

	Sera snuggled against Bas, glad for the comfort of his embrace. Her wings finally retracted too.

	Finally, the other councillors started to leave. Once alone Thorne approached Anton. “I’ve performed the compulsion on Bastian just as you ordered.”

	Bas tensed behind her.

	“Has it worked?”

	Thorne’s jaw tightened. “The magic is in place, but I don’t think it worked. He talks a good talk, but I don’t think he’s loyal.”

	Anton rubbed his chin. “Was that fey magic so strong she seduced him into…” He sighed. “No, Bastian has never been loyal. Now he knows what I did his mother. Test him again. I can’t afford have him act out any more. It would raise too many questions.”

	 

	Bas led her back to his house in silence.

	“I’m sorry you had to go through that.” Sera touched his cheek. “It’s my fault. If I hadn’t —”

	“Bollocks, you didn’t kill my mother and the old man is right, I’ve never trusted him,” he said. “Don’t apologise for coming back into my life. You’re one of the few good things I have left.”

	“I should go now. I’ve stayed way too long.”

	“Hey, I’m making dinner. You can eat first.” Bas headed over to the oven and pulled a saucepan out of a cupboard. “Plus, we can have a real date without anyone barging in on us.”

	She didn’t bother protesting and instead sat at the table, pondering what they’d heard. “Do you think the mining and my missing people could be connected?”

	Bas started putting things into a saucepan. “Wouldn’t surprise me but it doesn’t explain why the beast that attacked you.”

	Sera bit her lip. “I couldn’t find any mention of it here or in the Ashran records. Alward thinks the mages caused it.”

	“And my people think it’s the fey. They’ll blame each other until the end of eternity.” Bas started stirring as the kitchen filled with the delicious scent of food. “Good thing we can see beyond that.”

	Sera rested her chin on her hand. “Li had a go at me too. She said you and I being together will get everyone killed.”

	“Weird, I thought she was on our side too?” Bas’s brow creased. “Would Alward have grilled her about us?”

	She shrugged. “Probably but she’s never turned against me like this before. It’s like she was a different person.” She shuddered at the memory.

	Bas stared at her. “You’re still here.”

	“Despite her point and your irritating persistence, I don’t want to lose you either.”

	He grinned. “Knew my charms would get you. It works on all the women – plus my dashing good looks help.”

	Sera scowled. “If you start talking about other women I may hit you with that spoon.”

	He chuckled. “Feisty fairy. I like that in woman, but you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

	“No?” She arched an eyebrow. “Your playboy ways are well known, even among my people.”

	Bas gave a mock bow. “I’d hate to disappoint and not live up to my reputation.”

	She threw a tea towel at his head which he dodged, laughing. Then he came over and pulled her to her feet. “No other women matter, they were just bumps in the road.”

	She rolled her eyes. “I’m sure there were many.”

	“Yeah, but they weren’t you. You were my first everything.” He ran his fingers through her hair. “You are the last and you’re the only one I’ve ever truly wanted.”

	“The pan is boiling over.”

	“Damn it!” Bas ran over and grabbed it, using magic to cool it down.

	Sera giggled. “I missed this.”

	“What?” He waved the cloth over it. “Me almost burning house down?”

	“No, this.” She waved a hand around the room. “This is the first place I felt like I belonged somewhere.”

	Bas served up the food.

	“I miss the team,” she admitted. “I’ve never felt part of anything before.”

	“What about the Ashran?”

	She shrugged. “Even there I never felt —” She shook her head. “Everyone has always treated me differently. Now they know about you I’m an outcast among my own people.”

	Bas reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “Leave then. I sensed how upset you were when you got here. Go stay with Layard, hell, I’ll come too.”

	Sera shook her head again. “Bas, we can’t let our feelings for each other get in the way of our jobs. We both have roles to play.”

	He nodded. “I know, but that shouldn’t stop us from being together. I can only do so much here,” he said. “Look, from everything I’ve learnt from you, one day I know we can bring down the council and free your people.”

	She squeezed his hand back. “I know.”

	“How do the Ashran know about us?”

	“We were seen together when you crossed the border. I don’t think they know about our sharing though. If they did, I’d be in a lot more trouble.”

	When she made a move to leave, Bas kissed her again and all plans of opening the lines faded as they gave into passion.

	 


Chapter 6

	 

	Sera woke up in Bas’s arms as the first rays of light crept in through the curtains. She felt pang of guilt at having stayed for so long, but it faded as Bas kissed her neck. 

	“You’re beautiful in the morning,” he said. “At least I finally get to see you in the morning without you being dragged away during the night.”

	She laughed. “I doubt that. I’ve stayed far too long.”

	“See, you keep saying that, yet you’re still here.”

	“Don’t you have to report to Thorne?”

	“Right, Thorne.” He turned her around, capturing her mouth in a searing kiss. “He can wait.”

	“Bas, we can’t afford to be careless.”

	“I’m not careless. I just don’t want to get out of bed yet.” Bas kissed her again. “Guess I’m tired from being awake most the night.”

	“Bas?” Niall yelled from downstairs. “Bas, get your arse down here before Thorne sends guards looking for you!”

	Sera wriggled out of his embrace and began grabbing her clothes. “Go before someone finds me here.”

	Bas cast a spell, drenching them in water. “That was meant simulate a shower.”

	Sera laughed, muttered the fey words for clean and clothes so they both appeared fully dressed. “Go.” She tied her hair back.

	“Will you be here when I get back?” He slipped his arms around her.

	“I’m going to Layard’s right now. I’ll continue researching there. Maybe I’ll find a link between those creatures and the missing operatives.”

	Bas groaned. “Or you could stay and be here when I get back.”

	Sera rolled her eyes and shoved him towards the door. “Get to work, hunter.”

	“Not without kiss, fairy.” He pulled her in for another kiss.

	She melted against him, sighing. “Go.”

	“Stay a bit longer, I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

	Sera followed him down stairs. Bas pulled her in for one last kiss before running out the door. Niall grinned at her when she walked into the kitchen. “Have a good night?”

	She laughed. “Is it that obvious?”

	“No, but you’re glowing. Literally,” Niall said. “Look at your wings.”

	Sera glanced at her wings and saw orbs of dancing over them as they shifted colour. “Ah, yeah. My wings change colour when I feel strong emotions.”

	“Like love?” He smirked. “You should tell him. I know how much he cares about you.”

	She tucked lock of hair behind her ear, cheeks flushing. “I-I can’t.”

	“Why not? It’s pretty obvious.” Niall waggled his eyebrows.

	She grabbed her pack. “I should get going.”

	“Hey, stay a bit longer. I’m off duty, I could help with…”

	Sera shook her head. “I can’t risk it.”

	“Hey, why you so afraid of telling Bas how you feel?” Niall grabbed her arm. “If you’re afraid he won’t feel the same…”

	“That’s —” Sera started to say, then her senses tingled, a warning on the air. “Guards!”

	“Go!” he hissed, waving his arm.

	Sera raised her hands, the lines flashed into existence then faded. “Something’s wrong, I can’t open the lines.”

	Niall pulled open the secret passage. “Hurry, I’ll stall them.”

	“You be careful too.” Sera darted into the blackness. The wall closed behind her. She moved down the passage, unsure of what direction to go. Damn it, why had she been so careless?

	Because I wanted to be with Bas. I wanted to feel like the person I was when I’m with him. Stupid, stupid! I’ve been reckless and put everyone at risk. She reached out for the lines and felt the faint hum of magic. That’s the way she needed to go.

	She hurried, using her fey speed to move faster. When she stopped the call of the lines hummed on the other side of the wall. She pressed the button and found Thorne standing on the other side. “You,” she gasped.

	“Pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Valeon.” Thorne said. “I’ve been eager to meet the fey who swayed the prince’s son to her side.”

	“I think you did a good job of that by yourself.” She reached for the lines, but their power didn’t flow through her. She narrowed her eyes. “What have you done?”

	Thorne smirked. “Oh, I’m well aware of what the fey can do. I’ve been a hunter longer than you’ve been alive,” he said. “I knew you’d come back. The council have been watching Bastian and his team for months. We have listening devices all over his house and we heard everything you were talking about.”

	Sera took a step back, colour draining from her face. “Everything?”

	“Yes, we know the mind spell didn’t work on him. His mental shield proved too strong and I suspected his feelings for you wouldn’t end, no matter what kind of manipulation we tried.” He took a step towards her. “Like you said, your feelings for each other will get you both killed.”

	Sera’s hands flared with light. “Stay away from me,” she warned. “If you know anything about me you know I’d never betray my people.”

	He snorted. “Haven’t you already done that?” he said. “You fell for a mage and shared yourself with him. What I don’t get from you, I’ll get from Bastian. Unlike McGregor, I have much more effective ways of getting information from the fey.” He raised his hand.

	Sera threw a burst of light at the floor, knocking Thorne. She made a dash in the window, threw herself at it and a blast of light sent her crashing across the room. Should have known he’d do that!

	Thorne pulled out a small metal rod called an agriel. Mages used them to torture fey by causing them agonising pain.

	Sera reached for magic, trying to break the block. Again, the lines remained inaccessible. Thorne scrambled up, a fireball in his hand. Sera bit him again in the chest, continuing hurtling blasts of white fire at him.

	 Thorne stumbled backwards grabbing chair for support. “You won’t kill me. It’s not in your nature.”

	“No, but I will do this.” Sera grabbed the sides of his head and sent her senses forth. Where are the missing fey?

	Thorne’s eyes widened in shock and he sneered, You’ll never get into my mind!

	Sera doubled over as pain exploded inside her head. Thorne had mental powers, she realised. Strong ones, too. She had to get out of there.

	Yes, and I’m a lot more skilled with them too, he told her.

	Sera threw up her mental wall made from solid diamond. Nothing would get through that.

	Fumbling in her pocket, she pulled out the crystal Layard had given her. It hummed with energy as white light enveloped her.

	 

	Sera blinked, finding herself standing in different room with wooden walls and clutter everywhere. “Layard?” she called, heart still pounding from the close call with Thorne.

	The old man appeared, dressed in his usual loincloth. “Sera, what are you doing here?” He rubbed his stubbled chin, then glanced at something he’d been brewing on the stove, frowning.

	She let out a breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding. “By the ancestors, I’m glad see you.”

	Layard touched her cheek. “Are you injured?”

	She shook her head. “No, I just got away from Thorne.”

	“Let me get dressed. Then you can tell me.” He muttered a curse about clothes as he wandered off. Sera knew he didn’t like clothes much but was forced to wear them whenever he had unexpected visitors.

	Sera collapsed onto a wooden chair and put her head in her hands. She’d almost been captured because she’d give in to her feelings for Bas. When had she gotten so reckless? She had gone against her better judgement and stayed despite the risk all because she wanted feel normal. A tear dripped down her cheek; she wiped it away using the back of her wrist.

	“Are you alright?” Layard, now wearing a shirt and trousers, touched her shoulder.

	“My father is right. My feelings for Bas will get us both killed.” She sniffed. “I’m not an Ashran anymore. I broke our number one rule by sharing my knowledge with Bas.” She wiped her face. “What have I done?”

	“You fell in love, there’s nothing wrong with that.”

	“I grew careless. Bas made me feel things I never felt.” She sighed. “I – I can’t go back to my people. Not now.”

	“Good, you’re better off without that bastard Alward anyway.”

	Her eyes widened. “How can you say that? He’s done more good for Ithereals than any other fey. Plus, he’s still my father.”

	“He’s so blinded by his hatred for the mages he can’t see anything else. There can never be peace unless both races can put their differences aside,” he said. “Besides, I suspect we have a new threat on our hands and it may not come from either race. What the keystone showed you has me concerned.”

	Sera wiped her eyes. “I haven’t found anything so far on what that creature was.”

	“You can stay here for as long as you like.”

	“Thank you. I don’t think I can go back to the Ashran now.” She needed some time to consider her future with Bas too, but duty came first. “Do you know what the beast was?” She hadn’t been able to find anything in the archives with Bas the night before or anything about how it might have been linked to the disappearance of the Ashran operatives.

	Layard shook his head. “In all my years as a hunter I’ve never heard of such a beast,” he said. “Sounds like something out of one of the old fables to me. The kind they tell children to frighten them and get them to behave.”

	Sera ran a hand through her hair. “My father used to tell us as children of beasts coming out from another world. Sounds silly I know, but it reminds me of that.” Or had Alward told it to her? Perhaps it had been her mother instead, not that she had many memories of her. Alward was too logical to have told such childish tales to her, even when she had been a child.

	Layard’s expression darkened. “The mages have a similar tale. Do you remember what it said?”

	She shrugged, setting her pack down on the floor. “Dark beasts came from another world – a world below.” She bit her lip. “Leorx – that’s what the beast was called.” She stared at the ex-hunter. “Do you think the story is true?”

	Serafina! Alward’s voice booming through her mind made her jump up, alarmed.

	What’s wrong? she asked, clutching the back of the chair.

	Layard scowled, and it made her wonder if he could hear Alward too.

	Liana’s sick. You must return at once. She heard the edge in her father’s voice.

	I’m on my way, she replied. His presence faded as she turned to Layard. “I have to return to the compound.”

	“Go.”

	Sera hesitated as she raised her hand to open the lines again. “What about Bastian? Thorne might try something with him too.” She was torn between going back to help Bas and leaving to go help Liana. 

	“The boy can handle himself – if he can’t, I’ll get him out,” Layard said. “Go, I’ll see what I can dig up on the Leorx. Well done for remembering it.”

	She opened the lines and let their power envelop her in a blaze of white light.

	 

	When Sera reappeared at the compound’s entrance tunnel she had the murmur of voices ahead. Hurrying through the tunnel she found Ciaran there with two others.

	“What’s going on?” she asked.

	Ciaran gave her a hard look. “Liana collapsed whilst out investigating Miela’s disappearance.”

	“Miela is gone too?” she gasped. “What’s wrong with Li?” Her heart started thudding in her ears as her panic rose.

	“Go find out for yourself.” Ciaran inclined his head in the opposite direction.

	Sera ran straight for Liana’s chamber, pushing past other fey as she went. Alward and Mabel stood by Li’s bedside.

	“Where have you been?” her father thundered.

	Sera flinched and stood her ground. “Researching the creature.” She moved to Liana’s side. Li’s skin had turned a deathly white with black veins covering her face, neck and arms.

	“None of our potions have had any effect on her,” Mabel said.

	Sera pushed past Alward and touched Liana’s forehead. Li had slipped into a coma and poison coursed through her body. “She’s got some kind of blood poisoning.”

	“Heal her,” Alward commanded. “Then —”

	Sera closed eyes, drawing magic and blocking everything else out. Alward’s anger, Li’s fury at her and her concern for Bastian faded as she ordered the magic to heal her foster sister. Her hands tingled as power flowed from her into Liana. The magic gushed through Li like moving water, but Sera sensed it had no effect. “It’s not working.” Sera opened her eyes.

	“Why not?” Alward demanded.

	“The poison is resistant to magic.”

	“Perhaps if you hadn’t gone running off to your mage—”

	“Enough! Us arguing won’t do any good,” she snapped. “Now, either tell me what happened to her, or get the hell out of here!” She couldn’t believe the words coming out of her mouth. She never defied him in such a way before.

	Alward’s jaw clenched as he opened his mouth to speak.

	“My relationship with Bastian has nothing to do with this,” she said. “Get out!”

	Mabel said, “You can do no good here, Alward.”

	He glanced between them and stormed off, eyes burning with anger.

	“What happened to Li?” Sera asked.

	“I don’t know. She’s been acting so strange these past two days. She attacked another fey.”

	Sera’s mouth fell open. “I noticed how angry she is being too – so unlike herself.” She ran a hand through her hair. “Ever since that thing attacked her.” She glanced at Li. “That must be it. Mabel, I need you to go find whatever herbs you can.” She grabbed a parchment and scribbled down a list. “Go.”

	Layard? she called.

	Sera, I didn’t expect hear from you so soon.

	Liana has been poisoned. Have you found anything?

	Not yet I’m afraid, but I’ll keep looking.

	Sera squeezed Li’s hand. “I knew something was wrong, but I didn’t…” She sniffed. No time to wallow in self-pity. “I promise I’ll do everything I can to save you. Stay strong, ada.”



	

Chapter 7

	 

	After two hours of mind numbing patrolling around the city, Bas was glad have a break. He knew Thorne would make him suffer. Hell, patrols with the guards and low-level hunters was way beneath his skill level.

	He wanted to get back onto the missing fey case and see what he could dig up. But first, it was time to see his fey again. It surprised him how much he hated not being around her. “Sera?” he called.

	No sign of her in the kitchen or the other rooms in the house. Maybe she’d gone back to the archives. All the books they’d taken were still on the table.

	Niall, have you seen Sera?

	She left this morning when a guard patrol came to the house.

	Bastian’s jaw clenched. Why didn’t you tell me earlier?

	Because I’ve been stuck in Thorne’s office for the past couple of hours being interrogated.

	Shit! What did he say?

	He kept asking me questions about Sera. Bas, he knew she was at the house because he heard you talking.

	God damn it! How… His fists clenched. Do you think he has Sera?

	No, from the sound of it she got away.

	Bas breathed a sigh of relief. Good, what did you tell Thorne?

	Nothing. He’s pretty pissed off too. Bas, I think we need to get out of the city.

	Agreed, I knew I couldn’t keep up the charade for long. Come back here and we’ll get the jumper ready.

	Thorne is looking for you. There’s a patrol on the way to the house.

	Damn, I’ll make a run for it.

	Don’t go to the jumper. The guards are almost at the house.

	Bas glanced out the living room window and saw a small group of four guards heading down the street.

	Damn, he wouldn’t have time to reach the jumper outside and they’d be well armed. He’d have to leave the ship and make a run for it. He pulled up a floor board and pulled out an emergency package he’d put together earlier. One thing he learnt from Sera was to always be prepared and ready to move. Hitching the bag over his shoulder, he opened the secret door.

	Niall, get to the jumper and make a break for it as soon as you can. I’ll be at the lookout tower.

	Will do. Be careful, mate.

	The door closed behind him as he hadn’t entered the secret passage. He conjured an orb to light his way.

	Bastian?

	Sera’s presence at the edge of his mind felt comforting amidst the panic. Sera, are you okay? Did you get away?

	Yes, but Liana is sick. She’ll die soon if I don’t find the Leorx – that’s the thing that attacked her at Naven’s place.

	Shit! Can you heal her?

	No, Layard says we need the creatures venom to make a next day. I need to find the creature and get the venom, but I can’t do by myself.

	Bas stopped, all urgency and the need to make an escape faded. Can Layard help?

	Layard isn’t near any lines at the moment, he won’t be able to get here in time.

	Bas pulled out some travel dust and threw it over his body. Light flashed around him as he teleported out. He blinked, surprised by the sudden brightness from the crystal walls around him.

	“Bas!” Sera gasped, eyes widening when she saw him. “What are you doing here? How did you even get in? The tunnels are warded so only Ashran operatives can get in and out.”

	“Maybe it’s my link to you that got me through. Who cares? I’m here now.” He hugged her, glancing over at Li and cupped Sera’s face. “Don’t worry, we’ll save her.”

	“You can’t be here. If the others find you –” She pulled away, looking around anxiously.

	“You said you needed help so here I am,” he said. “I had to get out of the city anyway, Thorne sent guards after me.”

	“What about Niall?”

	“He’s safe now. What do you need me to do?”

	Sera pulled away and grabbed a bottle out of her pack. “First, drink this. Fast. It will cloak your energy signature.”

	Bas gulped down the foul brew. “How do we save Li?”

	“Layard says only the venom from the Leorx can form an antidote.”

	Bas glanced over at Liana, feeling a pitch forming his stomach at the sight of her. “How do we get the venom?”

	“We need to track and capture the one that bit her.”

	He ran a hand through his hair. “That doesn’t sound easy.”

	“I need someone who can use high magic.” She took his hand.

	“Good, then let’s go.”

	Sera looked at Liana too, biting her lip and nodded. “Okay.” She made Bas stay out of sight while she gave instructions to another fey.

	Bas’s mind raced. One minute he’d been running for his life, now here was in the old world, watching Liana’s life slip away. The risk didn’t matter. Li was part of his team and he wouldn’t stand back and watch her die.

	Sera opened the lines and pulled him through. His body felt like it was being yanked in all directions and he gasped as they reappeared inside another cavern.

	“That felt weird,” he muttered.

	“You’ll get used to it.” Sera released his hand. “This is the place where the lines meet – it’s a good place for any magic user to travel through,” she told him. “I was going to bring Layard through if I had to.”

	“How do you know how to summon that thing?”

	“The keystone.” She held up the crystal. “I used it again and information just came to me. It’s fragmented but it gave me info about the creature.”

	Bas opened his mouth to ask why then changed his mind. Questions would have to wait until later. Instead he asked, “What do we have to do?”

	“The Leorx will be drawn here by the energy from the lines. They feed on it,” Sera explained. “That’s why I chose this spot. I’ll use the lines to hold it. You get to get the venom.”

	“How nice of you to give me the messy job.”

	“Hey, you’re the hunter.”

	Bas pulled out his sword as Sera called up glowing blue lines of power. “Where is the venom located?”

	“In its fangs.”

	“Great,” he muttered. “Bring it on.”

	The lines flared with power so much so Bas felt it humming through his veins. Pure magic. Stronger than anything he’d ever felt before.

	“I hope you know what you’re doing,” he remarked.

	Sera’s hands flashed with power as she held the lines open. 

	“Won’t the other fey see this?” he asked.

	“No, I put a warding crystal up.” She motioned to a lump of quartz flashing behind them.

	He hoped that was enough. Cracks started forming as the earth gave way into a black void. The ground beneath their feet rumbled. Bas backed up. “Sera?”

	She ignored him, instead fixing her eyes on the growing space as she forced more power through the lines.

	A black form rose up. It looked humanoid with arms and legs, but its horns and fangs and tail were beast-like.

	Okay, this is even more messed up than things left over from the war.

	Sera moved her hands, trapping the thing in a cage of energy. The beast thrashed, snarling as it tried to break through the lines. Bas made a move towards it, sword raised. The Leorx snarled and broke through the power of the lines and flew at Sera.

	Sera took to the air in one swift jump, her wings flapping as she hovered above them. The beast hissed as it tried to leap at her, but she dodged it.

	Seeing the beast’s distraction, Bas lunged at it, swinging his sword and aiming for its chest. The Leorx ducked, hitting Bas in the stomach, then sending him hurtling across the cavern. Bas grunted from the blow. “A little help here!” He called.

	 “I’m trying!” Sera threw a bolt of energy at the beast, but it dodged the blow

	He focused on the beast as it came at him, ignoring Sera who still hovered above them. Bas rolled out the way to avoid its oncoming talons and grabbed his fallen sword. He rose and sliced off the thing’s head in one swift swipe.

	The creature’s head and body fell to the floor in a mass of black blood. A growl escaped the creature’s lips as its eyes fixed on Bas, but the light in its gaze blinked out.

	He rose but kept his sword to sword raised. “It is dead, isn’t it?”

	Sera landed beside him and nodded. “Looks like it.”

	He stuck his sword in the ground and picked up the head, pulling it up by the hair. “Nasty looking bugger!”

	“The venom is in its fangs. We need to remove one.”

	Bastian caught hold of one fang, yanking it out of the beast’s mouth and handed it to her. “What about the body?”

	“Leave it here. It’ll prove to my father that it’s real.” She grabbed his hand again, moving them back through the lines until they reappeared back in Liana’s chamber.

	Bas sat beside Li, watching over her while Sera worked on the antidote. “Now what?” he asked.

	Sera stood, getting venom from the curved fang, draining it into a small vial. She opened Liana’s mouth and poured inside. “Now we have to wait and pray it works in time,” she said. “Maybe…”

	“I’m not leaving until I know she’s okay.”

	Sera slipped arms around him. “Thanks for being here.” She gave him a quick kiss.

	He grinned, half expecting her to end things and hugged her back. “Told you we make a good team.”

	“I’ve decided I’m leaving once we know how Li is. I’ll stay at Layard’s until I can find somewhere more suitable.”

	“Great, well, now I’m a fugitive I need to hide out too.” He stroked her cheek. “A mage and Ithereal hiding out with an ex-hunter sounds like fun.”

	She chuckled. “At least we’ll be together, right?”

	“Are you sure this is what you want? I’d never force you to leave your home or your people.”

	“You’re my home and I’m not sure I’m one of them anymore.”

	He kissed her forehead. “I love you, fairy.”

	“Argh, do I have to listen to this?” Li grumbled.

	“Li?” Sera pulled away from Bas as Liana sat up. “Hold still, how are you feeling?” Sera touched her forehead.

	“My head is killing me, and I feel very sick.” Li blinked. “Bas, what the hell are you doing in my chamber?” She frowned. “You’ll get yourself killed!”

	“He came to help,” Sera replied. “Good, your fever is subsiding. We got the antidote into you just in time.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	Sera explained about the Leorx and how she’d been poisoned.

	“Hey, I’m sorry for being such a bitch to you.” Li grabbed Sera’s arm. “I am happy for you two, really I am. If I don’t have to listen to it, that is.”

	Sera hugged her. “I knew it wasn’t really you.”

	Li winced as she sat up. “You’re both leaving.” She scowled. “Don’t expect to go anywhere without me, ada.”

	“You’re too weak to travel. Lie back down.” Sera gave her a gentle push to make her lie back.

	A wailing sound echoed through tunnels making Bas jump.

	“Guess they found the body.” Sera flinched and took Bastian’s arm. “Bas, you have to go now.”

	“She’s right,” Li said. “The others won’t react well to you being here.”

	Bas reached for his sword, realising he didn’t have it. “I left my sword with the body.”

	Sera raised her hands, white light flaring them frowned. “I can’t open the lines again.”

	“Another Leorx?”

	 She shook her head. “No, someone here is preventing them from opening,” she gasped. “My father must know you’re here. He must’ve sensed you. Damn it, you need to go. Now!”

	Three fey males swarmed into the chamber, swords and crossbow raised. Bas reached the magic then lowered his hand.

	Sera blasted all three of them out the chamber. One man came back in and she prepared to fire again.

	“Sera.” Bas grabbed her hand. “Don’t.”

	Her eyes widened in shock. What you doing? You have to leave! Now.

	Let them take me, he told her.

	You know what they’ll to you!

	We’ll find another way out. He squeezed her hand and took a step forward, hands raised in surrender as the fey guards came for him.

	 


Chapter 8

	 

	Sera raced off to Alward’s chamber after seeing Ciaran and the others taking Bastian away. “You can’t do this!” she snapped.

	Alward glared at her. “You brought an enemy into our home and expect me to do nothing?” he fumed. “Have you lost your senses, girl? You know better than to bring a threat here.”

	Sera’s eyes flashed. “I didn’t bring him here, he came himself, to help me save Liana,” she snapped back. “Release him. Li would be dead now if he hadn’t come.”

	“He’s a mage, Serafina. You seem to have forgotten that,” he said. “For all we know he could’ve poisoned Liana and sent that beast after her as a way of getting into our compound.”

	That sounded so ridiculous, she laughed. “There are much easier ways of getting in here. Why go to such extreme lengths and then try to save Li?”

	“Maybe so he’d look like a hero and—”

	Sera’s fists clenched. “Please, just let him go. He will leave, and you won’t have to see him again,” she said. “I’ve never asked you to spare a mage before, but I’m asking you now.”

	“You intend on leaving with him,” her father sneered. “I always knew he’d be a problem; that’s why I tried erasing your memories of him. “

	“Yes, I will leave, and you didn’t succeed. I remember what happened that night when you and Layard parted us.”

	“How can you abandon your own people for a mage?”

	She gritted her teeth. “I’d never abandon my people or my duty, but I’m not required to stay here to perform that duty.”

	“If you expect me to let you put your safety and that of the Ashran at risk because of someone who will betray you, you are mistaken.”

	“Which part of him helping me to save Liana didn’t you get?” she demanded. “He’s done nothing wrong. You can’t punish him just being a mage.”

	“He’s a hunter, he’s killed dozens of our people. I won’t stand back and do nothing.” He pushed past her.

	“He’s left the hunters. Hell, he even offered to help us. Please just listen to him.” She caught hold of his arm, but deep down she knew there was no reasoning with him.

	Alward laughed. “A hunter would never help us. It’s not in their nature. You’re blinded for your feelings for him. You’ve lost all sense of reason.” He turned to leave. “He’ll be tried and judged for his crimes. Ciaran!”

	Ciaran came in, bowing his head to Alward and glaring at Sera.

	“Take Sera to her chamber and make sure she stays there.”

	Sera felt her fury rising and power flared between her fingers. Then she snuffed it out. Breaking Bas out by force wouldn’t work – not yet. She had find another way. Or at least have a decent escape plan in place before she busted him out.

	Ciaran took her back to her chamber and had Liana moved there on her insistence that she needed to keep an eye on her foster sister.

	Li looked better and now sat up in bed. “Stop pacing, it makes me anxious.”

	“I need to get Bas out of here before Alward executes him.” Sera continued pacing the length of the chamber, trying to think of a way to get him out of the compound without anyone else getting hurt in the process.

	“Do you think Alward would do that?” Li took a sip of water and scowled when she picked up a small mirror to stare at her reflection.

	“Of course he will,” Sera scoffed. “He hates mages more than anyone.”

	“They did cut off his wings and torture him,” Li pointed out.

	Sera flicked. Yes, out of all their people Alward had been tortured the worst during the last war, which had led him to create the Ashran as a way of helping other Ithereals to avoid such a fate.

	“Yes, but he blames all mages for what happened – for what does happen to all of us,” she said. “Both races are just as bad as each other. They’ll never see past their prejudices.”

	“Well, let’s bust out.” Li tried to stand, instead her legs gave out.

	“Lie down, you’re in no state to fight anything.” Sera helped her back into bed. “Layard isn’t answering either.”

	“Maybe he’s busy. We can’t rely on him to help every time we have a problem. What about Niall? The jumper would help.”

	Why didn’t I think that? She’d been so wrapped up in worrying about Bastian, she hadn’t even considered calling Niall.

	Niall? They hadn’t formed a telepathic link, but she didn’t dare use crystals for fear Alward or someone else might overhear them.

	No response came.

	“I don’t think he can hear me.”

	“Try projecting yourself to him.” Li pulled a crystal out of her pack marked with mage symbols. “Here. He gave me this a while ago. He invented it as a way for the team to contact each other. We never got a chance to test it.”

	Sera glanced at the open passageway. For once she hated the open living arrangements of the compound. It afforded them very little privacy.

	Do it, Alward won’t be able to pick up on it, Li assured her.

	Sera clutched the crystal and closed her eyes.

	A moment later she saw a small room with weapons, scrolls and devices scattered everywhere. Niall stood staring out the window with his back to her.

	“Niall?” she said, taking a tentative step towards him.

	Niall spun around, mouth a gape. “Sera, your scared the shit out of me!”

	Her lips curved into a smile. “Good, this thing works.” She held up the crystal. “Nice work merging fey and mage technology.”

	“Hey, that’s my – where’s Bas? I haven’t heard from him and there are patrols looking everywhere for him,” Niall said. “I thought he might have gone to you.”

	“That’s why I’m calling you.”

	His face drained of colour. “Oh gods, did Li… Please tell me she’s not dead. She can’t be!” He gripped the windowsill.

	“No, Bas and I saved her.” She paused. “My people weren’t thrilled finding a mage in the compound. Bas has been arrested and – well, you can guess what they’ll do to him.”

	“What you need me to do?” He moved closer.

	Sera sighed. “I’m working on a plan to break him out. If we can get to Layard’s he’ll be safe. Alron is neutral territory – neither race has authority there since it’s so close to the border.”

	“That won’t stop Thorne’s men from trying.”

	“I think I can get Bas out, but I can’t send him through the lines. He’ll need another way to escape,” she said. “If you could bring the jumper —”

	Niall shook his head. “Thorne has it under heavy guard and I think they trashed it in case Bas tried to use it as a means of escape,” he told her. “I don’t know what kind of condition the systems are in until I take a good look at them. Bas will be livid if he sees it again.”

	“Maybe I can help you get to the jumper.” Sera bit her lip. “Do you think a distraction would work on the guards?”

	Next Sera reappeared outside in the street by Bas’s house. This crystal thing works better than I thought. Hope it doesn’t run down too fast, though.

	“Hey!” She waved at the group of men standing around the jumper and flapped her wings for good measure. “Look, fey here! Got the wings too.” She did a little aerial spin, her wings swirling like a tornado of leaves. “Come and get me.” She flew right over their heads. each of them tried to make a grab for her but she dodged them easily, the exacting back-and-forth each time one tried to jump up and grab one of her feet.

	All four guards came charging towards her, pulling out knives and stunners. Sera ran off down the street then took to the air, afraid that if anyone tried touching the hologram they might break the connection.

	 “Come on, boys, you can do better than that!” Sera dived then shot skyward again. “Look, the prince’s finest guards can’t even catch one fey woman.” She shook her head in disbelief. From her position she spied Niall opening the jumper and diving inside as he disappeared from view. 

	“Get down here, you filthy…” one of the guards yelled. All four of them started firing their stunners, throwing magical strikes at her. Sera quickly dodged out of the way. She didn’t want to risk being hit for fear that it would deplete the crystal’s energy levels. She swooped over them again, laughing as she went. 

	“Watch your mouth, mage!” She did another spin, dodging the strikes coming her way. Hurry up, Niall!

	“Now this just shows how weak mages are.” She swooped, flying straight over a slew of market stalls. “Can’t even catch me.”

	People screamed and started running off in all directions, blocking the guards’ way.

	Sera flapped her wings then headed back in the direction of the jumper.

	The jumper’s engines sputtered and it didn’t take off. Come on, Bas and I need you. Hurry up, Niall! She flew past the jumper’s window, seeing him flaying around, pressing buttons.

	“It’s not working,” he mouthed to her.

	“Hurry!” Sera mouthed back. “Low energy.” She glanced back at the guards who were now racing back towards her.

	Sera landed, raising her hands. Two guards stopped dead. “Stop where you are,” she warned. “Or I will use my powers on you.” She tapped her chin. “Hmm, what shall I do with you? Maybe I’ll turn you into toads.” She grinned. “No, better yet I’ll force you to feel the pain you’ve inflicted on my people. Who wants to go first?”

	One guard took off running and the other turned white as she made a move towards him, reaching a hand out to grab him.

	There was a loud boom as the jumper shot skyward, its engines roaring to life. Sera smiled at the sight of it. Now they would finally have a way of getting Bas free from the Ashran’s compound. One way or another she would get him free before anyone had the chance to hurt him.

	 Flapping her wings, she took to the sky and hovered in front of the jumper’s windscreen, waving to Niall. She then passed through the side of the airship, appearing by Niall’s side and gave him the coordinates to the compound. 

	“Thanks, blondie. We’re gonna bust Bas the hell out of there.” Niall grinned and it was the last thing she saw before she blacked out.

	Sera landed on the stone floor of Liana’s chamber. Her head throbbed and the room started spinning when she tried to get up. The crystal fell from her hand, rolling across the floor. It had turned black, signalling that it had run out of energy.

	“Sera, wake up,” Li called. “What happened? Are you alright?” Li wobbled over to her, landing on her knees. “Are you okay?”

	“You should be in bed.” Sera glanced up at her.

	Li waved a hand. “The dragon in me heals fast. What happened?”

	“I think it worked.”

	She and Li both scrambled up. Sera tried using the crystal again, but its energy had been depleted. “I just hope Niall can get here in time.”

	 


Chapter 9

	 

	Bas had been dragged off to another cavern and now stood surrounded by a glowing force shield. Great, just great. He rested his head against call crystal wall. He hoped Sera was okay, he knew she’d be in serious trouble too. There was no getting out of this one. He’d traded one prison for another. No doubt Thorne would have locked him up and try some other kind of brainwashing technique on him. But he didn’t regret coming here. They had saved Li and he’d meant what he’d said to Sera.

	A guard stood outside the entrance to the chamber, looking away from him and ignoring every attempt Bas had tried to get his attention.

	“Hey!” Bas called.

	“Stop your whining, mage!”

	“Hey, I want to talk to Alward. Right now.”

	The guard span around, eyes narrowing. “Why?”

	“Because I need to. Now go get him.”

	“I’m not leaving my post,” the guard scoffed. “You’re not getting out of here and Sera can’t help you either.”

	“Look, will you just call Alward?” he snapped. “Under fey law, everyone is entitled to speak and defend themselves.” Gods, he hoped he hadn’t given too much away. He couldn’t risk Sera by revealing how much he knew about the fey.

	The guard glowered at him. “Why should I? You’re a killer.”

	“No, I’m a hunter. I only kill when I have to. Now, call Alward or I will keep pestering you until you do.”

	The guard turned his back, crossing his arms and muttering a curse under his breath.

	Bas paced up and down the small length of his makeshift prison cell. As much as he wanted to try and reason with Alward and the Ashran he began to think it might not work.

	Sera? He tried to reach at her with his mind but felt nothing. The guards had cuffed him with a strange metal band. He’d seen the tech before. Niall had helped design something similar to block magic so Bas couldn’t use it.

	Yet, he and Sera had a connection that went far deeper than magic. He tried calling her again just as a tall man with a braid of long hair came in.

	Bas recognised him as Alward. He and Sera didn’t look very much alike apart from their blonde hair. In a strange way he reminded him of Anton. A strong, proud leader. Someone who knew the weight of responsibility of ruling people and having to make life-and-death decisions. It surprised him to think that someone like Sera could have come from such a man. Thank gods she seemed nothing like him.

	“What do you want, mage?” Sera’s father crossed his arms.

	“I have a proposal for you.”

	Alward snorted. “You have nothing to interest me.”

	“How about an alliance? In exchange my freedom I’ll help you bring down the high council.”

	Alward burst out laughing. “That’s the most ridiculous thing a mage has ever said to me.”

	Bas held the other man’s gaze. “You know who I am. I’m not just any hunter. I hate my father and the council probably even more than you,” he said. “My father wants me dead too. Nothing you do to me will affect him so forget about trying to use me as leverage against him. It won’t work. Why not work together and fight for the true freedom of your people?”

	Alward gave him a hard look. “You say bold words. I see how you must’ve drawn Sera in and swayed her to…”

	“Leave her out of this.” Bas’s jaw clenched. “She’s innocent.”

	“Is she?” Alward demanded. “It takes two, mage. I was there the night she saved your life when the first wave came. I knew she loved you and nothing I’ve done since then changed that.”

	“From what’s Sera’s told me I know you’re a good man. Would you really let your pride —”

	“Enough!” Alward’s voice boomed. “You will stand trial and face judgement for your crimes against my people.” He turned, stormed back down the passageway.

	Good job, Novare. You pissed the fey off even more. Bas sighed, racking his brains for another plan. He didn’t want to have to escape unless he had to. Like Sera had said, the fey would never accept him.

	He needed to think of another way out. Trying to pry the band off did no good. It could only be removed by special key and that would be with Alward, no doubt.

	He’d been stupid to think killing the Leorx would convince the fey to trust him. Hell, they thought he had brought it there to kill them. He paced up and down again. Come on, Novare, think. You got out of tighter jams than this. Bas turned when he heard the sound of footsteps and saw Ciaran and two other fey as they came in.

	This can’t be good. Bas straightened.

	The force shield fell as Ciaran grabbed him. “You have no right to our lands or our women, mage.”

	“Really? Because the last time I checked Sera can make up her own mind.”

	Ciaran punched him in the face, making Bastian’s head reel back. Once Bas was down, Ciaran and the other man took turns punching and kicking him whilst they spouted taunts and abuse.

	Bas threw a punch or two, but he didn’t want to fight back. He knew if he did it would only make things worse for him. The guards were just looking for an excuse to kill him before he even had the chance of a trial and of talking to the rest of the Ashran.

	“Stop!” Sera came running in, blasting all three fey to the ground.

	“You dare attack us to save mage?” Ciaran demanded, clutching stomach.

	“Yes, I will. How could you hurt an innocent man?” she retorted, shoving one of the guards out into the passageway. “Get out of here, all of you!”

	Bas lay there, his head and ribs pounding with searing pain. He reminded himself he’d had much worse injuries in the past, although offhand he couldn’t think of any.

	Ciaran rounded on her. “If you think I’m going to…”

	“Out!” she cried, hands flaring with power once again.

	To Bastian’s amazement, all three men left without another word. “That’s my girl,” he muttered and then groaned.

	“I’m sorry I couldn’t get to you sooner.” She knelt beside him. “Can you walk?”

	“I’m not sure I can even move right now.” He winced when she touched his ribs and started to examine him. 

	“Damn Ciaran. I knew he’d try something like this.”

	“You know how much the fey hate mages.” He winced when she touched his head. “Ow!”

	“It’s not just that. He and I were involved once.” Power flared in her hands.

	“Argh, should I be worried?” He gritted his teeth, both from the pain and the idea of her being with someone else, as he felt the magic beginning to flow through him, the pain started to lessen as muscle and bone moved back into place. 

	“No, you know you’re the only one I want to be with.” Sera helped him to his feet.

	“Where are we going?” Bas asked, glancing around and half expecting the guards to still be there and come back and beat the crap out of him again.

	Sera wrapped an arm around him. “I’m getting you out of here before they come back.”

	Some of the pain in his ribs had since had subsided.

	“What? No, I can’t leave.” He stared at her in disbelief. “I haven’t had a chance to — “

	“I’ve healed you enough for you to move. I’ll heal you fully once we get over the border.” Sera took his hand and tried pulling him out into the corridor. “Come, let’s get moving.”

	Bas stopped, putting his hands on her shoulders. “Sera, I’m not leaving. I won’t.”

	Her mouth fell open. “This is our only chance of escape.”

	“Alward would never forgive you if you do this.” He stared at her, knowing she wouldn’t forgive herself if she completely destroyed her relationship with her father.

	“I don’t want to be an Ashran more.”

	“Sera, I won’t make you become a fugitive too,” he said. “I want to stay and go through with the trial.”

	“You know they’ll condemn you to death. We have to leave. This is our last chance.”

	Bas shook his head. “I’ll find a way to convince them I’m serious about an alliance.”

	“Bastian…”

	“What do you think you’re doing, Serafina?” Alward demanded, suddenly appearing behind them.

	“Ciaran and the others attacked him. I came to heal him.” She folded her arms, returning her father’s glare.

	“You’re trying to help him escape.” Alward’s eyes flashed.

	“No, she’s not. I’m not going anywhere.” Bas fell to his knees as he doubled over in pain. “Nor do I intend to.” He slumped to the ground as blackness threatened to close in.

	“Don’t!” Alward barked when Sera made a move towards Bas. “Leave him be.”

	Sera ignored him, cradling Bastian’s head in her lap. “I’m not leaving him like this.”

	“It is his own fault. He brought it on himself.”

	“You let your hatred for the mages blind you to everything,” she cried, glaring up at him. “You may have parted us once, but I won’t let you do again. Not all mages are bad.”

	“When are you going to come to your senses?” he demanded. “He is our enemy.”

	“He saved me from McGregor knowing what I am,” she snapped. “Besides I know he loves me as much as I love him.”

	That brought Bas back to full consciousness. Finally, the words he’d wanted to hear from her for a long time. Deep down he’d known how she really felt but he hadn’t heard the words since their wedding day. He grinned despite the pain and squeezed her arm. “Go,” he told her. “I don’t care what happens to me.” He looked up at Alward as he squeezed Sera’s hand. “I’ll cooperate if you don’t do anything to punish her. She’s done nothing wrong.”

	“Why would you protect her?” Alward’s eyes narrowed.

	“Because she means more than anything else in this world to me.” Bas winced as he forced his body into a sitting position. He wrapped an arm around Sera, kissing her forehead.

	Alward frowned. “Sera, leave. Now.”

	“No.” She shook her head. “I’m not leaving him.”

	I’m getting you out of here, she told Bas in thought. Come with me. We can leave all of this behind us.

	Don’t, he told her. Just go. No matter what happens you know I love you. Just stay safe. I’ll face this.

	“If you don’t leave now I’ll have the guards remove you by force,” Alward snapped. “You can’t be in love with a mage.”

	“I always have been. Why do you think I married him and shared myself with him?” she demanded. “There I broke out highest law. You’ll have to…”

	Alward’s mouth fell open, but his face went from furious to sad as he called the guards in. telling them to take Bas away.

	“Go,” Bas told her and gave her a quick kiss. I won’t let you get yourself in trouble too.

	The guards came in and pulled Bas to his feet. Sera made a move to stop them but Alward grabbed her arm, holding her in place.

	“Time to face judgement,” Alward said.

	 


Chapter 10

	 

	Sera tried recharging Niall’s crystal but no matter what she tried it wouldn’t recharge. She and Li stood outside the council meeting chamber waiting for Bastian’s trial to begin. Alward hadn’t said anything after walking away from her he seemed too shocked to say anything after her admission about marrying and sharing herself with Bas. She knew he’d make her pay for it later. But she didn’t care. None of that mattered if they put Bas to death.

	“Why wouldn’t he leave with you?” Li hissed.

	Sera scowled and crossed her arms. “Because he thinks he can sway everyone into believing him. He’s too damn stubborn for his own good.” She blinked back tears, but knew crying would do little good. If she lost Bastian again now, she doubted she would survive it this time. She had to get him out of there before Alward and the others sentenced him to death. “He should know he’ll never change their minds.” Sera ran a hand through her hair. “They’ll kill him, I know they will.”

	Liana climbed out of bed and wrapped in armoured her shoulders. “We’ll figure something out, I promise. We won’t let him die,” she said. “Damn it, where is Niall when we need him? I thought you gave him directions on how to get here.” 

	Sera? The sound of another voice in her mind made her jump.

	“What’s wrong?” Li touched her arm.

	Sera put a finger to her lips to get Li to be quiet. Niall, is that you? 

	Yes, blondie it sure is. Operation Save Bastian is now underway. The jumper and I are above ground.

	Sera took Li’s hand so she could listen in on the conversation. A wave of relief washed over her. Finally, they had some hope.

	How did you find us? Li frowned.

	I’m a damn good hunter. 

	Li snorted, muttering, “Yeah, right!”

	Niall, Bas is being put on trial for crimes against the Ithereals. We can’t get him out of here.

	Bugger, Niall cursed. We’ve got company on the way. It’s an airship full of hunters and guards. They must’ve followed me here.

	Mage ships couldn’t have followed you so fast, Li protested. Could they?

	I’ll move away and try to lose them, Niall said.

	“Li, do what you can help Bas,” Sera said. “I’m going to find the best escape route.”

	“Don’t you want me to warn the others?”

	“Not yet. If they find out now, they’ll kill Bas. I have to make sure there is a clear escape route.”

	“Be careful, ada!” Li called as Sera run off.

	Sera raced through the tunnel and headed straight for her father’s chambers. If she could find one of the crystals used to grow the tunnels she could use it to open a new passage as a form of escape. Once inside she headed for his desk. He had kept the growth crystals in there for as long as she could remember, but when she opened a drawer, she found nothing.

	Damn you, Alward! She cursed. Where else would he have put them?

	She knew him better than anyone, but he didn’t trust her now as he once had. Yet she spent hours studying and talking with him every night when she was a child. Sera frowned, taking in every part of his chamber. Where would he hide them?

	Li, warn Alward. The mages are on their way, she said.

	What if he kills Bas out of spite?

	Sera froze. That did sound like something Alward would do. He’d want to make an example out of Bas, to show what they did to any hunter or mage who dared cross them. Use your powers if you must, I’m working on our way out. Sera pulled out drawers and boxes, dumping their contents on the floor as she searched through books, scrolls and different types of crystals to find the ones she was looking for.

	The ground above her trembled and groaned. Too late, the hunters were already here. Giving up her search, Sera ran back towards main cavern.

	More groaning and shaking of the tunnels came as something hit them from above.

	“We’re under attack! Mages are here!” she yelled at the men standing guard outside the meeting chamber. “We need to evacuate! Get moving!” All eyes suddenly turned on her, but she ran away again. She still had find those crystals.

	Sera reached the spot where the tunnels ended. It seemed like a good place as any for Alward to have hidden crystals. He always left one tunnel incomplete whenever they moved to a new compound, then turned it into an escape hatch when they needed to move on. The walls glimmered as she felt around in search for an area of weakness. Her hand disappeared suddenly, passing straight through the wall.

	Sera frowned. She’d seen this before. Finally, a way out. She passed through. The glare of torches blinded her. All around men and women stood pounding against stone whilst machinery carried it away in buckets containing silver coloured rock. Why would a potential escape tunnel lead into a mine of all places?

	What the hell? she wondered. What is this place? Why would Alward do this? She coughed, the air felt thick and heavy and sweat began to drip down her forehead from the intense heat. This place didn’t look anything like an escape route and she’d been using those all her life. The tunnels are supposed to lead out above ground, not underground into a mine.

	“What’s going on?” She grabbed one of the men by the shoulder and gasped. Despite being covered in ash and dirt, she would know his face anywhere. “Naven?” She stared at him in disbelief. “What’s going on down here?”

	“Sera.” Naven’s eyes widened. “What you are doing here?”

	“I could ask you the same thing,” she said. “Li and I have been investigating your disappearance. We thought something awful happened to you.” Confusion gave way to relief. She was glad to see him still alive, but had no idea why he would be down here.

	“I’m fine. We’ve been busy mining down here. Alward and the others forced the mages out and took control.”

	“Mining what?” She glanced around, but couldn’t tell what the strange silver ore could be. It didn’t look like iron or silver.

	“Trinium – it’s a metal mages use in their airships and new weapons.”

	“How long is this been going on?” she demanded, wondering why the hell Alward would have sent her to look for missing operatives when he’d known where they were all along.

	“A couple days. Alward used the tunnels to sneak in and save us.”

	Sera grabbed his arm. “We have to go. There are hunters here and they’re trying to break into the compound which is connected to this mine. We have to get out of here. Now.”

	She dragged Naven along with her as she raced back to the meeting chamber. Inside four fey leaders of the Ashran sat around while Bastian was being held captive inside another for shield.

	“Stop the trial. I have proof here that Bastian didn’t kidnap our people,” she told them about the mine and what she’d just discovered. “You lied to us,” she accused Alward. “You lied to me too. You own daughter.”

	“I never lied. The other leaders are aware of this matter.” Alward said as he rose to his feet. “It was only through your research that I found the mine in the first place.” 

	“Why didn’t you tell me that before now?” she demanded.

	The ground shook as something hit them overhead.

	“He brought the mages here!” Ciaran cried, “let’s —”

	“No!” Sera warned, hands flaring with power. “If you kill Bastian, you’ll have to kill me too.”

	“You’d give up your life for a mage?” one leader asked her. “An enemy?”

	“He’s not our enemy. If you just give him a chance, you will see he could be a powerful ally.”

	“Alward, we need to begin the evacuation,” said Li.

	Alward glanced between them and raised his hand. He fixed his eyes on Bas. “I see now you’re not like your father.” The force shield fell. “But nor can I give you refuge among the Ashran. You may leave at your own risk.”

	Sera hugged Bas and kissed him, not caring who saw them. Keeping their relationship a secret didn’t matter anymore. All that mattered now was staying alive and getting the hell out of there. 

	“What’s happened?” he asked, glancing up at the ceiling in alarm.

	“No time to explain.” She grabbed his hand.

	Everyone started grabbing bags and boxes as the tunnels began to collapse. People were running everywhere, desperately trying to open the lines and get out of the collapsing compound.

	Soon there would be no trace left of the compound or even the newly discovered mine. Sera grabbed her own belongings as the ground trembled and groaned. This was the life of an Ashran, always moving, never staying in one place for too long.

	A couple of hours later Sera, Bastian and Li all appeared above ground. The moon peeked through a blanket of clouds as darkness fell.

	“Hey!” Niall waved from where he and the jumper had hidden under a large tree.

	Sera let out a breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding. “Are you sure the area is clear?”

	Li nodded. “I scouted around the whole area. No sign of any mages or their ships. They must have left after they realised they lost their mine.”

	“I can’t believe Alward knew where the missing fey were,” Bastian remarked, wrapping an arm around Sera’s shoulders. “Makes me feel like he sent us all on a wild goose chase. But hey, at least we’re all still alive.” He smiled at Sera.

	“I did what I had to do to protect my people,” said another voice and Alward appeared in a flash of white light. He stared at Sera and Li. “You two are leaving then?”

	“Yeah, you know I have been cooped up too long,” Li said. “Like Bas said, we are team and you know I have always hated the Ashran rules.” She hugged him. “We’ll see each other again soon.” Li headed off towards Niall, throwing her arms around him when she saw him, then scolding him for taking so long to get there.

	Sera took Bas’s hand. “You’re leaving,” her father stated, sadness in his eyes. “You don’t have to. If you want to see the mage, I mean him.” He inclined his head to Bas. “I can accept that.”

	“You already know I won’t stay now. Not after everything that’s happened. I can’t live with being an outcast among my own people.” She glanced at Bas. “Plus, we never had a chance to be together before. Now’s it’s time we did and have a chance to have a life together.”

	“Believe it or not, I respect your decision.” Alward said and looked at Bas. “He fought with us today. Thank you, mage.”

	“I promise I’ll keep her safe – although she can take pretty good care of herself.” He kissed Sera’s forehead and bowed his head to Alward before walking off. I’ll give you a moment alone, he told her.

	Sera stood there, unsure of what to say or do. She’d never had to say goodbye to her father before. But then she’d never left for good before either. Any other time she’d left him she’d known she would eventually come back.

	“War is coming, I hope you understand why I had to do what I did,” Alward said, looking uncomfortable.

	“I figured out where the Leorx came from – the mine. Digging down so deep into the earth and removing the Trillium it must have somehow broken the barrier to the netherworld,” she said. “Both you and the mages have to stop digging for more ore.”

	“I can’t make any promises. With the mages and their weapons, mining training is the only way to defend ourselves.”

	“You saw Bas is a friend to us. It proves there’s hope for both races.” She paused. “I am…”

	“You will always be an Ashran. Perhaps you being on the outside could prove useful.” He wrapped his arms around her. “Take care, daughter.”

	She returned his embrace. Despite their differences he was still her father. “And you.” She blinked back tears as she headed off to the jumper. “Keep our people safe.”

	“What the hell did they do to my ship?” demanded Bas, motioning to the mess of wires and other parts hanging out of their sockets as Sera walked inside the jumper.

	It made her smile. “Guess we’re all outcasts now.”

	“Right, off to see whatever adventures await us.” Niall grinned, wrapping an arm around Li.

	“Get your grubby hands off me, Maverick,” Li hissed at him, shoving his arm away. “Us almost dying doesn’t mean you can start touching me.”

	“Hey, you hugged me earlier,” Niall pointed out.

	“Yeah, well, I do strange things after near death experiences. Don’t let it go to your head!” She slumped back in her seat and scowled at him.

	Bas took the pilot seat and shoved Niall out of the way so Sera could sit next him. He squeezed her hand. “You okay?”

	She nodded. “Yeah, this is our next step on our journey to fighting for a better future.”

	“That if we don’t fall out of the sky first.” Bas guided the jumper away, setting a course towards Layard’s cabin.

	Sera watched the clouds roll by as she wondered what fate would have in store for them and the rest of the team next.
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Chapter 1

	 

	Zoe Finn pulled her leather jacket tighter around her and shivered against the cool air. She glanced over at Nick Trevelyan, a private investigator, friend, and all-around pain in the arse.

	“Remind me why we’re hanging out in a graveyard at two AM?” 

	She hated graveyards—they always seemed creepy. But she wanted to keep busy instead of moping around, blaming herself for what had happened to Carmel, her foster mum. After their last encounter with the supernatural, Carmel had been possessed by a strange entity. She’d wound up in a coma and hadn’t regained consciousness.

	“Because we’re watching for signs of vampires,” he muttered.

	“Right. That.” She snorted. After all the things she’d seen and experienced over the past few months, Zoe wasn’t too surprised to learn vampires were real too. “So, guardians kill vamps too?”

	“Vamps are a type of under fey. They’re more like zombies as opposed to the walking dead. And they don’t glitter either.”

	She laughed. “Good thing I’m not a Twilight fan.” Zoe pushed her long brown hair off her face. She’d lost her hair band again and had nothing else to tie it back with. She rummaged through her pockets in search of one but found only a small compact mirror. When she used her phone’s light to check her face, she noticed her dark eyes had black circles under them.

	“Remember the part about being quiet on stakeouts?” Nick said as he turned his attention back to the silent tombstones. His piercing blue eyes looked black in the darkness as he ran a hand through his short, tousled black hair.

	Zoe rolled her eyes. You’d be bored without me. Staring at tombstones seemed just as creepy as being near graves. She half-expected the graves’ occupants to come jumping up out of the ground at any second.

	I’d probably get a lot more done! Nick said in thought. 

	She gave him a playful shove. Ha, you like having me close by, admit it! I’m the only other guardian around aside from you, she pointed out. Plus, you don’t have to keep watching over me so much now. I can take care of myself.

	I still have orders to watch over you, Nick reminded her. 

	With his short dark hair, chiselled face, and piercing blue eyes, it really wasn’t bad to have him following her around – at least not when he didn’t act like a pain in the arse. However, he watched her because the Circle suspected her of being a serial killer, not necessarily to protect her.

	I’ve never killed anyone, she insisted. I don’t have it in me.

	Everyone is capable of killing under the right circumstances, but I know you didn’t kill those psychics. It’s not your fault Carmel got hurt either.

	Zoe winced at the mention of Carmel’s name and felt tears well up once more, so she rubbed her eyes. She wouldn’t cry again. She needed to stay strong.

	“Look, you don’t have to be here,” Nick squeezed her shoulder, murmuring aloud. “You can go home.”

	Zoe sniffed, forcing herself to keep it together. “I’m fine.” The last thing she needed was to be stuck at home alone, with nothing to think about. She needed to work, and that meant being Nick’s assistant and a newbie guardian. She was slowly adjusting to being a guardian. It’d get easier. Every case she and Nick did together was one step closer to her lost memories and forgotten past.

	Zoe glanced at her watch. “What time do vamps usually rise?”

	“Any time after sunset,” Nick replied. “I told you, part of this job involves a lot of waiting around.”

	“Being a PI or a guardian?”

	“Both.”

	Zoe took out her phone and scrolled through the fey database. Both Nick and Raf, the former chief of the guardians, had compiled a list of all the different fey and other Magickind. She’d spent hours scrolling through the different races, hoping it might trigger something. She still had no idea what kind of fey she might be, or where she came from. She’d been found wandering around the streets as a ten-year-old, with no memory of her past. Someone had cursed her, preventing her from remembering much of anything about her former life. Though the curse took her childhood memories, it shielded her from other magic and injury. Zoe knew the recent murders of several psychics and the attack on her foster mother were somehow all connected. She just had to find the link.

	The cold bit into her skin, making her wish she’d worn warmer clothing. She shivered as a chill ran down her spine, alerting her to another presence. She shoved her phone back into her pocket and hopped off the tombstone she’d been sitting on. The fog crept around the headstones, making it look like the souls of the dead were rising from their graves.

	Nick frowned. What’s wrong?

	Shut up! I think I felt something. She still found it strange she “sensed” things — as Nick called it — but he kept telling her to trust her instincts.

	He jumped down to stand beside her, pulling out his athame from his jacket.

	She didn’t like the doubled edged knives much, but she pulled out hers too.

	The ground beneath them fell away as a black void opened up in the earth. Nick hurriedly grabbed her arm, blurring as he pulled her backward and away from the void.

	A man dressed in a suit with glowing red eyes shot upwards from the hole in the ground that Zoe and Nick had narrowly avoided falling into.

	He was definitely a vampire, and definitely not the sparkly kind.

	The vamp lunged at Nick. He blocked the first blow as the vamp swiped his claws at him, then sent it crashing through the air. The vamp sprang straight back up, utterly unfazed.

	Zoe froze under its eerie gaze as it turned its attention to her. Maybe I’m not so ready for this. To her amazement, it simply stood staring at her, its eyes burning brighter.

	She shook her head, blurred using her guardian speed, and shoved her athame through its chest. The blade glanced off of a rib, missing his unbeating heart. Blood seeped down his shirt.

	The vamp punched her in the face in retaliation, sending her sprawling to the ground.

	Zoe grunted as she hit the floor, feeling like a truck had just ploughed into her face. Her jaw throbbed, but she forced herself to stand back up. Spotting Nick closing in, she mentally called to him. I can do this!

	To her relief, he held back, dodging the vamp when it flew at him. Hurry up!

	Zoe gripped her knife, charging again as she shoved it through the creature’s back, but as before, she missed.

	Nick shoved the vamp away again, and it rounded on Zoe. She ducked as it made a grab for her. Beams of golden light shot from her hands, hitting the vampire in the chest. “Rise and shine, mate!”

	The vampire howled as the light burned through his chest.

	Nick scrambled up. “Kill him!”

	She pulled out a second knife from her boot, shoving it through its chest. The vamp exploded in a burst of gold light. 

	“Yes, I did it! I killed a vampire!” she cried, punching the air. 

	Zoe!

	She covered her mouth. “Sorry! I forgot about the whole exposure thing.”

	“Forget it. It made more of a racket than you did.” Nick leaned against a headstone for support, groaning as he clutched his ribs. “Jesus, I forgot how much I hate vamps,” he grumbled. “Good job, but aren’t you forgetting something?”

	She swiped away the fallen knives, drew her athame and carved a sigil into the ground. She muttered words of power to cleanse the area, remove any traces of the vampire, and erase any sign of them being there.

	Zoe grinned. “So, am I a real guardian now?”

	“You’ve got a long way to go, princess.” He staggered and muttered a curse.

	Zoe grabbed her bag and swung over her shoulder. “Are you okay? Maybe we should stop by the castle and get Silver to check you over.”

	“I’ll live. Let’s go home.”

	“Can you blur, or do you want me to run and grab my car?”

	Nick grunted. “I’ll be fine.”

	“Okay. Are you heading back to the castle or coming home with me?”

	“Jeez, enough with the questions. I’m coming home with you.”

	He’d been sleeping in her spare room for the past couple of weeks. She hadn’t been keen on the idea of first, but it hadn’t been so bad having him around. It made working on cases a lot easier.

	They both blurred out. Lights and buildings rushed past. Zoe glanced at Nick, surprised at his keeping pace with her. She reached the front door first, unlocking it, but didn’t open it right away. Instead, she did a scan with her senses to make sure there were no potential threats around, another part of Nick’s training. After being surprised and captured by him not long after they’d first met, it had become a habit. She felt no shivers or tingling sensations warning her of impending danger, so she headed inside.

	She yawned and stretched. “I’m heading to bed. Will you be okay?”

	Nick slumped onto the sofa. “Yeah.”

	Zoe turned toward the stairs. “Who do you think sent that vamp? Do you think it’s connected to the psychic killings and...?” She couldn’t bring herself to say Carmel’s name. The familiar ache formed in her chest, sharp and jagged, like a knife cutting through her heart. Carmel hadn’t woken up once in the month since she’d been possessed.

	“Well, the vamp didn’t seem interested in you.”

	“Aren’t all the nasties supposed to come after a guardian?”

	Nick shrugged. “We’ll figure it out.” He rested his head back on the sofa, eyes closing.

	“Hey, you should get some sleep. You aren’t sleeping down here again, are you?”

	“I’ll be fine. You really need a better mattress in your spare room. Some actual walls would be good too.”

	“Hey, I have walls!” She knew the house needed a lot of work, but she hadn’t had time to do much to the place after being forced into guardian training and being stalked by creepy killer spirits.

	Once upstairs, Zoe pulled off her clothes, slipped on a sleep shirt, and slumped onto her bed, falling asleep instantly.

	 

	Zoe’s heart pounded in her ears as she found herself in the all-too familiar room with fire all around her, the smoke filling her lungs. The orange flames licked across the floor and up the walls, surrounding her in every direction.

	No, not again!

	This was the place her dreams always brought her back to. The heat seared against her flesh, biting at her skin. She pulled back, trying to find an empty place where the flames didn’t reach, but there was none.

	No, no, no! 

	She crouched, wrapping her arms around herself. Next came the screaming that ripped into her very soul.

	“Zoe. Zoe, wake up!” 

	The feeling of someone shaking her made her gasp. When strong arms wrapped around her, she started to struggle and reached for the athame under her pillow.

	“Zo, it’s me,” Nick said.

	She blinked up at him, letting out a breath. “I told you not to wake me when this happens!” She glanced around the room, saw Silvers of moonlight creeping in through the curtains, and guessed she hadn’t been asleep for long.

	“You were screaming bloody murder.” He sat down on the edge of the bed.

	Zoe pushed the strands of hair that had been sticking to her off her face. And this is why I don’t date or sleep next to anyone. “I’m fine. Go back to sleep.”

	Nick cupped her face. “You sure don’t look fine, princess.”

	His touch felt oddly soothing, but she wriggled free. “I will be.” She rolled over onto her side, cheeks flushing.

	Nick pulled the covers back and slid into bed beside her. 

	“What are you doing?” she gasped.

	“Making sure you don’t stab anyone in your sleep.” He slumped back against the pillow, watching her.

	“Look, staying in my house is one thing, but that doesn’t mean you can sleep in my bed!” Given his playboy reputation, she should have known he’d find a way into her bed sooner or later.

	“It’s not like anything good is going to happen, princess.” Nick rolled his eyes and closed them. “We both need sleep. So, let’s do that, shall we?”

	“You better not snore.” Zoe glared at him, muttering a curse under her breath. Despite not being very good at saying the right thing, she knew he was just trying to comfort her. He might be a bit rough around the edges, but he’d shown a softer side with her.

	How the hell can I sleep with him here? She sighed, closing her eyes again. Sleep would be a long time coming.

	 

	Zoe woke up alone, feeling awkward as she headed downstairs later that morning. Sure, she and Nick had been getting on well now, but sleeping next to each other still felt weird. 

	She found him in the kitchen, making toast with a fresh pot of coffee on the table.

	“Sorry about…” Zoe trailed off and pushed a hand through her hair.

	“Stop apologising. I’m getting used to the screaming, and even the wandering around. It’s not a big deal.”

	Her cheeks flushed. “Now I know you’re just being nice to me.” She poured a mug of coffee and gulped it down.

	“I mean it; we all have problems. Don’t worry about it bothering me.”

	She frowned. “Nick, almost every guy I’ve ever slept with is turned off and freaked out by my strange sleeping problems, so don’t...”

	He sighed. “I’m not most men, so don’t apologise. You went through hell, so it’s not surprising.”

	“Maybe you should start sleeping at the castle again. Don’t you have lady friends vying for your attention?” 

	Nick chuckled. “Yeah, but you’re the lucky one who gets me all to herself.”

	Ah, there it was, his usual cocky self. His brief smile eased some of the tension.

	“Did you remember anything from your dream?” he asked.

	Zoe shook her head. “Nope, just the usual fire and screaming, but I’m seeing Sabine again later.”

	He scowled. “She seems to be making things worse.”

	Nick didn’t have a good relationship with the witch, who was also his former flame. Zoe still couldn’t imagine them being together. Sabine was very different from the usual women who hung around him.

	“I remembered something at least — that’s more than I’ve remembered in the last two decades.” She put two pieces of bread into the toaster.

	“Sabine’s knife was at the crime scene.” He cut his toast so hard the knife screeched against the plate.

	“And yet the Circle can’t find any evidence against her, unlike me.” Zoe sipped more coffee.

	“There’s no evidence against you either. Just relax at this morning’s meeting, you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

	We’ll see, she thought.

	 

	After breakfast, Zoe headed to Colchester Castle, which had once served as the base for the country’s guardians. Now there were only two guardians left, Nick and Zoe. The Circle used it as their base for meetings and other affairs. Some people employed by the Circle also lived or worked there. Zoe’s foster mum, Carmel, had been moved there after she had fallen into a coma. 

	A few months earlier, Zoe hadn’t known much about the supernatural world or her part in it. She’d always known she was different, not just because of her weird memory loss or her discovery of the curse that both prevented her from remembering the first ten years of her life and protected her from harm. She’d stumbled onto the world of fey and guardians by accident after her boss, a dark fey, attacked her. That was how she met Nick—he’d been hunting a serial killer who’d been targeting psychics.

	Nick had sensed even then that she was a fey guardian like him. Guardians kept the peace in the supernatural world and handled any of the dark fey who’d been banished to the underworld. The occasional one still managed to escape, and it was a guardian’s job to banish them and stop them from wreaking havoc.

	She and Nick hadn’t been able to stop the killer thus far, but they had found out it was a strange entity that somehow seemed connected to Zoe’s missing past.

	When the entity had possessed Carmel, it had overloaded her body. Silver, the healer who worked for the Circle, hadn’t been able to bring Carmel out of it, despite the use of many of the Circle’s unlimited resources. Zoe still felt guilty about what happened to Carmel. She’d been the one who suggested summoning the spirit in the first place in an attempt to track down the killer and finally stop it.

	The unknown force of evil was something strange and powerful. Zoe had no doubt it would reappear soon, since it seemed to follow her no matter where she went.

	Carmel looked peaceful, her blonde hair resting against the pillow as Zoe walked into the small room she’d been staying in. She was hooked up to a machine that read her vital signs and Zoe’s heart twisted just looking at her. She wanted to cry every time she saw her foster mother like this. She had been one of the few people who actually been there for her in her life after winding up in foster care at ten years old.

	“Hey, it’s me.” Zoe squeezed Carmel’s hand, warming her cool caramel skin. “I’m due to see the Circle in the next few minutes. They’re going to decide if they’ll lift my probation or not.”

	After Zoe had first been introduced to the Circle, they had been adamant she be put on probation after she had almost accidentally exposed the supernatural world. They had insisted she train as a guardian to learn how to fully use her powers instead of punishing her. She had pointed out that she hadn’t known anything about fey or guardians at the time, but the Circle was strict with their rules. She’d had no choice about whether to become a guardian or not. It was either that or the possibility of imprisonment. Regardless of her efforts, the Circle still believed she was responsible for what had happened to Carmel and the psychic killings.

	“I fought and banished my first vampire last night. Who knew vampires were actually fey?” She smiled. “Nick and I are getting along better, but he hasn’t found anything about my past yet.” It felt good talking to Carmel like this, but the lack of response made it bittersweet. She had no idea if Carmel could even hear her. “I haven’t sensed that thing following me around since… Well, since the incident.” She glanced at her watch. “I’d better get going, they might punish me for being late.” She kissed Carmel’s forehead. “I promise I’ll come see you again later.”

	 

	Zoe felt a familiar knot forming in her stomach as she stood outside the doors to the Circle’s meeting chamber. The Circle was a small group of four of the magical community’s most powerful leaders that made the laws. They hadn't been too happy when a fey with odd powers had appeared, and they considered Zoe to be an anomaly. She had strong abilities, and could force miscreants back into the other world, but the strange curse that apparently shielded her from mind-reading and physical injury had them all freaked out.

	None of them could figure out where she’d come from, much less why anyone would curse her, especially given that the curse didn’t seem to serve any purpose other than keeping her safe. The Circle had been wary of her from the beginning, but after a string of psychics were killed, some also believed she was somehow connected to them. They had her under close watch and would probably have detained her if Nick hadn’t agreed to watch over her. As part of her probation, she’d also been forced to undergo testing every week to make sure her powers hadn’t transformed her into a psycho, and that no outside influences had been affecting her. Zoe hated the tests, and being made to feel like a guinea pig, but she endured them. After all, she couldn’t find a way to save Carmel if she was locked up.

	The doors creaked open and the gaze of each Circle member fell on her. All four leaders of the Circle sat around the table: Maeve, leader of the light fey, Dorian, leader of the under fey, Sabine, the leader of the witches, and Lancaster, the shifters’ representative. Raf, a former guardian turned leader of the trackers who enforced the Circle’s laws, sat with them.

	Zoe’s heart thudded against her ribcage, but she forced her expression to stay calm. Nick had been nagging her non-stop never to show her true feelings in front of them, and she’d become good at it.

	“Miss Finn, you’re to step into the circle and be tested for —” Dorian began. He reminded her of a vampire with his pale skin, dark hair and dark eyes, and always made her feel uneasy when he stared at her.

	“Nothing’s changed.” She sighed. “How long until you accept I’m not a threat?” They hadn’t been able to prove that whatever possessed Carmel was connected to her, nor had they been able to figure out who or what it was.

	“When we have evidence to tell us otherwise,” Lancaster, the shifters’ representative, answered. He had a mop of unruly red hair and green eyes.

	Zoe stepped into the glowing silver circle on the floor. It flared with light as she stood there.

	“Zoe has been working with Nick and shows no signs of —” Raf said.

	“Nor has she proved trustworthy, either,” Dorian interrupted before fixing his gaze on her again. “For now, you are still on probation until you can prove you had nothing to do with those deaths.”

	The tests began again, involving the usual poking, prodding, and touching. There were the blood tests, scans, and other magical tests they usually performed to figure out if she was a danger to them.

	Again, nothing indicated she was a psycho killer. Nor did it prove her innocence, either.

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	Nick frowned as the latest assignment from the Circle appeared on his phone screen and took a sip of his coffee. “Suicides? Seriously?” he muttered. What did I do to deserve this?

	Zoe slumped into the seat opposite him at their usual table outside the Rose Cafe. “I need to get my memories back fast. I can’t take much more of those stupid tests.” She grabbed his cup of coffee and gulped it down, making a face. “Urgh, how do you drink such strong black coffee?”

	Nick didn’t mind her drinking from his cup if the coffee made her feel better. It certainly wouldn’t help his mood, but seeing her again did. “We’ll get them back soon.” One way or another, he’d help her find out who she’d been before. “Are you off probation yet?”

	She scowled. “No, they still think I’m the one responsible for killing those psychics,” she said. “I’d like to find the entity that possessed Carmel and wring its neck, then banish it straight to hell.”

	“We have a new case.” He sent the details over to her phone. “Time for a trip to the morgue.”

	 

	Nick cast a glamour over himself as he prepared to enter the morgue, while Zoe fidgeted beside him. A glamour could disguise someone’s true nature, and guardians could create better ones than most fey. He could cast one on her himself, but he wanted her to learn to do it on her own. She hadn’t been able to master them yet, but he knew she had it in her. “Try casting one.”

	Zoe bit her lip. “What if it triggers one of my blackouts again?”

	“Then you’ll blend in with the rest of the stiffs.” He smirked at his bad joke.

	“That’s so not funny, Trevelyan.” She thumped him on the shoulder.

	“Focus. Close your eyes.”

	Her brown eyes flashed, but she squeezed them shut.

	“Okay. Focus on who you want to look like. Picture them in your mind.” Nick leant against the wall and watched her frown.

	“How do I know who to pick?” She opened her eyes again, shooting him a questioning look.

	Nick tried not to sigh. “It can be anyone except someone you know.” He wished she wouldn’t ask some many questions, and just did as she was told.

	“What if I get that person into trouble?”

	“Zoe!” He crossed his arms.

	She rolled her eyes before closing them again. “Fine, I’m focusing. I see them. Now what?”

	“Concentrate. Let the magic work.”

	Can’t I just turn invisible? she said. That’s easier, and I won’t be seen then.

	Trust me, glamours are easier, and they last a lot longer. Try it. They’re an important part of working as a guardian.

	Light flashed over her face. Her hair became darker, her eyes lightened, and her face changed. “Hey, I think it worked!”

	“Good, let’s move.” He touched the door, and it creaked open. The smell of death and disinfectant filled the air.

	Zoe covered her nose. “Oh god, how do you not gag in here?”

	He shrugged. I’m used to it. Silver wants us to check the body first.

	Why doesn’t Silver do it?

	Silver is not a guardian.

	No, but she’s better suited to the job. She’s a healer. She could identify things on the body that we can’t.

	His chuckle filled her mind. Not scared of a dead body, are you, princess?

	Of course not. She scowled at him. But Nick had spent enough time with her by now to know when she put on a brave front.

	“Where is the body, then?” Zoe covered her nose again and motioned to the vacant drawers.

	The room was sterile and white with stainless steel counter tops. Nick didn’t mind the smell or feel of the place anymore, yet Zoe clearly struggled. “It’s on its way. We need to make sure the humans don’t have a chance to examine her first.”

	Her eyes widened, and she shook her head. “We’re stealing a body? That’s just wrong!” she said. “Won’t the humans notice?”

	“Keeping the existence of Magickind a secret is one of our highest priorities,” he said simply. “It’s one of the reasons why guardians were created in the first place. No, the humans won’t notice. There’s a system in place to take care of things like that.”

	“Really? I thought they were created to keep the rest of Magickind in line? Especially the fey?” She glanced around the room and shuddered.

	“The body will be here any minute. Just try and relax, princess.”

	“You really need to stop calling me that!” She scowled at him. “How do you even know when a body is going to be brought in?” 

	“I have contacts.”

	“When are you going to share those contacts with me?” Zoe arched a brow.

	Nick hesitated. He’d gotten so used to working alone over the years it still felt strange sharing information with someone else. But despite her annoying tendency to question everything, he liked having Zoe around.

	“How long do we have to wait?” She pulled out her phone.

	“Not long.” He glanced over her shoulder as she scrolled through different pages from the database he and Raf had spent the last few months building. It contained information about the different kinds of fey and Magickind. She seemed to spend a lot of time reading through it all. “Most of the fey are gone now. The dark fey were banished to the underworld and the rest—well, they’re all gone. No one knows why, so don’t ask.”

	She looked up from her phone. “Doesn’t the Circle want to know?” 

	“It’s not my place to question them.” He glanced at his watch, wondering when the ambulance would arrive. “How is Carmel, by the way?”

	Zoe’s shoulders slumped. “Same as before. She still won’t wake up.”

	Nick squeezed her shoulder. “I promise we’ll do everything we can to help her.”

	The sound of a van pulling up outside made them both straighten. Light flashed around Zoe as she became invisible.

	“I said not to do that!” he hissed.

	She reappeared a second later. “I can’t help it. It’s an old habit.” She rubbed her arms. It’s something I do when I get nervous.

	“Yeah, and a…”

	She gave him a shove as footsteps approached. 

	Nick only shook his head as the doors opened and a trolley rolled in. “Thanks, we’ll take it from here,” Nick told the two paramedics.

	Both men wore green uniforms. One had dark hair, the other blonde. Both were human. One of them opened their mouth to speak, but Nick’s eyes flashed, and both men left without saying another word.

	“Okay, that’s another thing. How do you compel people like that?” Zoe put her hands on her hips, demanding an answer.

	“A lot of training.” Nick unzipped the body bag to reveal the face of a woman with long blonde hair and alabaster skin. “She is a mermaid. I didn’t think they ever came near the English coast anymore. They’re pretty rare.”

	“Mermaid? Wow, do…” Zoe shut up when he gave her a look.

	“Looks like she drowned, but that’s impossible. Her kind can’t drown.” He pulled out his knife, drew power from it, and ran the blade over her, checking for any traces of energy. Gills appeared on the side of her neck. Her fingers and toes webbed as he broke through the natural glamour that protected her kind from prying human eyes. And even death. “We need to get her to Silver.” 

	Zoe crossed her arms. “I’d still like to know how you stop humans from finding out about us.”

	“I’ll take care of it. You take her to Silver. Go.” 

	Zoe drew her own athame and did a check, just as he’d taught her. “I don’t sense anything either. Weird.”

	“Go.”

	She raised her hand and grinned when a glowing vein of white energy appeared on the grey-tiled floor. “I did it!” Zoe cringed as she grabbed the dead woman’s arm. “Yuck!” She and the body vanished in a flash of light.

	Nick set about erasing the memories of anyone that may have seen the body, including the paramedics, and any evidence of the body ever being there. Using the memory dust made him think of Zoe, and wonder why anyone would have erased her memories. She’d only been a kid. What could she have done to warrant such treatment? Even the Circle wouldn’t have gone to such extreme lengths. 

	Nick sighed as he took one final look about the now spotless room in the morgue. All in a day’s work, being a guardian.

	 

	Once he’d finished at the morgue, Nick blurred to the castle to find Zoe watching Silver examine the body as he entered the lab. Machines in test tubes covered each of the black-tiled counter tops and beds lining one side of the room. 

	Oddly, he’d expected her to be repulsed.

	“This was a suicide,” Silver announced. True to her name, she had long silvery blonde hair and pale blue eyes. She wore her usual gypsy blouse and frilly skirt underneath her lab coat.

	Nick frowned. “Are you sure? Mermaids are psychos. They sure as hell kill others, but they don’t kill themselves.”

	“I’m sure,” Silver said. “I can’t find any traces of magic on her. This was self-inflicted, she drowned herself.”

	Zoe frowned. “How?” she asked. “Don’t mermaids spend their time singing to crabs?”

	Nick rolled his eyes. “Mermaids are nothing like that. Sure, they might long for legs, but they also eat people.”

	Silver shook her head. “My guess would be she forced herself to stop breathing. It’s just like the other two bodies that have been brought in. I don’t understand it,” she said, “but I don’t sense any energy in her body either. All fey—all Magickind—have energy within them. No matter what species, or how powerful they are.”

	“Something must be forcing them to do it,” Nick mused. “A mermaid wouldn’t be suicidal.”

	“Maybe they get lonely living in the sea and want to live on land,” Zoe suggested.

	“Mermaids are psychopaths—they enjoy killing. They hate humans,” Nick told her. “You really need to stop thinking of mermaids as they are depicted in that stupid Disney film.”

	“Hey, that’s one of my favourite films!” Zoe pouted.

	He and Silver stood performing the usual tests just to double check for energy traces, but neither of them found anything. Silver ran blood tests and scans in the hope of getting answers, but they showed nothing, either.

	“Zoe, come here,” Nick ordered.

	She scowled. “Again, with the bossing around.”

	He sighed, rubbing his temples “Please come here.”

	Silver pinched his cheek and grinned. “Wow, you’re finally getting some manners. It’s only taken you thirty years.”

	“Hey, I have manners!” He could be nice and polite when required, but mostly he just thought manners, small talk, and politeness were a waste of time.

	Zoe snorted. “Yeah right!” She moved closer. “What do you want me to do?”

	“Try looking for traces of magic with your hands, not your knife.”

	She cringed, but said nothing as she placed her hand on the mermaid’s forehead.

	What are you doing? Silver asked Nick, frowning at him.

	Testing a theory. He leant back against the counter, feeling Zoe cast her senses out with her mind.

	We’ve already run the usual tests. No signs of any coercion—magical or otherwise. Silver glanced at her clipboard again.

	We didn’t see anything, but she might. We still don’t know the full extent of her abilities. Maybe she’ll sense something I can’t. He suspected Zoe was a lot more powerful than they realised. Whether that power came from her, or the strange curse inside her, he didn’t know.

	“Concentrate. See what you can sense,” he told Zoe.

	Zoe’s forehead creased. “I don’t sense anything.”

	“Keep trying.”

	Nick! Silver said. This is—

	He ignored her.

	Zoe shook her head. 

	“Nothing.” She bit her lip.

	Nick placed his hand on top of hers. He’d heard of guardians joining powers, but never had the chance to test it himself, until he met Zoe he’d thought he was the only one left. His own mother had died before she had the chance to teach him much about being a guardian.

	Energy jolted between them. Zoe’s eyes flew open, and she stared at him. Energy hummed between them, almost like they were one being, as their powers merged. Strange, he hadn’t thought it would work, given that her curse seemed to shield her from everything.

	Relax, he told her as he felt her tense. Concentrate.

	This feels weird.

	We’re guardians, we can join powers—enhance our own individual abilities. Let’s see what we can sense. He wrapped his free arm around her. He enjoyed the feel of her pressed close, but quickly pushed such thoughts away.

	Light pulsed between their joined hands, radiating over the body. A familiar icy feeling washed over his senses – a sign of underworld magic.

	I feel it too, she said, biting her lip again. What is it?

	Something dark and unnatural. A dark fey did this.

	What kind? She glanced up at him.

	Nick shook his head and frowned. I still sense a trace of magic in her mind. Maybe we can use it to see what happened to her.

	Zoe gaped at him. Since when can you read dead people’s minds?

	Usually I can only read people’s surface thoughts, but if her thoughts or memories are strong enough, I might be able to pick up on them, especially with our joint power. He gripped her hand tighter, feeling her unease instantly. Focus your senses on her mind, feel the energy within the body.

	Like Silver said, there’s hardly any left.

	Concentrate, princess. I know we can do this. Nick closed his eyes and let his senses travel into the mermaid’s body. Within the mermaid’s mind, he felt a Silver of energy left behind, barely a hint of it. It glowed like a tiny silver thread in the black abyss of her mind. Nick tugged at it, willed it to show him more. He felt Zoe’s energy merging with his own.

	A figure emerged through the darkness as her final thoughts began to appear in front of their eyes. The mermaid’s heart pounded. Fear gnawed at her. Odd. Nick had doubted mermaids ever felt fear of anything, given what ruthless killers they were.

	“Come here,” a voice hissed. Nick couldn’t make out whether it was male or female, but it sounded cold, almost guttural. “You can’t escape me.”

	The mermaid tried to run. If she could just get back to water, she would be safe. She raced across a beach Nick recognised as the beach on Mersea Island. The figure chased her and threw a blast of light that exploded on the ground behind her. The mermaid stumbled, her legs giving out as she tried to crawl back toward the safety of the water.

	“Fool, you can’t run from me.” A hand grabbed her ankle as she turned to stare up into a familiar set of dark eyes — Zoe’s eyes. The hand grabbed the mermaid by the throat. The mermaid then turned and jumped into the water, her lungs burning as her gills desperately tried to pump air into her body. Yet she wouldn’t take a breath, she couldn’t. Something compelled her not to.

	“Holy crap!” Zoe gasped as she pulled away. “That…”

	“Was creepy. Too bad we didn’t see anything,” Nick said, and gripped Zoe’s arm tightly. Calm down, we can’t tell Silver what we just saw. She’ll tell the Circle, and I won’t risk them hurting you.

	Nick, didn’t you just see that? That looked just like me! She glared at him.

	But it wasn’t you. Nick took her hand, squeezing it, and sent magic out of his fingertips to try and calm her down.

	The door to the lab burst open, and in walked Raf. He had a balding head with a few scraps of dark hair left, and a dark straggly beard. His pale blue eyes held wisdom in them. 

	“Hey, Raf,” Nick said, forcing his face to adopt an impassive expression. “What are you doing here?”

	“I came to check on the body. Two other Magickind, both fey - one a pixie and one a low-level miscreant - have been found dead in the last couple of weeks. Their bodies had no life force left in them and the Circle is concerned it might be the same killer as the one who killed the psychics,” Raf replied, glancing to them. “Have you found anything out from this body?”

	“No, nothing. Zoe and I were just checking her body for any signs of anything strange. We glimpsed a bit of her last thoughts and it wasn’t suicide. Something compelled her to take her own life.”

	Raf shook his head. “That makes no sense. No fey, witch, or shifter would do that.” He crossed the room and started examining the body himself.

	Although Raf had lost his guardian powers a long time ago during the Guardians’ War, he still possessed some magic and knew what to look for.

	Nick felt Zoe tremble beside him. Relax. If you give the Circle any reason to suspect you were behind this, they’ll kill you.

	But what if I did do this? You know there’s something inside of me I can’t control.

	“When was the body found, by the way?” Nick asked Silver.

	Silver glanced at her clipboard. “This morning over on Mersea Island. By my estimate, she died sometime last night.”

	See. It couldn’t have been you. Nick squeezed Zoe’s hand. You were with me in bed all night.

	Zoe pulled away and grabbed her jacket. “I have to go.”

	He instantly missed the contact between them and scowled. No doubt she was sneaking off to see Sabine again. That bloody witch was more trouble than she was worth. She might be powerful, but he doubted she could help Zoe to recover her memories or undo her curse.

	“See you later. Call if you find anything.” With that, she blurred out before he could say a word.

	Nick moved over to Raf and sighed. “Did you find anything?” he asked. As much as he wanted to find out why the mermaid had died, he had to protect Zoe at all costs. The Circle was just looking for an excuse to lock her up, and experiment on her to find out why someone had cursed her.

	“No, I sense nothing. There’s no energy left in the body, and I see no visible clues on her, magical or otherwise.” Raf sighed. “I’d better get going. I have to open the pub soon.” Raf’s cover in the human world was working as a pub landlord. It gave him the chance to check on any fey, or other Magickind, who came in and out of town.

	Nick let out a breath once Raf finally left.

	Silver frowned at him. “What just happened? Did you and Zoe see something?” She put her hands on her hips.

	“No, we already told you, we didn’t see anything.” He grabbed the leather jacket that he’d left by the door and pulled it on, checking his phone to see if Zoe had sent him any messages. She would be freaking out. Yet nothing appeared on his screen.

	“Nick, I’ve known you for a long time. I know when you’re lying to me.”

	“We didn’t see anything substantial, but I know the mermaid’s death wasn’t an accident. Let me know if you find anything else out.”

	“She looked scared. What did you see?” Silver repeated. Her calm yet insistent tone stopped Nick in his tracks.

	“Nothing important. I think it might be connected to the psychic killer somehow. I just need to find more proof of that.”

	“Okay, if you don’t want to talk about what you saw, then what just happened with you and Zoe? I swear sparks flew when you were touching each other just now.”

	“It’s a guardian thing. You wouldn’t understand.” He walked toward the door.

	“I may not be a guardian like you, but you can’t deny there’s an attraction between the two of you.”

	“Don’t be ridiculous. She’s a friend, that’s it.”

	“Riiight,” Silver drawled. “Why can’t you just admit you like her?”

	“Sure, I like her just fine—when she’s not being a…”

	“You’re just not used to women challenging you. Well, except me, but that’s different because we’re like siblings.”

	“Yeah, and Zoe is like...” Nick paused, trying to find the right word. “She’s different, but I’m not interested in her romantically. Raf would kill me.” Raf had warned him not to get romantically involved with her, and he hadn’t, though he didn’t know why the former guardian had such reservations about her.

	“You’re the last two guardians, and you’re—”

	Nick looked down. “Hey, look. I see something.” A rune had appeared on the woman’s chest. “I don’t recognise it, do you?”

	“Nice diversion, and no, I don’t.”

	“I’d better get researching then. Talk to you later.”

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	Zoe found Sabine in the living room, where they met for their weekly sessions. With its leather furniture, white décor, and fake fur rugs, the room looked like something out of a magazine. As the Circle’s witch representative, she was considered the most powerful witch in the country. With her mocha-coloured skin and dark flowing curls, Sabine looked elegant and chic even while dressed in her silk robe. Over the past few weeks, she’d been helping Zoe to try and break through the strange curse that blocked her memories. 

	Zoe was relieved not to have to lie to Nick tonight. He knew she saw Sabine every week, but she’d been going more frequently than that, unbeknownst to him. She’d been surprised when Sabine agreed to see her two to three times a week, but the witch seemed eager to help. So far, none of the usual methods had worked, but that wouldn’t stop Zoe from figuring out who’d cursed her and why.

	Sabine sat in her usual spot on a plush cushion on the wooden floor and opened her eyes as Zoe walked in. “Any change?” she asked.

	Zoe shook her head, flopping down onto the cushion opposite Sabine. “Nope, just the usual nightmares.”

	“Have you been taking the potion I gave you?”

	She bit her lip. The potion had helped, but part of her didn’t want to block the nightmares for fear it might stop her from remembering. “No,” she admitted. “I feel like every time I have the nightmares, I’m on the verge of seeing something – something just beyond my reach.”

	“Take the potion. The nightmare is your mind’s way of trying to remember something it can’t. Going through it won’t change anything until we find and remove the cause of the curse.” Sabine held out her hands. “Ready to begin?”

	She nodded, grasping the witch’s hands. Power rolled off Sabine in waves, and she began muttering words Zoe didn’t understand.

	She waited for something to happen, but her mind drifted back to lying next to Nick. It felt nice being close to someone for a change, yet she forced the memory away. It didn’t mean anything. He was a friend, nothing more. She didn’t do relationships. It was easier that way.

	Her eyes snapped shut as she found herself back inside the room with the lilac covered walls. Light streamed in through the windows, but when she moved closer, she saw nothing. It was her room, or at least she thought so. The only fragment of her missing memories she’d found so far had been this place. It felt safe, unlike the hallway she always found herself in during her nightmare. Each time she visualised this room, she’d only see walls and the outline of the bed. Nothing else. No toys, no drawings. Nothing you’d expect to see in a child’s room.

	Where are you? Sabine asked.

	The purple room again. She sighed, wondering if this would be it. But she wouldn’t let disappointment get the best of her. Keep going, she said.

	Words echoed around her as Sabine continued chanting.

	Come on, she thought. Let me see something. Anything.

	A chiming sound drifted through the room. Zoe had heard it before and moved through the room, searching for the source of it.

	Around her, the walls faded into nothingness.

	Pain stabbed across her temples, making her grit her teeth. Again, this was normal. Every time she tried to remember, pain soon followed. She moved into another room – a new room. It had no walls or floor that she could see. Light flashed around her in the void of emptiness. The sound of laughter came, followed by a flash of a girl’s face, and a hand beckoning to her.

	Zoe gasped as her eyes flew open. Something warm dripped down her face, and her hand came away bloody.

	Sabine sprang up, grabbing a box of tissues and placing it in front of Zoe. “I don’t think we should do this so often. It weakens you.”

	Zoe grabbed a tissue, dabbing at her nose. “I’m fine.” She pinched the bridge, waiting for the blood to stop. A headache throbbed over her temples, but it didn’t feel as bad as her usual migraines.

	Sabine vanished for a while, reappearing with a mug of tea. “Drink this. It will help.”

	Zoe grabbed the mug, gulping down its contents. She didn’t care what it was, she just wanted the pain to pass. She swiped away the hair sticking to her face. “I’m okay. Let’s start again.”

	Sabine’s eyes flashed. “Zoe, you can’t deny the effect of trying to break the curse is having on you.”

	She let out a breath. “It’s normal. Come on, I want to start again.”

	Sabine shook her head. “I think you should rest for a few days. You—”

	“I saw something. A girl. Please just do the spell again. Put me under. I need to find out more.”

	Sabine sighed. “I will bring you out of it if the effects become too much. I agreed to help you, not kill you.”

	Zoe gritted her teeth. “I’m fine. Start again.” She closed her eyes, waiting for the spell to drag her back into the murky depths of her mind.

	Sabine’s voice carried her under again.

	Back in the lilac room, she looked around. Take me deeper, she said. 

	Zoe…

	Do it! she snapped. I need to see more.

	Sabine chanted again, and Zoe felt waves of power flowing through her. She moved through the room, feeling another stab of pain when she tried to venture further into the light. This time, she ignored it.

	Come on, let me see again. Please let me see you again. She moved forward. The pain intensified, but again, she ignored it.

	Music chimed, followed by laughter as the girl reappeared.

	As Zoe moved closer, the girl’s features became clearer. She had dark brown hair and brown eyes. The girl waved for her to follow.

	She took a step forward to grab the girl’s hand.

	“Zoe!” Sabine called.

	Zoe slumped forward as she was pulled out of the memory. Sabine caught hold of her. “Goddess! I told you it was too dangerous to carry on.” She helped Zoe lie down on the overstuffed cushion. “Rest. I’ll get something to help. This is the last session we’re having for a while.” Sabine rose and vanished again.

	Zoe squeezed her eyes shut, trying to block out the pounding pain in her head.

	But it didn’t matter. She’d seen something. She had no idea who the girl was or their connection to each other. Excitement rushed through her. Another tiny piece of the jigsaw puzzle of her missing life fell into place.

	Sabine came back with another mug. “Nick will be pissed off when he sees you like this.”

	She snorted. “You don’t give a damn what Nick thinks. Plus, Nick is just my watcher for the Circle. He doesn’t have any say in what I do.”

	“You’re right. I don’t care what he thinks, but you mean more to him than you know.”

	Zoe sat up, and the world around her shifted, turning upside down as her stomach recoiled. She covered her mouth and tried to swallow the bile in her throat.

	Sabine placed a bowl next to her. “Feel free to use this.” The witch started rubbing out the chalk circle around them.

	Zoe lay there, waiting for the dizziness to pass. She threw up once, then tried drinking Sabine’s brew. After what seemed like an eternity, the pain settled to a dull ache. She sat up to grab a sketchpad Sabine always kept out. She tried to draw the girl, but the more she tried to remember, the hazier it became.

	“You should go home and get some rest,” Sabine said, touching Zoe’s shoulder. “No more sessions until you’re recovered.”

	“If only I could remember the girl more clearly. She felt familiar. Maybe she was a friend, or a sister.” She shook her head and felt a wave of nausea.

	“It could be anything. The girl could be a representation of yourself as a child.” Sabine stood up to extinguish the candles in the room with a wave of her hands.

	“Why would I...” Her voice trailed off. “Never mind. I better get home.” Zoe rose, again brushing her damp hair off her face. “Thanks.”

	“Get some rest. You can’t force the memories to come.”

	“I have to. I’m still no closer to finding out who I was, and the Circle—well, you know what they think.”

	Sabine’s lips curved. “Not all of us. I believe you’re innocent. Don’t mind Dorian, he hates anyone more powerful than him.” She patted Zoe’s shoulder. “Remember, rest. Don’t let Nick tire you out either. I remember what he...”

	Zoe cringed at the implication. “Nick and I aren’t—we’re just friends.” She shook her head and rose. “I’ll see you again in a couple of days.” She left before things could get any weirder. She didn’t want to hear anything about Nick’s fling with Sabine. It had been years ago, so it truly didn’t matter, but she’d rather not know the particulars of their romance. 

	She stumbled onto the street, pulling her jacket tighter against the cool night air. All she wanted now was a hot bath before bed. She tried moving and almost fell. Damn, why hadn’t she blurred? She tried again, stumbling like a drunk.

	Nothing.

	“Zoe?” a voice called.

	She looked up to see DS Mike Bradley standing there. Ah, hell, another blast from the past. Mike had a mop of dark hair and cool blue eyes that held a hardness to them after all his years of being a copper. She hadn’t seen him since he’d interviewed her about her visit with one of the psychics who’d been killed a few weeks earlier.

	“Oh, hi, Mike.” She tucked her hair behind her ear, looking down at the pavement. Great, just what I need.

	“I tried calling you a few times to check on you. I know Carmel’s still not back, her shop hasn’t been open in weeks,” Mike said. “Where is she?”

	Zoe flinched. The last thing she wanted was to talk about Carmel with Mike. It would only lead to unwanted questions. Nick and the others had covered up the attack, simply making it look like Carmel had gone on holiday.

	“She came into some money and decided to travel for a while,” she lied, feeling the bile in the back of her throat. “She’s in…Australia at the moment.” Good job, Zoe, why did you pick the land of killer spiders? 

	“Oh? I’m surprised she’d be gone this long. I haven’t seen you with Mia much either. I just wanted you to know I’m here if you ever need anything.” He touched her arm. “I didn’t want it to be weird since you and your boyfriend are living together now.”

	“My what?” She gasped, her mouth hanging open. “Oh, you mean Nick. He’s not my—he’s just a friend. Mia and I fell out.” Another lie. She’d avoided seeing her best friend Mia after what had happened to Carmel—she didn’t want to risk anyone else she cared about getting hurt.

	“Really?” Mark frowned at her denial. “He’s with you all the time, and you’re living together.”

	“Have you been watching me?” Zoe raised an eyebrow. Had Mike been possessed by the killer entity now, too? She reached inside her leather jacket for her knife, ready to use it if he made any sudden moves.

	“Just checking. I’ve seen you two around town a lot together. He’s a PI, right?”

	“Yeah, I’ve been working with him. I have to go, but it was great seeing you.” She forced a smile and hurried down the street. Next, she closed her eyes, drew magic from around her, and forced a ley line to open. A glowing vein of white energy appeared stringing down the pavement. She stepped through it.

	She appeared outside her back door in a garden filled with overgrown weeds and plants, and almost fell over as a wave of exhaustion washed over her.

	Her senses felt muddled as she unlocked the door and headed inside. The lights were on, but she found no sign of Nick as she collapsed onto the sofa – much to her relief. He’d only nag her if he saw her like this, and use it as an opportunity to complain about Sabine. The living room had a scuffed wooden floor, paint peeling from the walls, and a leather sofa that had seen better days. She really needed to get some work done in this place. She’d bought it months ago, expecting to have it fully renovated by now.

	Zoe closed her eyes and tried to picture the girl again. Were her eyes brown? Green? She grabbed a pen and paper off the coffee table to draw an image of the girl. But once again, the harder she tried to remember, the hazier the memory became. Argh, what did she look like?

	The front door creaked open, making the walls tremble as Nick stomped in. “Where the hell were you?” he demanded.

	She stifled a groan and forced herself up, and found Nick standing by the sofa, arms crossed, glaring at her. She sighed. “What?”

	“We were supposed to meet for training, remember?”

	She ran a hand through her hair. “We were?” She pulled out her phone, scrolling through several missed calls and messages. “Shit! Nick, I’m sorry.”

	“I thought something had happened to you. Why didn’t you answer my calls?”

	She stood up and forced a laugh. “You’re so melodramatic sometimes. I’m fine,” she insisted. “My session with Sabine ran a lot later than I thought. I didn’t think to check my phone.”

	“Jesus, Zoe. You’re an untrained guardian in a town full of dangers.”

	Zoe clutched her head. “I’m not in the mood for this,” she muttered. “I’m going to bed.” She tried to push past him, but he caught hold of her arm.

	“What happened? Did you remember something?” Nick asked. “Zo, you need to let me know where you are in case the killer strikes again. We can’t let the Circle have any excuse for suspecting you.”

	Zoe shrugged him off. “I had something to take care of. Go tell the Circle I dared to have a life.” She stormed off upstairs, feeling a pang of guilt as she went.

	She hadn’t meant to snap at him, and fought the urge to tell him about her memory. Instead, she fled to the bathroom. She turned on the taps and started to run a bath, tipping some herbal stuff into the water. She’d have a long soak then collapse into bed.

	Dealing with Nick could wait until the morning. She stripped off her clothes and climbed into the bath. She sighed as she let the warm water wash over her, easing some of her fatigue, and felt her eyelids start to droop. Damn, why did Sabine’s sessions have to be so exhausting? Why did the curse cause her so much pain, but at the same time protect her from any other danger? 

	Questions whirled through her mind as she closed her eyes and felt sleep start to pull her under.

	At the edge of her mind, she felt another presence. Something cold that sent shivers across her skin. She gripped the sides of the bath, almost afraid to open her eyes and see what might be lurking in the bathroom with her.

	Can’t I even have a bloody bath in peace? 

	Zoe opened her eyes to find a shadow looming over her. Cool air brushed against her face as a voice hissed something she couldn’t quite make out. She glanced over at her fallen clothes but didn’t see any sign of her athame in the bundle. This must’ve been the thing that killed the mermaid and the other two victims, as well as the psychics. It sent the same chill across her senses as she had felt then. 

	“What the hell do you want?” she demanded, sitting up straight.

	“Zo…” the voice hissed.

	She raised her hand, feeling magic flow between her fingers as she threw a bolt of gold light at the thing. Her magic passed straight through the looming shadow, hitting the wall behind it.

	Zoe gasped as an arm reached out for her, pulling her under the water. She kicked out aimlessly, struggling as she tried to fight her way back up.

	“Zo…” the voice whispered again.

	A force held her under and her lungs burned, fighting for air as she kicked and splashed. When she finally made it above the surface, she coughed up water and blurred, jumping out of the bath and landing on the floor in a heap.

	“Go,” she coughed, raising both her hands and throwing bolts of light toward her assailant.

	The shadow screeched and shot away, disappearing through the air.


Chapter 4

	 

	Nick paced the length of the lounge, wondering what he’d done to piss off Zoe. Hell, she wasn’t a fully trained guardian yet, and the person who’d killed psychics and put Carmel in a coma still posed a threat to her. Couldn’t he worry about her? He ran a hand through his hair. Argh, why did women have to be so bloody irritating? 

	Fucking Sabine. Why couldn’t the bitch stay out of it? Given how deep Zoe’s curse was, he doubted even Sabine would be able to unravel it until they found more clues to Zoe’s missing past and who had actually cast the curse on her.

	He knew she’d been sneaking off to Sabine’s at least twice a week—more than the one session a week that she actually told him about—and it had taken its toll on her, given how pale her skin looked and the dark circles under her eyes. He hated seeing her suffer so much.

	Messing with curses was too dangerous. Zoe would get herself killed if she carried on like this. He tried forbidding her from going, but that hadn’t done any good. He’d even tried talking to Sabine to persuade her not to do any more sessions with Zoe, but the witch had refused. She wanted to find out about the curse and who would have had that kind of power to create such a spell. Sabine may have said she wanted to help Zoe, but Nick knew her better than that. Her lust for power knew no bounds. She’d find a way to get that power or try to ally herself with the person who possessed it.

	Nick wanted Zoe to get her memories back as much as she did, but not at the expense of weakening herself. His orders still required him to stay with her. He couldn’t walk out, even if he wanted to. He nudged a loose, scuffed floorboard with this foot. Zoe’s house needed a lot of work. It barely even had any walls and beams jutted out from ceilings, but she loved the place, and was determined to turn it into a real home.

	Nick settled on the sofa, turned on his laptop, and started scanning through the files he’d managed to dig up from the time she’d been found. One of the only clues he had to go on was the fact that someone had left a lot of money to Zoe to ensure she’d be taken care of. People didn’t randomly leave millions in secret bank accounts for foster kids. He hoped it might shed some light on their mysterious killer, or at least what connection it seemed to have to her. Despite weeks of searching, he hadn’t been able to find a trace of where the money had come from, or whom.

	Someone must’ve cared to leave her that much money—someone knew her. He began one of his usual searches, then started going back through the history of the bank account. It had gained a lot of interest over the past fifteen years. Zoe could have lived comfortably off of it and never had to work, but she insisted on making her own money. 

	Though Zoe hadn’t touched the account, others had tried during her time in foster care, but hadn’t been able to access it either.

	As he scrolled through the pages, he glanced up at the ceiling. He hadn’t heard her come out of the bathroom yet.

	Setting down his laptop, Nick headed upstairs and tapped on the bathroom door. 

	“Zoe?” he called and paused. “Listen, I’m sorry about earlier. Are you okay?” He waited, but no response came. “Zoe?” He knocked again.

	Maybe she just didn’t want to talk to him. He turned to go, but a chill ran over his senses, warning of danger.

	The walls around him shook as a loud explosion went off.

	Nick threw his weight against the door until it burst open, almost falling off its hinges as he stumbled into the bathroom.

	Zoe knelt on the bathroom floor naked while coughing up water.

	“Shit! What happened?” Nick knelt beside her. “Are you alright?”

	“Something…pulled…me…under.” She coughed and covered her chest with her arms, shivering.

	Nick grabbed a towel and wrapped it around her. “What was it?”

	She shook her head. “No idea, some kind of shadow thing.” She coughed again, pulling the towel around her body. “It’s gone. That entity is back again. I could sense it.”

	Nick scanned the room. Other than a large hole in the wall and water covering the floor, there was no sign of any intruders.

	“Go downstairs, I’ll get dressed and meet you down there.” Zoe brushed her soaking wet hair off her face.

	Nick hesitated, not wanting to leave her alone. “Okay.” He nodded.

	Zoe appeared in front of him a few minutes later, clad in flannel pyjamas.

	“Hey, are you okay?” He touched her shoulder. He wanted to hug her but didn’t, unsure of how she’d react. “What happened in there?”

	She shrugged. “I guess. I don’t know what happened. I must’ve fallen asleep, and when I woke up something was hovering over me.” She slumped onto the sofa. “Sorry for snapping at you. I... I saw Sabine again.”

	“I know. You’re not very good at hiding stuff from me.” Nick leant back against the armchair. “Right. Tell me what happened while you were in the bath. What did the thing look like?”

	She shuddered. “A large black shadow, almost like a human figure. I can’t tell you whether it was male or female though.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “How did it even get in? I thought you warded the entire house?”

	“I did, but wards don’t keep everything out. Whatever the thing that’s coming after you is, it’s powerful.”

	“Do you think it’s some kind of spirit?” Zoe asked. “I mean, it did possess Carmel, and it came through when we cast that spell to summon one.”

	Nick shook his head. “Spirits don’t usually have that kind of energy, or the ability to physically harm others. Not unless they were very powerful in life.”

	She ran her fingers through her still-wet hair. “Why does it keep coming after me? I’m nothing special. Doesn’t it sense the curse inside me?”

	“I don’t know, none of this makes sense.” Nick sat down beside her. “I don’t know why you felt the need to hide your visits to Sabine from me, either.”

	“Maybe because you hate Sabine.” She raised her chin in defiance.

	Nick’s jaw clenched. True, he hated even thinking about the witch, but he couldn’t deny she had power. The kind of power that could help Zoe.

	“Messing with curses is dangerous. I get why you want your memories back, but it’s not worth hurting yourself in the process.”

	“Do you?” Zoe arched an eyebrow. “You’d seem to prefer to forget the past altogether.”

	Nick couldn’t argue. The past—his past—would never be worth reliving. He blocked all of that out. All that mattered was the here and now, and right now, Zoe was the most important thing in his life.

	Nick shook his head, both in denial and to shake off that thought. “Yeah, but what I believe doesn’t matter. I know how important it is to you. And like I promised, we’ll figure it out.” He paused. “I’m not used to worrying about anyone else.”

	She laughed. “Yeah, I noticed.”

	“And I know you’re not happy about us being stuck together, but...”

	“I don’t mind. Having you around isn’t so bad,” she said. “Sorry about skipping training, I know that’s important too.”

	“Weird. I don’t know of any fey like what you described, or even who’d try to drown you,” Nick mused. 

	“I don’t think it was trying to drown me, it felt like it was trying to say something. I think if it really wanted to drown me, it would have tried a lot harder.”

	“Maybe we should go and stay at the castle. You could have your own room there, and it would be a lot safer.” Nick wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “The entire castle is surrounded by very strong protective magic.”

	Zoe shook her head. “This is my home.” She touched her nose, grimacing as her fingers came away bloody. “Ah crap, not again!” She grabbed a towel and covered her face.

	Nick’s eyes flashed. “See, this is why you should leave that curse alone.” He sat beside her. 

	“We deal with magic every day.”

	“Yeah, but our magic is different. Curses aren’t part of being a guardian.” Nick grabbed his laptop again. 

	Once the bleeding had stopped, Zoe rested her head against the back of the sofa. “I remembered something – I saw a girl. Brown hair, dark brown eyes – darker than my hair. I felt like I knew her.”

	“Hey, that’s great.” Nick wrapped an arm around her, then pulled it back, feeling awkward. He’d never been awkward around women before—not until he met her. Aside from Silver, Zoe was the only woman he’d become friends with.

	“What are you doing?” She motioned to the laptop and yawned.

	“Searching for leads. I wanted to check and see if I missed anything.” 

	“On the suicides?” Her eyes fluttered.

	“No, about you.” When he turned to look at her, her eyes had closed. She’d already fallen asleep. Nick turned his attention back to the screen, scanning through the reports as Zoe’s head slumped onto his shoulder, her breathing slow and even.

	Nick didn’t try to move her. It felt good having her close. Maybe Silver had been right about them having feelings for each other. But he didn’t want to consider that possibility. He couldn’t afford to get emotionally involved right now.

	More scans revealed no trace or any movement on the account, and digital records only went back so far. He’d have to dig deeper at the bank itself. He closed his laptop.

	Zoe still lay slumped against him, sleeping deeply.

	Turning, he wrapped his arms around her, picked her up, and carried her upstairs. Putting her into bed, he turned the lights off. He hated the lumpy mattress in the spare room, but he’d be closer to her there than sleeping downstairs on the sofa. He pulled the cover over her, brushing her hair off her face, and felt a pang of guilt. How can I ever tell her about my past?

	As he turned to leave, Zoe murmured, “Stay.”

	He frowned. Sleeping next to her had felt nicer than he would have imagined, but he didn’t want to make a habit of it. “Get some sleep.”

	“I don’t want to be alone. Please stay.”

	Nick sighed and laid down next to her.

	 

	He was up before her the next morning to do some more digging, but found nothing. He didn’t want to get Zoe’s hopes up until he found something solid, but he would find it. He’d always been good at finding the truth.

	Zoe came down, already dressed in jeans and a blue T-shirt. “So, sensei, what’s on the training agenda this morning?”

	“We’re heading out to Mersea Island. How are you feeling?”

	“Okay, I guess.” She poured coffee and bit her lip. “You slept next to me again last night.”

	“Yeah, you asked me to.” He scanned her face, wondering if she would look as embarrassed as she had the day before.

	Her cheeks flushed as she looked away. “It won’t happen again.”

	Nick shrugged. “I don’t mind, at least I can keep an eye on you.” He flinched. Why had he said that? “I mean...”

	“Right.” Zoe smiled. “I just don’t want more people to get the wrong idea about us. People already think we’re—you know—involved.”

	Nick snorted. “You’re not my type, princess.”

	“Good, just so we’re clear. Anything romantic between us would be weird. I mean, you’re my best friend now.”

	Nick smiled, but the statement bothered him. Right. Friend.

	 

	The cold air bit into them as they reappeared on the far side of Mersea Island. Home to only a couple thousand people, it had a natural causeway running across it, and a small sandy beach. 

	“Okay, today we can focus on ley lines. You need to be able to open them by yourself.”

	“I already can,” she pointed out. “I opened some last night to get home.”

	“Yeah, but not well. Fey can use ley lines as easily as breathing—even when they are weak.”

	Zoe sighed and closed her eyes.

	Nick felt the line hum beneath his feet, but didn’t touch it. “Feel it?”

	Her brow creased. “Oh yeah. Headache coming on again.”

	“Raise your mental shield. Remember, it will protect you from the line’s strength. Soon it’ll become so easy that you’ll do it without even realising it,” he said. “I had to learn this stuff too, you know.”

	“Yeah, but you didn’t have a freaky curse woven into your DNA to make it harder.” She raised her hand. Light flared across the sand, then fizzled out. “Guess I really overdid it.” She pushed her hair back. 

	“You’re overthinking it.” Nick slipped an arm around her and grasped her outstretched arm. “Clear your mind. Feel the power of the lines flowing through you.”

	The line of glowing energy flared again.

	“You can do this,” he murmured in her ear. He breathed in her familiar vanilla scent mixed in with the salty air, loving the feel of her in his arms. This time, a bright glowing vein appeared, shooting out across the beach.

	“I did it!” Zoe turned.

	“Good, now hold it. The fey may use the lines, but we control them.”

	More lines appeared, zigzagging across the island.

	“Wow,” he breathed, and laughed as Zoe hugged him. “I didn’t mean reveal the whole network.” He returned her hug, and their eyes locked for a moment. “Good job.” He pulled away awkwardly. “Let’s get some more practice in.”

	 


Chapter 5

	 

	Zoe clutched her side as she stumbled through the castle doors, trying to catch her breath.

	Silver came down the steps and into the entrance hall. “Hey, are you hurt?”

	“No. Maybe. Yeah,” she gasped, pushing her hair off her face. “I ran all the way here. Nick’s nagging must be paying off. I never could have run all the way here without using my powers a few weeks ago.”

	Silver snorted. “Don’t tell him that.”

	“Hopefully, I’m getting the hang of this guardian thing,” she said. “I got your message about the latest victim. Is Nick here?”

	“Not yet. I’m just about to start work. Want to come and look?” Silver motioned for Zoe to follow her, not waiting for an answer.

	She shrugged. “I already have nightmares. Seeing you cut into a few dead bodies will add some changes.”

	“I’m not cutting the body open yet, I’m doing some tests first.”

	Zoe followed Silver up to her lab. “So what kind of fey is it?”

	“Not all Magickind are fey,” Silver pointed out.

	“Fey seems to be the most common.”

	“Fey is just a general term for certain types of creatures. There are three different types of Magickind, fey, witches and shifters, but the fey aren’t as varied as they used to be since we’re going extinct.”

	“Nick says no one knows why.” Zoe had always been curious about the fey’s dwindling numbers. Didn’t the fey themselves, or even the Circle, want to know why so many of them were dying out? She knew why she and Nick were the only two guardians left, but if there were so many different types of fey, what was killing them?

	Silver shrugged. “My guess would be humans over-populating the planet, messing with the natural world. At least, that certainly doesn’t help.”

	Zoe told her about the attack she’d experienced the night before, shuddering at the memory. “Any idea what it might be?” 

	Silver shook her head. “Sounds like it could be some kind of spirit, but that’s not my field of expertise.”

	Zoe pulled out one of Raf’s books. She loved exploring his library. He had dozens of books on every kind of fey and Magickind. She’d been fascinated to learn there were also a lot of different kinds of shifters and witches with a wide variety of gifts.

	Zoe sat reading and watched Silver take blood from the body of a woman. To her surprise, she didn’t feel as grossed out as she had before. “What are you looking for?”

	“I’m trying to figure out what killed her. I haven’t been able to figure out what she is so far, which isn’t helping.” Silver glanced over. “Maybe you could help with that.”

	“You want to scan for weird symbols again?” She hopped off the table she’d been sitting on and put the book down. 

	“Guardians can sense what different species are—not just fey,” Silver said. “Try it.”

	Zoe walked over and held her hand over the woman’s forehead. 

	“Skin to skin contact might make it easier.” Silver held up a spray bottle. “Use this sealant, that way you won’t contaminate the body.”

	Zoe sealed her hands, placed her palm on the woman’s forehead, and closed her eyes. “Nick makes being a guardian look so easy.”

	Silver snorted. “You should have seen him when we were growing up. He was a nightmare! He went off the rails for a while—not surprising after everything he’s been through.”

	Zoe frowned. “How do you mean?”

	Silver shook her head again. “His mum died when he was young, and his dad didn’t treat him well. He lived on the street until Raf found him.”

	Strange, Nick had never mentioned any of that—not that he ever spoke of his past other than to say it was best forgotten.

	“What’s with him and Sabine?” Zoe asked. “I know they were a couple once, but why does he hate her so much?”

	Silver laughed. “I wouldn’t call them that. They were together a few years back when Nick’s guardian powers started emerging,” she answered. “Sabine likes powerful lovers, it doesn’t matter if they’re male or female. I think she messed him up, it’s not easy for him to get close to anyone now.” She grinned. “You like him, don’t you?”

	“When he’s not nagging me, yeah.” She chuckled. “He’s been a good friend.”

	Silver disappeared out of the room to grab something while Zoe continued to try and sense what the dead woman had been.

	Still nothing.

	Just when I thought I’d got a hang of this guardian thing. She drew back and closed her eyes again, letting her senses roam over the body. The sensing seemed to produce different feelings, so she waited to see what happened.

	Come on, I know I can do this! Energy hummed from inside the body. Zoe’s eyes turned bright amber as she felt her magic flare. Show me what you are.

	The woman’s body started twitching, and she gasped as she sucked in a breath. “Oh god, what’s happening? Where am I?”

	Holy crap, did I just revive a dead person?

	 Zoe’s heart started pounding in her ears.

	“Tell me what you are,” she hissed, her voice low and harsh.

	“I’m a witch, but...” The woman’s eyes rolled back as light poured out of her mouth.

	Runes appeared on the body. Zoe grabbed her phone and took a shot of it. She gasped as the feeling of power faded. Touching the woman’s throat, she felt no pulse there. 

	The sound of footsteps echoed as Silver came back down the hall.

	The Circle was suspicious enough of her already. She didn’t want to give them cause to question her further.

	Maybe it’s a guardian thing?

	Zoe took a deep breath. You can’t tell anyone what just happened. Keep it together. 

	 “Er…I-I sensed she’s a witch, and I got this.” She held up her phone. “More runes.”

	“Great. Nick or Raf should know what they mean. I found something for you.” She held out a leather-bound tome. “It’s Raf’s history of the guardians. You should read it. It’ll answer more questions than any of us can.”

	“Great.” Zoe took the book, settled down a chair and flipped it open, hoping it’d prove a good distraction after what had just happened.

	“Are you sure you’re okay? You look a bit pale,” Silver remarked.

	“Headache,” she lied, forcing her attention onto the book. Oh god, how did I revive the dead? No one’s mentioned that. Isn’t it supposed to be impossible?

	While Silver worked, Zoe forced herself to read. Maybe this book would be able to give her answers.

	It spoke of certain fey being imbued with power, who later became known as guardians. They protected humans from supernaturals and in turn prevented the magical world from ever being exposed—just like what Nick had told her so far.

	She carried on reading, wanting to absorb every detail, but ended up skimming as she flipped through, noting drawings of different runes. The book spoke of how guardians had been killed by one of their own, a woman called Elena.

	“Who’s Elena?” Zoe asked.

	Silver flinched. “I wouldn’t mention that name. Elena was a guardian—a really powerful one too—but she turned and started using her powers against humans, witches, everyone and anyone who got in her way,” she answered. “No one talks about her anymore. She almost wiped out the guardians, and a lot of other fey.”

	“What happened to her?”

	Silver shook her head. “No one knows. She disappeared decades ago during the Guardians’ War. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Circle did something to her.”

	Zoe laughed. “As if they could. She sounds badass.” Idly, she started humming.

	“What’s that song?” Silver said.

	Zoe shrugged. “No idea, it just popped into my head.”

	“Sounds like an old fey lullaby.”

	“Maybe I’m starting to remember something.” She frowned, trying to place the song.

	Silver’s phone chimed, and she glanced at the screen. “It’s a message from Raf. He says he wants to see you in his office. Now.”

	 

	Zoe shifted from foot to foot as she waited outside Raf’s office, wondering why he had called her there. She’d have been happy to stay in the lab with Silver. She glanced around the hall, noticing the portraits of men and women from ages past. I wonder if they’re fey or some other Magickind.

	She guessed Nick must have told him about her bathroom incident the night before. She didn’t mind Raf, he seemed the least frightening out of the entire Circle. Yet he hadn’t been the most welcoming when she’d first discovered the whole guardian thing.

	She knocked once, and the door creaked open.

	“Ah, sorry, please come in.” As she pushed open the door, she noticed Raf, dressed in a red waistcoat, black slacks, and shiny shoes.

	“Do I need to have more tests done?” Zoe asked, clutching the amethyst pendant at her throat. Carmel had given it to her on her twenty-first birthday four years earlier, and she always clutched it when she got nervous. It was shaped like a heart with her name on it. Her heart ached at the thought of Carmel, who lay in a room on the floor above her.

	“No, no. I heard about your attack, and I thought it was time I gave you some training myself,” Raf said as he closed the door behind her.

	Zoe’s eyes widened. Raf had never shown any interest in training her before. “You’re not a guardian anymore,” she pointed out.

	He nodded. “But I’ve been around a long time. I’ve taught a lot of guardians over the past century,” he told her. “I have no doubt Nick’s doing a good job. I mentored him after his mother died.”

	Zoe frowned. Nick never spoke about his family, but she’d learnt from Silver that his mum had been a guardian too. The power had to be passed down from a parent. She had even tested to see if Zoe and Nick were somehow related, but hadn’t found a match. That meant Nick’s mother hadn’t been the only surviving guardian.

	“What are you going to do?” she asked. “Nick has already gone over most things. I know how to banish things, and I’ve gotten pretty good control over my powers now.” She’d taught herself control long before she’d ever known about guardians. She’d had to, growing up with humans. Before Carmel, no one had ever understood her strange abilities.

	“You know most of the world’s dark fey—the worst kinds, at least—were banished during the Guardians’ War.”

	She nodded as she sat down on the leather visitors’ chair. “Yes, Nick told me about that, and I’ve read about it in your books.”

	“That doesn’t tell the complete story, and it’s important for any guardian to know. You see, a thousand years ago, there lived a group of fey called the Tuatha De Danann. There were other fey who wreaked havoc on humans and Magickind alike, and Queen Aine of the light fey decided to use her abilities to enforce peace between the different races,” Raf explained. “A group of De Danann volunteered to undergo changes, so Aine and the witches used the powers of fey, witches and shifters, combining them together to create the very first guardians. Their numbers grew over time, and they worked alongside the Circle for centuries. Until Elena McKenzie came along.”

	“I read about her. She’s the one who started the Guardians’ War, right?”

	Raf nodded. “I have never met a more powerful guardian. She had the ability to force her will on others. Being a guardian was never enough for her, though. She was much more ambitious and even became a Circle leader,” he said. “I worked at her side for a few years.”

	Zoe’s eyes widened, though she still wondered why he had told her all this. Then again, if training meant a history lesson, she was fine with that. History in general had always fascinated her, which was why she’d moved to Britain’s oldest recorded town.

	Elena seemed fascinating, too. Guardians were meant to serve the greater good.

	She leaned forward. “What was Elena like?”

	“Powerful, strong, wilful. The most beautiful woman I’ve ever met.” His lips curved into a smile.

	“Are you afraid I might turn out like her then?” Zoe asked. “Because I’m strong and…well, unusual.”

	“The Circle are fearful of that, yes, but personally, I don’t think you’re like her,” Raf said. “People are made good or evil, even if they have power. It’s the choices we make that define who we are.” Raf straightened. “Has Nick ever shown you the barrier to the underworld?”

	“No, but he’s mentioned it.”

	“A century ago when the other guardians and I banded together, we used all of our power to banish Elena and her followers to the underworld.” Raf held out his hand. “I’d like to show you.”

	Zoe bit her lip. “You want me to go into the underworld?” She doubted being around a place full of murderous, dark fey and a scorned former guardian would be much fun.

	Raf laughed. “No, I can show you the barrier. I want you to practice how to close it,” he said. “Perhaps then you’ll truly understand what it means to be a guardian.”

	She reluctantly took his hand, and light flashed around them. 

	 

	They reappeared on a beach filled with stones that dug into her shoes. The smell of salt and seaweed filled the air. “Where are we here on Mersea Island?” 

	“On the northern side of Mersea Island. The water surrounding this place stops any miscreant fey from leaving or coming over.” Raf let that go of her hand. “Now, I don’t have the power to directly reveal the barrier, but you do. A guardian’s most sacred duty is to make sure the barrier between the worlds never falls. In her desire for power, Elena brought things out of the underworld that should never have entered this plane. She broke the natural barrier between the worlds, and the other guardians and I had to restore it, sealing off the underworld.”

	Zoe hesitated, her heart pounding. She’d feel better if Nick were with them. If something went wrong, he’d know how to fix it. She doubted Raf would be much help, since he had very little power now.

	“Okay, how?” She clutched her pendant again.

	“Raise your hand and reach out with your senses. All guardians can sense the barrier between realms, because this one was made with guardian power,” Raf said.

	Zoe raised her hand, light flaring between her fingers. She sent her senses out into the world, her mind moving beyond the confines of the tiny island. Her magic flowed from her, illuminating the horizon. She hoped no humans saw it.

	“Concentrate only on the barrier,” Raf told her. “Think of nothing else.”

	She tried not to think about the creepy shadow that kept following her, or what she’d seen in the mermaid’s mind. Is Raf really training me, or is this another test? She wondered. Does he think I’ll turn out like Elena?

	Light flashed around her, but she couldn’t find the barrier Raf mentioned.

	“Concentrate. You’re safe here. Nothing can harm you,” Raf said.

	“I know. If something goes wrong, you won’t go blabbing to the Circle?” she challenged, raising her chin.

	She couldn’t trust this man, not really. He might be a former guardian, and Nick’s friend, but that wouldn’t stop the Circle from turning on her. Dorian certainly wanted to lock her up.

	“I’m a guardian first. The safety of this world is more important than the Circle. Both humans and Magickind alike would die if the creatures ever got out.”

	Zoe gasped as something at the edge of her mind the pulled her like a magnet. A glowing wall of green light appeared, extending skywards around the tiny stretch of beach.

	“Whoa, that’s…wow!” she breathed. “You and the other guardians created this?”

	“There’s already a natural barrier between this world and the underworld,” Raf explained, staring at the glowing green light. “But yes, this is made from guardian magic to seal the worst kinds of fey in.”

	Zoe moved forward, examining the glowing wall. The hairs on her arms stood on end as static charged against her. The power emanating from it sent her senses reeling. She imagined this must have taken dozens of people to erect.

	“Aren’t all the dark fey on the other side of this?” She ran a hand through her hair. “Would they all still be alive?”

	“Most fey can survive for centuries, so yes, most should still be alive,” Raf replied. “Every so often, one or two manage to slip through, especially the more powerful ones. Spirits can pass in and out.”

	“Like the thing that keeps following me?” She shivered.

	“I don’t think that’s just a spirit, more a projection of something or someone. I wouldn’t know for sure unless I saw it for myself.”

	Zoe backed away as a shadow moved past the glowing wall. She caught a flash of dark eyes. “What’s that?” Her hand went to the knife in her jacket.

	“The fey on the other side will sense you.” Raf explained as he moved to her side. “The barrier isn’t as strong as it once was, so more fey will start coming through. That’s where you come in. Let’s begin. Reach out with your mind and feel the barrier.”

	Zoe doubled over as pain stabbed through her skull. She closed her eyes and saw shadows coming through the barrier in her mind. “How many fey have come through this thing recently?”

	 

	 


Chapter 6

	 

	Nick scanned the runes Zoe had found on the latest victim. “Do you recognise these?” He stood in Raf’s office that night with the lamps burning, casting shadows around the array of books and artefacts that littered the room.

	Raf frowned. “No, they’re unlike anything I’ve seen before. Some fey use things older than even I have encountered.”

	“They remind me of something I saw as a kid, but I can’t remember what.” Nick shook his head, wishing he could remember where he’d seen them before.

	“Perhaps you should visit your father.” Raf moved around his mahogany desk and sat down.

	Nick scowled. “I’d rather be flayed alive. They look like marks made to influence or persuade someone to do something. The caster must somehow be influencing each fey. Zoe said she didn’t find much power in the latest victim either.”

	Raf’s brow creased. “She’s getting better at using her magic then?”

	“Yeah, slowly.” He grinned. “I don’t care what the Circle thinks, it’s better to have her on our side.”

	“Just as long as you keep an eye on her.”

	Nick frowned. “Zoe told me you showed her the barrier today and how to seal it. Why? I didn’t think you would trust her with something as important as that, given how unpredictable you think she is.” He’d been surprised when Zoe had told him what she and Raf had been doing.

	“I wanted to test her, that’s all.” Raf shuffled papers on his desk.

	“Come on, Raf, you don’t believe she’d hurt anyone, do you?” He scoffed. “I know her, she’s not a threat. I don’t know why the Circle thinks she’s so dangerous, she hasn’t hurt anyone. You’d see what a good person she is if you got to know her.”

	“I think you’re getting too close to her.” Raf gave him a hard look.

	Nick laughed. “She’s the only other guardian besides me. Yeah, I like her, but I haven’t crossed any lines.”

	“See that you don’t. I know you feel a connection with her, but we still don’t know who she is or where she came from.”

	“What does that even matter?” Nick demanded. “Jeez, I thought you were on her side.” He was getting sick of people insinuating that he and Zoe were more than just good friends. 

	“I’m not saying I believe she killed anyone, but she is protected by dangerous magic, and does things other guardians can’t.” Raf shook his head. “

	“So do I. That doesn’t make her evil, or whatever you think she is.” He stood up. “Never mind, I have a lead to follow with Zoe. Jesus, I can’t believe you.”

	Of all the people he’d thought were suspicious of Zoe, he hadn’t thought Raf to be one of them. He turned to go, then frowned. “You know more about her, don’t you?” Raf had warned him to stay away from Zoe when they first met.

	Raf shook his head. “I know nothing, just that you should be careful. If the Circle…”

	Nick’s jaw tightened. “The Circle won’t do anything to her,” he warned. “I won’t let them.”

	 

	Nick walked into Zoe’s living room and found her surrounded by his case files. 

	“What are you doing?” he asked.

	“Trying to find a link between the suicide victims. When Raf showed me the barrier today, I sensed how weak it’s becoming and realised the killer could be one of the fey banished a century ago,” she told him. “I’ve been going over your list of local fey to see if I could find any potential suspects.”

	“I have an assignment tonight. I know one fey who is pretty powerful. He’s an emo, and not the punk rocker kind. He has the power to influence people’s emotions, and he’s the best suspect I’ve found so far. He could have influenced someone into committing suicide. I planned on checking him out tonight anyway, since Joel’s band is playing. It’s a good way for me to get in.”

	“Great, when do we leave?”

	“I asked Silver to come and stay with you. You don’t have to come.”

	She frowned at him. “Why not? I’m your partner. Why wouldn’t you take me along? I’ve been undercover with you more than once.” 

	“I planned on using Joel’s band to get Devlin’s attention and distract him, so I can use my powers to find out if he’s connected to our case. Devlin is the club’s owner and has only been in town for a few weeks. Right around the time the psychic killings started.”

	“Devlin?” Zoe picked up one of the files. “I read about him. He hates guardians but has a thing for women. I could go in and get his attention.”

	“Devlin is always wary of guardians. He might not know about you, but that doesn’t mean he’ll be distracted by a random woman coming up to him.”

	Zoe grinned. “I’ll get his attention. If Joel’s band is playing, I’ll join them onstage.”

	Nick stared at her. “And do what? Stand there and announce you’re a guardian?”

	She rolled her eyes. “No, silly. Once upon a time, I used to be a dancer. I was good at it too,” she said. “Come on, it’s about time you let me take the lead on the case.”

	“I’m just trying to keep you safe. Why did you stop dancing?” He arched an eyebrow.

	“I got bored. Plus, my boss was sleazy and eventually went missing, which freaked me out. I left and never looked back.” She rose and headed for the stairs. “Give me a few minutes to get ready and I’ll make sure I get Devlin’s attention.”

	 

	“Are you ready yet?” Nick called. He’d been waiting almost half an hour for Zoe to come down. After living her with her for a few weeks, he knew she never spent that long getting ready. He’d slicked his hair back and changed into a grey shirt and black trousers, which had only taken him a few minutes. He still felt a little uneasy about taking her with him.

	“I’m coming!” she yelled.

	Women! He checked his phone. No leads from Silver. Only a message to say Joel and his band were on their way to the club.

	Zoe’s feet pounded on the stairs as she came down wearing a low-cut gold sequin dress and heels. Her dark hair hung loose and curly, and gold dusted her dark brown eyes, matching her dress.

	“Wow!” Nick breathed. “You look…wow!”

	She smiled. “See, perfection takes time.” She flicked her hair over her shoulder and grinned. “Devlin would have to be dead not to notice me like this.”

	 

	Original Sin sat just outside the town and had a dark and racy feel to it. Energy seemed to sizzle out of the entire building. With its red-coloured walls and black-tiled floor, it felt dark and seductive.

	“So, tell me more about the guy we’re staking out tonight,” Zoe said. “Anything else I should know about him?”

	 “He can feed off emotions, and influence people using those emotions. Just remember what I told you.” Nick put a hand on the small of her back as the bald-headed bouncer let them through into the club.

	“Right, get Devlin’s attention.” Zoe brushed her hair off her face. “No problem.” 

	She sauntered off.

	Be careful, he warned. You can’t give Devlin any reason to suspect you’re a guardian, or he’ll completely close down and toss you out.

	I’ll be fine, don’t worry. You’ve taught me well. She moved across the crowded dance floor, flashing him a smile.

	You’re not exactly the mistress of seduction, princess. Maybe we should have practiced flirting before we came here. He hopped onto a barstool and watched her move through the throng of bodies clad in sparkly getups or black leather. Most of the people here were fey of some kind or another, but he spotted a few shifters and witches too. He just hoped no one recognised him. 

	Zoe turned and flashed him a smile. As if you’d know. If I want to get a man’s attention, I’ll get it.

	Nick shook his head, wondering where his usual Zoe had gone. She’d never shown this much confidence on a case before. He settled by the bar and ordered a beer, waving at Joel when he spotted his friend onstage. He had no idea what Zoe had planned to get the elusive Devlin’s attention and doubted a bit of fancy dancing would do the trick.

	He had a good view of the stage as Joel and his band came on, and Joel started crooning one of his rock ballads. With his mop of red hair and dazzling green eyes, it wasn’t long before women started gathering around the small stage.

	The energy in the crowded club intensified, but no sign of Zoe, or the club’s infamous owner.

	The club buzzed with excitement from Joel, a siren who could influence people with his music.

	Nick half listened, spending his time scanning the crowd. The energy in the club changed again as Joel started singing a more up-tempo song. Many of the clubgoers started dancing around the stage, and one woman even tried to jump up to dance with Joel.

	Joel raised his hand and gave her a gentle push, not missing a beat as he kept singing.

	Where the hell is Zoe? Nick scanned the stage but didn’t see any sign of her.

	In a flash of gold, Zoe appeared next to Joel on stage. Together, she and Joel danced around, electrifying the atmosphere as she twirled and sashayed.

	Nick couldn’t take his eyes off her as she swirled and spun around Joel. Damn, she looked hot.

	At the end she raised her hands, making gold sparks fly into the air, much to the clubbers’ delight. They all cheered.

	I said get attention, not show off! he called. He tensed, ready to grab her if they needed to make a quick exit. If Devlin figures out you’re a guardian…

	Zoe grinned at him. Stop being so grumpy! I said I’d get his attention, and I will. Have a little faith in me. He won’t sense I’m a guardian, thanks to my curse. 

	Nick shook his head. He couldn’t deny she looked damn good up there, but she was taking a bloody big risk.

	As Zoe came offstage, someone appeared beside her, but Nick couldn’t make out who it was as they stood just out of his view. They took Zoe’s arm, and Nick lost sight of her as the clubgoers swarmed around stage, eager to meet Joel and his band.

	Damn it! Nick leapt from the stool, wanting to blur straight after Zoe but didn’t dare, reluctant to reveal himself as a guardian. He prayed she knew what she was doing. He’d taught her well, but still feared for her.

	When he cast his senses out, the club’s chaotic energy left him unable to sense her. Zo, where are you?

	When he tried to move backstage, a huge man blocked his path, looming over Nick at eight feet high, dressed in a silky black shirt and wearing sunglasses. Giant, Nick guessed, judging by the look of him. He made Nick’s six-foot frame feel small in comparison.

	“I’m a friend of Joel’s. Let me pass,” Nick ordered.

	The giant simply stared down at him. Damn, Nick hated giants. They were wicked strong, and bloody hard to kill. He didn’t want to have to fight one with all these people around. He needed to get to Zoe and make sure she was alright.

	“No,” the giant boomed.

	Nick sighed, itching to use magic, but not wanting to risk it. Devlin didn’t allow guardians in his club. Instead, he pulled out his phone and held up a picture of him and Zoe with Joel and Silver. He had an arm around Zoe, and they were both smiling. “I want to see my girl backstage. Now move.”

	Reluctantly, the giant moved aside.

	Nick headed straight to Joel, spotting his friend with his bandmates. 

	“Hey, did you see us up there? Man, we were on fire!” he exclaimed. “I’ll have to convince Zoe to—”

	“Where is she?” Nick demanded.

	Joel shrugged. “Don’t know. Wow, that girl can dance,” he said. “You’d be an idiot not to grab onto her while you can, mate.”

	Nick sighed and disappeared into an empty corner, pulling the shadows around himself. He avoided people as he moved through the club, otherwise they might be able to see him if they knocked into him.

	All other noise faded as static crackled in his ear. Zoe had turned on her the earpiece he’d given her. Good girl! He headed to the door of Devlin’s office, which stood partly open, and stopped just inches from it, peering inside.

	Zoe sat with a blonde-haired man with piercing dark eyes, dressed in a black suit. Devlin.

	“I’ve never seen you with the band before,” Devlin remarked as he poured her a drink. “I’ve been watching them for a while.”

	“I’m new.” Zoe smiled, keeping her cool as she twirled a strand of hair around her fingers.

	Nick felt his heart pound. Despite his confidence, he couldn’t bear the thought of anything happening to her. Zoe and Devlin continued chitchatting. Nick pressed his back to the wall, careful to keep his power usage to a minimum for fear Devlin would sense him.

	“I have a fondness for beautiful things.” 

	Devlin moved closer to Zoe.

	I bet you do. Nick’s stomach lurched.

	“So I’ve heard.” Zoe smiled sweetly.

	“What have you heard?”

	“That you are very powerful,” she remarked. “You can affect people in ways others can’t.”

	Zoe, watch it, Nick warned. If he suspects you...

	“I’m curious. How does it work?” Zoe leaned forward on her elbows.

	Zoe, what the fuck are you doing? he demanded.

	Devlin touched Zoe’s cheek, his eyes flashing with light as he used his power on her. 

	God damn it! Nick shot into the room, raising a hand and pulling out his athame.

	Devlin spun around, his eyes fading to black as he shot to his feet. “Guardian,” he growled. “What the hell are you doing in my club?” He raised his hand, his eyes flashing with power.

	The athame fell from Nick’s grasp as he choked, clutching his throat as energy started to pour from his body.

	“No!” Zoe threw up her hands, sending out two blasts of gold light.

	Devlin didn’t even flinch as the light hit him.

	Nick tried to summon his power to help her, but nothing happened. In a flash, Zoe grabbed Nick’s fallen knife and plunged it into Devlin’s back. The emo cried out, stumbling as the iron burned his flesh.

	Nick fell to his knees, coughing, still immobilised.

	Devlin yanked the blade free, flung it aside, and grabbed Zoe by the throat. His eyes widened. “What are you?” he gasped. “Why can’t I feed from you?”

	In answer, she punched him in the face, making him stagger backward.

	Nick sprang up, grabbing Devlin and sending his senses out. Images and thoughts of the emo emerging through the barrier and feeding off of different people crashed through his mind, but none held the answers he wanted.

	Devlin slumped into his chair as Nick released him. “Guardians,” he snarled. “I should’ve known.”

	Zoe, go and wait for me outside.

	Not going. She folded her arms. We’re partners, remember?

	“I have my eye on you, Devlin,” Nick warned. “If any human or supernatural gets hurt again, you’ll answer to me.” He grabbed Zoe’s arm, gave her a shove toward the door.

	“What the fuck is she?” Devlin demanded.

	“I’m your worst nightmare.” Zoe smirked.

	“You’ve got darkness inside you – that kind of power could make me invincible.” Devlin leered. “With the coming darkness…”

	“What darkness?” Zoe arched an eyebrow.

	Devlin's smile widened. “Something big is coming, and it will affect the future of all Magickind. I’m surprised your friend here hasn’t warned you about it.”

	Zoe, go and wait outside, Nick snapped. I’m still in charge here. Go!

	She glared at him before storming out of the room. You’re welcome!

	“Go near her and I’ll send you to a fate worse than death,” Nick remarked.

	Devlin laughed. “Death follows that woman around; I can feel it. If someone should be worried, guardian, it’s you.”

	 


Chapter 7

	 

	Zoe helped Nick onto the sofa after they had transported back through the ley lines. “Why did you ask me to leave?” she grumbled.

	She’d been so excited about finally taking the lead on the case, but just when she’d thought he’d taken her seriously. Both as a guardian and a partner, he’d barged in to rescue her when she’d had things under control.

	Nick slumped against the sofa, still looking pale. “Because Devlin isn’t like any of the other things you’ve faced so far. You’re lucky your curse protected you, that was a huge gamble.”

	Despite what had happened, she couldn’t keep the grin off her face. “I got his attention though, didn’t I?” She sipped at a cup of tea.

	“You were hard not to notice up there, flashing magic around,” he complained. “When I said get his attention, I didn’t mean for you to use magic in front of him and the entire club.”

	Killjoy. Come on, why don’t you just admit you noticed me? I was dancing for you up there. Not Devlin, she thought.

	“You told me to get his attention, and I did. The people there won’t know I’m a guardian, and there was no exposure risk because all the people in there were magical, anyway.” She sat beside him, touching his shoulder. “Are you okay?” 

	“I’ll be fine. You saved me before he took too much life force.”

	“See, we do make a good team,” she said. “Why did you run in, though? I had him, I could have handled him.”

	Nick sighed. “Maybe.” He shook his head. “It’s my job to keep you safe.”

	Zoe scowled. “Is that all I am to you? Someone you need to protect?” She couldn’t deny she liked having him around, liked sleeping next to him. Maybe even liked him as more than just a friend.

	“Of course not. You know that,” Nick said, squeezing her hand.

	“Good, then you need to trust me to take care of myself on cases,” she said. “Why can’t we just banish Devlin?” She sipped more of her tea as she waited for an answer.

	“He’s too powerful, he’d only find his way back into this world again.”

	She paused. “What do you think he meant by the darkness in me? Am I a dark fey?”

	“Everyone has darkness in them. It doesn’t make you evil or bad,” he said. “We’ll keep an eye on him, but he’s not the one we’re looking for.”

	“Are you gonna teach me mind-reading?” She gave him a hopeful look. She’d been wanting to learn for weeks now, but he refused.

	Nick laughed. “Soon. You’re getting through your training fast—soon you won’t need me anymore.”

	“I’ll always need you,” she blurted without meaning to. “I-I mean with all the freakish stuff that happens around me, who else is gonna be there to back me up?” She rose quickly. “I’m going to Sabine’s. Night.”

	“I’ll sleep in the spare room tonight. Call me if you need me.”

	She headed to the stairs.

	“You look beautiful. Every bloke in the club noticed,” he called after her.

	Yeah, but you’re the only one I wanted to notice, she thought. She smiled and headed upstairs to get changed.

	 

	Still buzzing, she arrived at Sabine’s for their next session. Despite the late hour, Sabine still looked like her usual impeccable self. 

	How does she manage to look so perfect? Zoe wondered.

	“You look nice,” the witch remarked, noting the gold make-up that Zoe had forgotten to wipe off.

	“Nick and I were working.” She ran a hand through her still curly hair.

	Sabine gave a knowing smile. “Looking like that, I’m surprised you and Nick didn’t give into your feelings for each other.”

	“We’re just friends,” Zoe insisted. “It’s not like that.” 

	It can’t be like that. Not right now. I need to focus on this.

	“Indeed.” Sabine settled on her cushion, candles flaring to life as she did so. “Ready to begin?”

	Zoe forced all thoughts of Nick and the excitement of the night out of her mind as she sat. She told Sabine about the song she kept hearing. “It’s weird chiming music. It keeps playing in my head, so maybe it means something.”

	“Let’s begin, we’ll see.”

	“Do I have darkness in me?” she blurted out.

	Sabine frowned. “Everyone is made of light and dark, even guardians.”

	“Yeah, but an emo told me I have great darkness in me. Is it the curse…or is it me?” She fingered her pendant. She’d always feared there was something dark inside of her, something bad, and the curse that seemed to confirm it.

	“Not everything is as black-and-white as humans think,” Sabine replied. “It’s the choices you make as a person that make you who you are, not what’s inside you. Besides, I’d never trust the word of an emo. They are parasites, you’re much more special than that.”

	Zoe snorted. She didn’t feel special, nor did she want to be that way. “Let’s get started.” 

	She squeezed her eyes shut as Sabine chanted the words of invocation and began the spell.

	Zoe felt a jolt as the magic dragged her into its grasp. Instead of the purple room, she found herself standing in a long hallway with dark mahogany walls—somewhere she didn’t recall seeing before.

	Where are you? Sabine asked.

	Somewhere different.

	Good, keep moving forward.

	Zoe reached out, trying to steady herself, and the walls flashed. 

	Right, not real walls. She took a step, then another, surprised no pain followed.

	The walls flickered as she walked further down the hall, the chiming began again, echoing down the corridor as if beckoning her.

	Zoe ran, trying to find the source of it. The hallway ended in nothing, just a black void. Taking a deep breath, she stepped into it and gasped.

	Noise wailed through her ears. Voices echoed, and colours seemed brighter, so sharp they blinded her. Zoe doubled over, clutching her head as she opened her eyes. “Oh god!”

	Sabine raised her hand, ready to end the spell.

	“No, I’m okay. I’m going back in.” She squeezed her eyes shut again, and the spell pulled her back under.

	Bears growled and wolves howled as she saw a flash of coloured wings.

	Zoe blinked as her body adjusted to the sights and sounds, and the howls faded. She stood in a much larger room. The walls seemed to be covered in pure gold, and a chandelier glittered like diamonds overhead. This place felt almost familiar, like the purple room, yet she got the feeling she shouldn’t be here.

	Where are you? Sabine asked again.

	This time Zoe ignored her. Places and fragments weren’t true memories. She wanted, no, needed, something tangible. A clue, anything to find out who she was, who she had been.

	She raced through the room, marvelling at the glittering chandelier as it cast dancing light over the floor.

	Laughter echoed along with the sound of running footsteps. The little girl appeared again, waving to her.

	“Who are you?” Zoe asked.

	The girl beckoned, then vanished in a blur of flight.

	Damn it! 

	Zoe tried running after her, but the girl had disappeared. “Come back,” she called. “Please!”

	She sighed, moving around the length of the room. Nothing. But she wouldn’t give up so easily. This is my mind, my memory. Zoe stormed out of the room, back into the hallway, then heard a hiss behind her. Turning, she saw a blur of colour that looked like wings spiral around the room. When she moved closer to it, the colours became brighter, almost taking the shape of someone twirling around the room. But who?

	When she reached out, the colours and music faded.

	Zoe opened her eyes to find Sabine watching her.

	“You’ve been under almost an hour. I tried to bring you out, but something blocked me,” the witch said. “I warned you how dangerous staying in there so long could be.”

	Zoe felt a wave of nausea, her stomach recoiling as she threw up in a bowl Sabine had left out beside her. “Sorry,” she muttered, wiping her mouth. “I just—I needed to see more.” She grabbed the mug Sabine had already prepared and gulped down the brew. It burned her throat, but she knew it would help with the spell’s after-effects.

	“What did you see?” Sabine sat down beside her and touched her shoulder.

	Zoe shook her head, wincing from the pain it caused. “A different room—pretty. Gold walls, a chandelier that could take up my entire living room.”

	“Sounds like your memories are slowly awakening,” Sabine said. “This is good, but you can’t force it.”

	She reached out and grabbed Sabine’s hands. “Can’t you break my curse? I feel like I’m chipping away at the wall, but I’m not breaking through it, not really.”

	Sabine shook her head. “I can’t do that. I won’t. You don’t know how dangerous it could be,” she said. “You could risk triggering it again. No, I need to know much more before we dare do that.” She extinguished the candles with a wave of her hand. “Go home and get some rest. We’ll try again in a few days.

	She frowned at the witch. “From what I’ve learnt about you so far, you could undo this curse. Why can't you just use a spell? I don’t care about the risks. I just want to know who I am and why someone cursed me. My foster mum got hurt because of me, and I need to know why. The risks aren’t important.”

	Sabine sighed. “There might be one way. I do know of a spell that is said to undo any magic, but it would take some research and time before I could actually cast it,” she explained. “But as I said, the risks are unfathomable…”

	“Good, get researching.” Zoe got unsteadily to her feet, wishing she’d driven there. Blurring didn’t seem like an option right now.

	Sabine hesitated. “If the Circle finds out, I could be in big trouble.”

	Zoe arched an eyebrow. “I get the feeling you don’t give a damn what the Circle thinks.” She frowned. “Nick thinks you can’t be trusted; I think you can. Prove me right and help me.”

	“Give me a few days and I’ll see what I can find out, but I still think you should wait.”

	“I don’t have time to waste. Something is stalking me and hurting other people. I need to find out what it is and how to stop it before anyone else gets hurt.”

	Sabine muttered something, making orbs of light sparkle around Zoe.

	Zoe gasped as she reappeared in her living room. Nick lay slumped on the sofa, asleep. She stumbled over to him, knowing she’d never make it upstairs. Settling down beside him, she kicked off her shoes before pulling a blanket over them both as she rested her head against his shoulder and letting sleep drag her in.

	 

	Zoe blinked, finding herself back in the gold room again, the chandelier glittering like a beacon above her. Orbs of light danced over the floor, blurring into colour.

	Someone grabbed her arm. She saw a woman’s figure, with a blur of grey where her face should be.

	Zoe asked. “Who the hell are you?” She’d never seen anyone aside from the girl in her dream before. What had changed?

	“Zo...” The voice sounded far away. “Zo...”

	She tried to pull her away, but the grip tightened like a vice. She screamed. “Let go of me!”

	“Zo…remember...” the voice called.

	She had to run, had to get away from whatever, or whoever, the strange woman was.

	Light flared in her hands, and she broke away, stumbling onto the floor. Her heart pounded in her ears as everything inside her screamed at her to go.

	The woman ran after her. “Zo...”

	Go away! You can’t hurt me here! Her athame appeared in her hand, and she sliced the blade across her palm, drawing runes on the floor around her to keep her safe from whatever hunted her.

	 


Chapter 8

	 

	Nick’s eyes flew open and static charged against his skin, his senses warning him of danger.

	“Let go of me!” Zoe cried.

	Nick shot up, finding her crouched on the floor, drawing different symbols with her blood.

	“Zo, what the hell are you doing?” He made a move toward her, only to find himself flying through the air as light flashed. He landed across the room, grunting, and forced himself back up. The last thing he remembered was falling asleep. But Zoe hadn’t been home.

	She carried on drawing different symbols, etching them over the floor, then she rose, starting to draw them on the walls. Blood dripped from where she had sliced her hand open.

	He’d only taught her the basic runes and sigils that aided in magic, but some of these he didn’t even recognise. “Zo, what are you doing?” he repeated, taking a cautious step toward her.

	She glanced over at him, her eyes burning a deep amber. Power rolled off of her, dark and icy to his senses. This wasn’t his Zoe. This was whatever she became when her dark memories took hold of her. 

	She turned her attention back to the wall, rubbing her fingers over it with one hand and carving signs with her athame with the other.

	Nick grabbed his own blade, trying to break through a symbol as he drew magic. He had to get to her and bring her out of her trance.

	“Don’t,” she snarled, her voice low and harsh, light flaring in her palm.

	Nick ducked as she threw a bolt of light toward him. “Stop! It’s me. It’s Nick. You’d never hurt me.” Damn it, he needed to get near her to wake her up. Zoe? he called. Please listen to me.

	Her fingers flew over the walls, drawing more frantically with both the athame and her bloody palm. Despite her sleepwalking, she’d never done anything like this before. She’d lost control in the past, but not like this. Not to this extent. 

	Glass shattered as something shot through the front window. A black mass of smoke with yellow eyes hovered above him. 

	What the fuck is that?

	 “Zoe?” The creature bypassed Nick and went straight for her. The runes flared to life, repelling the thing with a violent flash of light.

	The creature hissed, thrashing, but the runes held firm.

	Zoe raised her hand, blasting it with beams of light, and it screeched, fleeing back out the window. Once it was gone, Zoe slumped onto the floor, unmoving.

	Nick tried to get to her, but the runes still repelled him. Gritting his teeth, he pulled out his phone. “Raf, I need you to get over to Zoe’s house, right now.”

	“What’s wrong?” Raf asked, sounding anxious.

	“Just get here. Something’s wrong with Zoe, and I need your help.” Nick ended the call. He dropped to his knees and got to work dispelling the runes.

	Damn it, this could take hours. 

	He needed to wake her. Right now. Taking a deep breath, he blurred, shooting toward her. BAM! A surge of energy sent him crashing onto the coffee table, which gave way under him.

	Light flashed in the room as Raf appeared. 

	“What the...” the old man gasped. “Who did all this?”

	Nick inclined his head toward Zoe, rubbing the back of his neck. He didn’t want Raf here. He didn’t even know if he could trust him anymore, but he had no one else to help. As much as he wanted to keep the Circle’s attention away from Zoe, he knew he didn’t have any other choice. “Can you dispel these runes? I need to know she’s okay.” Nick’s heart pounded in his ears.

	“These runes are strong, old magic, meant for protection—did you teach them to her?” Raf glanced around the room, frowning

	Nick shook his head. “No, we’ve only covered some basics. She must have learnt them somewhere else,” he said. “For Christ’s sake, don’t just stand there, do something!”

	Raf raised his hand, muttering words of power. Every rune flashed at once, then went black as their power faded.

	Nick’s body blurred as he shot over to Zoe, letting out a breath. Oddly, he hadn’t meant to do that. “I woke up, and she was drawing these things. Something attacked us. A shadow thing, just like the other night. She wasn’t herself, it was like her sleepwalking, only different.” He knelt and cupped her face. “Zo? Zoe, wake up.”

	She moaned as her eyes slowly opened. “Nick? Why are we on the floor?” She looked up, and her eyes widened when she saw Raf. “What’s going on? Why is he here?”

	Nick picked her up and helped her onto the sofa. “You were sleepwalking again, and the shadow thing attacked you.”

	Zoe glanced around the room then looked at her bloodied hand. Nick blurred and grabbed a towel, handing it to her. 

	“I fell asleep after I came home from Sabine’s. I saw something different in my nightmare this time. A woman without a face.”

	Raf’s frown deepened. “Zoe, what do you remember doing in your dream?”

	She shook her head. “I ran away when I saw the strange woman. I didn’t do anything else.”

	“What were you doing before you went to sleep?” Raf glanced between them. “Wait, why were you both asleep down here?”

	“I went to Sabine’s for my weekly session and was too drained to manage the stairs.” She shrugged.

	“I must’ve fallen asleep down here,” Nick answered.

	“Did you remember anything, Zoe?”

	“Bits and pieces. I saw a golden room, and I heard wolves howling.” Zoe glanced at Nick, who blurred into the kitchen to make them all a cup of tea.

	“Raf, why do these things keep happening to me?” Zoe demanded.

	Raf touched Zoe’s forehead, brow creasing when he closed his eyes. “Your shield still protects you. I can’t read anything,” he said. “How often has this happened?”

	“Maybe twice since I started training. I fell asleep down here.”

	His gaze shot to Nick. “Where were you?”

	Nick bit his lip. “Already asleep.” He rubbed the back of his neck and knew he was in for it now.

	“You weren’t with her when she went to Sabine’s?” Raf glared at him.

	Yep, really in for it now! Damn, I should’ve gone with her! I know my orders.

	“I go to Sabine’s every week. It’s not a big deal.” Zoe crossed her arms. “He can’t be with me every second.”

	“He’s supposed to be watching over you,” Raf snapped. “Keeping you safe.”

	“Don’t you mean keeping an eye on me, so I don’t go psycho?” Zoe retorted.

	“Zo, don’t.” Nick rubbed the bridge of his nose.

	“What?” she demanded. “I’m sick of—”

	Raf glanced around the room, a raised hand cutting Zoe’s rant short. “What happened when you came home? Did use your power to get here?”

	“No, I was exhausted, so Sabine sent me back. I sat next to Nick and went to sleep.” She glanced between them “What happened?”

	“I can’t answer that. These runes are old, they’re meant to ward and protect. Perhaps you somehow knew that the creature would come.” Raf took the mug of tea Nick offered.

	“It must be some kind of dark spirit,” Nick mused. “We’ll have to do some research. In the meantime, I’ll board up the window.”

	“Perhaps you should both stay at the castle tonight? You’d be safe there,” Raf suggested.

	“No.” Zoe shook her head again. “This is my home. I’m not leaving. I don’t want to stay at the castle where I’ll be under the Circle’s watch.” She glanced at Nick. Did I hurt you?

	No, I’m fine. Go get some sleep, I’ll be up soon. Don’t worry, I’ll stay with you. Nick squeezed her hand, not caring if Raf saw or what he thought.

	She nodded and headed upstairs.

	Once she was gone, Nick turned to Raf. “What the fuck is happening? This isn’t natural!”

	Raf snorted. “Nothing about Zoe is natural.”

	“That may be, but she’s not a threat to anyone,” he snapped.

	“These runes are very old magic. She couldn’t have cast them unless someone taught them to her.” Raf sighed. “I must tell the Circle what transpired here.”

	“No, they’ll lock her up! She’s starting to remember things now.” Nick’s hands clenched into fists. “It’s not like they’re really going to help her. They did nothing to help my mother after what my bastard father did to her.”

	“I can’t ignore my duty to them, nor can I ignore this. Think about it, what do we really know about her?” 

	“She’s a guardian, she’s cursed, and she’s not dangerous. You don’t know her the way I do.”

	“I know you’re getting far too close. Are you having sex with her?” Raf demanded.

	Nick laughed. “Of course not! It’s easier to sleep next to her when she has nightmares,” he said. “Look, you can’t tell the Circle. I won’t let them lock her up.”

	“That’s not your call.”

	“Whose side are you on here? She’s a guardian! The very thing you used to be, remember?” Of all people, Nick had expected Raf to be on their side.

	“She still loses control, and she still used dangerous magic.” Raf motioned to the dormant runes. “I’ll see what I can find out about these runes. In the meantime, keep close watch over her and remember not to let your feelings get in the way. For the record, I am on your side, but I’m not blinded by emotion.”

	“Right. I forgot everything about being a guardian is all about duty. I’m not allowed to feel anything,” he scoffed. “You’re the one who spent years telling me how I should pass my knowledge on and—”

	“Good night, Nicklaus.” Raf vanished in a flash of light.

	Still seething, Nick blurred, grabbing a piece of wood from Zoe’s back garden to seal a board in place over the broken window. He then headed upstairs.

	Zoe sat on her bed, arms wrapped around her knees. “Am I being summoned by the Circle yet?”

	“No.”

	“I will be. Can’t hide the freak forever.” She gave a harsh laugh.

	“You’re not a freak,” he insisted.

	“Sure I am. I don’t fit into any world, not even yours.” Zoe laughed. “You know, tonight I actually felt like a real guardian when we took on that emo. I should have known it wouldn’t last.” She sniffed.

	Nick went over to her, placing his hands on her knees. “You are a real guardian and you do belong in my world. Don’t ever doubt that.” He cupped her face. “I won’t ever let anyone else hurt you.” His heart twisted every time she got upset. He hated it.

	“You can’t control the Circle.”

	“We are not bound by them.”

	She rubbed her eyes, took a deep breath. “I’m not worried. I’m done with being afraid of what they might do.” She turned away. “You should go.”

	“Why? I thought...” He tried to find a decent excuse to stay. 

	“I doubt I’ll sleep anyway, so you might as well get some.”

	Nick hesitated, feeling like an idiot. “I-I can’t. I won’t sleep either unless I know you’re okay.”

	“What about Raf? He thinks we’re…”

	“Let him, it doesn’t matter.” He pulled off his shirt and jeans and climbed into bed beside her, wrapping his arms around her.

	She sighed and snuggled against him.

	I’m not leaving you, he thought. Neither the Circle nor that curse are taking you away from me.

	 


Chapter 9

	 

	After leaving Zoe at the castle with Joel and Silver, Nick headed out to an old mansion on the outskirts of town. The mansion’s gaudy opulence made Nick cringe. To think I once lived here. He ignored the guards stationed in each hall and the servants wandering around. No one questioned him or even looked him in the eye. They didn’t dare. They hadn’t done a damn thing for him as a kid, either.

	Nick moved through the corridor until he finally reached another door. He didn’t want to be here, had never wanted to set foot in this wretched place again. He’d once vowed he never would, but Zoe needed him. So personal feelings no longer mattered.

	Nick knocked once, taking deep breaths. God, he wished he didn’t have to do this. Why couldn’t he just barge in and grab the stuff himself? Then again, he had no idea where Dorian might have stashed everything, and the old man would go ballistic.

	“Come,” barked a voice.

	Keep it together. You’re a guardian, he has no power over you. 

	Nick pushed the door open. The study looked just as he remembered it. With wall-to-wall bookcases, an ornate desk, and a leather visitor’s chair.

	Dorian himself sat behind the desk. He rose and grinned as Nick walked in. “Nicklaus, good to see you.”

	Yeah right! Nick crossed his arms. “I want my mother’s things,” he said. “Where are they?”

	Dorian gave him a disapproving look. “Please sit.”

	“This isn’t a social call. I want my mum’s things. Now.” He folded his arms.

	“What makes you think I have them?”

	“Because she lived here, if you can call being stuck in this gilded prison ‘living.’” Nick’s eyes were hard.

	“She never complained.” A smile twisted over Dorian’s lips.

	Nick’s jaw clenched. No, he wouldn’t give into rage. No matter how much he wanted to. That would be playing right into Dorian’s hands. His mother wouldn’t have complained about this place, or anything toward the end. The memory of her lying on the floor bloody and broken flashed through his mind, so raw it hurt.

	His hands clenched as he forced himself to stay calm. I won’t give in. I won’t let him get to me. He called on his guardian training to try to hide his true feelings.

	“You wouldn’t have thrown her stuff away. You considered them trophies—just like her.” That was what she had been to Dorian: a trophy. A prized possession and his property. Not a person.

	“Perhaps I kept a few things, but why would I hand them over?” Dorian arched an eyebrow.

	“Because they’re mine and because you’re feeling generous today.” Nick smirked.

	Dorian chuckled. “Nothing comes for free. What do you have to offer me?”

	“I kept your secrets. That should be enough. What would your precious Circle think if they knew what you did to one of the last guardians?”

	The Circle leader’s jaw tightened, and he snapped his fingers. “I’ll have a servant bring them down for you. As for the Circle, they wouldn’t do anything. It’s your word against mine, and you have no proof against me now she’s dead.” He raised a brow. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with your little lost fey, would it? She’s not worthy of Sonia’s things. She’s not even a real guardian.”

	“This isn’t about her. I just want my mother’s things, then I’ll be out of here.” He turned to leave.

	“Please sit. Have some tea—that’s what families do, don’t they?”

	“We’re not a family. We never were,” Nick scoffed. If they didn’t bring the stuff down soon, he’d rip the damn place apart himself.

	“How is the fake guardian getting along?” Dorian asked. “Her probation will be reviewed again soon, and this time they’ll lock her up for sure. I told them she’s too dangerous to run loose.”

	“She’s not a rabid dog, for fuck’s sake! She’s a guardian. I’ll be damned if I let you do anything to her.”

	Dorian laughed. “You can’t protect her forever. She’ll be locked up soon enough, and the strange deaths will finally end.”

	“What do you even know about her?” Nick demanded.

	Given what Dorian was capable of, Nick suspected he was somehow connected to Zoe’s mysterious past. But he hadn’t found a connection between them so far.

	“I know as much as anyone does about her. A girl with no past, raised among humans, possessing unnatural power.”

	“Right. You wouldn’t have had anything to do with that, would you? Given your penchant for owning guardians, especially females?” Nick spat. 

	Dorian chuckled. “Alas, your mother was the only guardian I possessed. Pity, I still miss—”

	“Don’t you dare speak of her! You didn’t deserve to breathe the same air she did.” Nick felt power crackle between his fingers as his magic flared to life.

	The door opened as a man came in carrying a large wooden box, then set it down on the floor.

	Magic fading, Nick pulled it open. The smell of jasmine hit him so hard he felt his gut twisting, and his eyes misted over. His mother’s scent.

	Dorian moved around the desk. “You won’t kill me, you don’t have it in you,” he hissed. “Under your façade you’re just as weak as Sonia was.”

	“You couldn’t possess her soul, could you? In death she won. You never got her power,” Nick growled. “Is this all of it?”

	“That whore served her purpose. Now get out.” Dorian jerked his hand toward the door.

	Nick picked up the box.

	“Your precious Zoe won’t be free much longer. The Circle will see to that. Now there’s a guardian I look forward to breaking.”

	Nick blurred away before he did something he’d later regret, the feel of the place burning like a bitter aftertaste in his mouth.

	 He dumped the box off at his room at the castle, unable to face its contents just yet. The pub outside seemed tempting, but he didn’t want to go there. He needed something dark to match his mood. Somewhere darker.

	 

	Nick blurred until he reached the Black Dahlia club. It looked far worse than where Zoe used to work as a barmaid when he’d first met her. The wooden floor was black with dirt and dust, the tables and bar stools ripped and scuffed. It was the kind of place supernaturals frequented, a seedy place with even seedier people. He headed for the bar.

	“Can I get a beer? Make it a large one.” He gulped it down, then ordered another.

	“Well, if it isn’t the famous Trevelyan himself.” A redhead with breasts almost spilling out of her bodice sidled over to him. “Where have you been, Nicky? I’ve been lonely without you.”

	“I doubt that, Cal. You have a bar full of potentials in here.”

	“Yeah, but they don’t have your stamina.” She ran a nail down his cheek. “You’re grumpy. You need me to make you feel better.”

	Nick gave her a light shove. “Believe me, I’m not in the mood.”

	She pouted. “Does it have anything to do with your new guardian? I heard you were getting cosy with her, but I didn’t believe it.”

	“I’m not anything with her,” he muttered. 

	Just get the fuck away from me. Couldn’t he have a bloody drink in peace?

	“Something bad is coming, we can all feel it. Your girl is connected to it,” she snapped.

	Nick spun around and grabbed her by the throat. “What the fuck you are on about?” he growled, power flashing in his eyes.

	Callie trembled, but didn’t stop. “Can’t you feel it? Something dark is coming, you of all people should know. That’s why so many of us are dying.”

	“You’re a succubus. What would you know?”

	“I know the woman you’re shacked up with is dangerous. Says she’s a lost girl, but no guardian has that kind of power inside them.” She tried to wriggle free.

	Nick tightened his grip. “How do you know anything about her?” he growled.

	“Word gets around. Everyone has heard about the new guardian and how strange she is.” He squeezed her so tightly her eyes bulged. “Guardians...don’t kill.”

	With a disgusted growl, he released her. “This one can and will. Get the hell away from me.” He turned back to the bar and downed one pint after another, trying to block out memories he’d thought were long since buried. The booze burned the back of his throat but did little to ease the pit in his stomach.

	His phone buzzed with a text from Zoe: Hey, we have training. Where are you?

	He ignored it, growling a warning when the bartender tried refusing him another drink. Within minutes, his phone started chiming, and Zoe’s smiling face appeared on the screen in a photo he’d snapped when she hadn’t been watching.

	Nick pressed the cancel button without hesitation and drained his glass. No amount of booze would make him feel better. He couldn’t really get drunk unless he drank strong fey booze, but this stuff would at least numb him for a little while. 

	 

	 

	Growing sick of the bar, he finally headed back to the castle. 

	Zoe rounded on him the minute he stepped through the door. “Where were you?” she demanded. “I thought something had happened to you.”

	“Jeez, I didn’t know we had to be joined at the hip. I have a life that doesn’t include watching you all the time.”

	Her eyes widened with hurt, but she carried on. “We had training, something you berate me for missing.” Her nose wrinkled. “God, you reek of booze. What’s wrong?”

	“Nothing. Training is off for today.” He tried to push past her, but she didn’t budge. “Move.”

	“No, not until you tell me what’s up with you.”

	“Not happening.” Nick blurred away, heading straight into his room.

	Zoe appeared in front of him, hands on hips. “Hey, I’m not going anywhere, so you might as well just tell me.”

	“Zoe, get the hell out of my room!”

	“Nick, you’ve seen the shit I go through. You can share whatever shit you’re going through with me.”

	His mind raced, wondering where the hell he could go. “It’s not your business.”

	“Trevelyan, I’m the closest friend you’ve got. Friends share, so tell me, or I’ll just keep harassing you.”

	She had a point, but he didn’t want to think about it. 

	“I don’t want to talk,” Nick growled. “I wanna hit something. Now go!”

	“Okay.” Her fist flew out.

	Nick ducked. “What the hell are you doing?”

	“I’m the only one who can fight you evenly, so let’s go.”

	“I’m not hitting you!” He shook his head, wondering what she was playing at.

	“It’s either that or talking, so...” She flew at him again.

	He blocked her blow. She spun and knocked him to the ground.

	Nick grunted, raised his hand, and blasted her with a low-level jolt of ley line energy.

	“Hey!” Zoe yelled as she hit the floor. “That’s cheating!”

	He rolled over to her, brushing her hair off her face. “I don’t want to fight you.”

	Zoe grinned. “Shame, I was just starting to have fun.” She shoved him back down.

	Nick laughed. “You’re sexy when you’re like this.”

	“Don’t try flirting with me, Nick. Just tell me what’s the matter.” She wriggled away from him and got up.

	He sighed and sprang to his feet, eyeing the chest containing his mother’s things. He couldn’t open it. Not yet.

	“Why do you smell like really cheap perfume?” Zoe scowled.

	“It’s not what you think.”

	She shrugged. “I don’t care. We’re just friends.”

	“We’re more than that, and you know it.” He tilted her head up, forcing her to meet his gaze. “I can’t– I can’t not have you in my life now.”

	“You have me. Always.”

	Nick held his hand out to her. “I want to show you something.”

	Zoe took it, light blurring around them as he opened the lines.

	 

	They reappeared inside an old graveyard. Most of the headstones had either worn away or were overgrown with grass and weeds, leaving only remnants of the names of their occupants.

	Nick let go of her hand, walking over to a spot he hadn’t visited in over two decades. “You ask why I never talk about my family.” He knelt, pulling grass away to reveal a name. “Well, meet my mother.” 

	The name read ‘Sonia Trevelyan’. 

	“She died when I was eight. She was a guardian, strong, powerful. The most beautiful woman in the world to me,” he said. “She met a man who wanted to possess her. He abused her, tortured her, stripped away everything. She tried to hide it, but I heard her crying every night whilst he…” Nick shook his head. “She taught me what she could, said being a guardian was an honour. The last day we spent together, she took me to a park. We had so much fun without him there. She told me she was leaving him, that we’d start over somewhere new.” He stared at the headstone. “The next day, I found her at the bottom of the stairs, dead.” He sank to his knees then, feeling tears prick at the back of his eyes. “Damn it, I should have...”

	Zoe came up behind him, wrapping her arms around him. “I’m so sorry.” She rested her head against his shoulder.

	“I stayed with him for another few years. Every day I dreamt about killing the bastard,” he snarled. “When I finally had the chance, I couldn’t do it. Oh, he fucking loved that! Said I was weak, just like she’d been.” He let the tears flow. “God, I should have.”

	“You’re not a killer. She wouldn’t have wanted you to be.”

	“I should have saved her, should have done something.”

	“You were a kid. There’s nothing you could have done.”

	Nick sniffed, wrapping an arm around her. “She would have loved meeting you.”

	Zoe smiled. “Me too.” She kissed his forehead. “She would’ve been proud of you.”

	Nick snorted. “Doubt that. I screwed up so many times.”

	“Everyone makes mistakes, but you’re a good man. Hell, you’ve been there for me like no one else would have.”

	Nick rubbed his eyes. “I’m fucked up, Zoe.”

	“Yeah, well, that makes two of us. We make a great pair.”

	He stayed there, staring at the gravestone, lost in memory.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 10

	 

	Zoe stirred, forced from sleep as the remnants of her nightmare faded. She’d fallen asleep in Nick’s room at the castle after they spent half the night scouring the box and looking through Sonia’s possessions. 

	Nick wrapped his arms around her. “Shh, it’s okay. I’m here, I have you,” he whispered. “It’s okay.”

	She was breathing hard.

	“You’re safe now,” he murmured. He didn’t ever want to wake up with her, not there in his arms, he realised. This went way beyond friendship now. He loved having her there beside him. Loved the feel of her pressed close. He didn’t know how he’d ever managed to go without this.

	She wriggled free, running a hand through her messed up hair. “I should go before someone realises I stayed here. Raf...”

	“Can go to hell. We’re not doing anything wrong.”

	“Argh, I must look like hell. Do you want...”

	“I want you right here in my bed.” He tilted her head up, capturing her mouth in a soft kiss.

	Zoe hesitated, then pulled him closer, wrapping her arms around him as he deepened the kiss, kissing her the way he’d wanted to ever since they first met.

	A loud banging at the door broke through the haze of their passion.

	“God damn it!” Nick cursed.

	Zoe pulled away from him, turning pale.

	“The Circle convenes in half an hour. Don’t be late!” Raf called through the door.

	Zoe jumped out of bed as fast as she could, running her fingers through her messy hair.

	They asked the usual questions once she got to the castle, discussed the strange shadow thing that had attacked her, and spent the next few hours performing more gruelling tests.

	She felt exhausted when it was over. She headed out to the local cafe for some breakfast and coffee with Nick. She felt awkward around him now and didn’t know what to say about their kiss—not that he’d bought it up.

	 

	“At least they didn’t lock me up yet,” she remarked, sipping her coffee.

	Nick looked up from the case files that were spread over the small table. “They are not going to lock you up. I won’t let that happen.”

	“You can’t control the Circle,” she pointed out.

	Nick dropped the file he’d been holding, reached across the table, and clutched her hand. “I’m not going to lose you. We’re partners.”

	She smiled, despite her fear. When they were together, anything felt possible.

	Her senses tingled, signalling the presence of a fey nearby. They both turned to see a dark-haired woman pacing up and down, muttering to herself.

	Zoe frowned, noticing a smoke-like substance hovering behind the woman. “Do you see that?”

	“Yeah, looks similar to what broke through your window the other night.”

	She shot to her feet when the woman disappeared from view.

	“Remember the exposure risk,” Nick hissed as he rose, raising his hand to conjure a ward to conceal the cafe from prying eyes.

	Zoe nodded and hurried inside, scanning the cafe for signs of the woman. Could she have gone out the back door? She followed her senses. Light flashed around her as she went invisible and ducked into the toilets. The woman stood holding a knife to her own throat, the black mass hovering behind her.

	Light flashed around Zoe as she became visible again. “Stop!” she cried.

	The blackness shot toward Zoe, smoke wrapping around her neck, choking her.

	She threw up her hands, blasting it with light.

	The thing screeched, revealing an empty mouth that looked like a black hole. Zoe raised her hand again, her eyes flashing amber. The light wrapped around the creature, locking it in place.

	The door slid open as Nick slipped in behind her. “Are you okay?” he asked the woman.

	She nodded, trembling. 

	“Good, now go. We’re guardians. We can handle this,” Nick told her.

	The woman fled.

	“Who sent you?” Zoe demanded, keeping the strange creature under her control.

	Maniacal laughter echoed from deep within it. “You’ll find out soon enough.” Before Zoe could reply, it vanished, smoke evaporating to nothingness.

	Zoe dropped her hand. “I didn’t do that. Someone or something pulled it away.” She pushed her hair off her face. “Damn it, I had it!”

	“I think I know what it is: a sluagh. They’re damned souls. Only someone very powerful could have summoned and used one,” he said, then grinned. “Hey, you did it! You used your powers.”

	“Yeah, but I couldn’t hold it.”

	“Sluaghs are damned hard to control. At least now we have a lead, we can use to find whoever is behind the attacks. Let’s go.”

	 

	Zoe had been surprised when Nick suggested they go back to Original Sin. Devlin had been a dead end.

	“Tell me why you want to deal with the emo again,” she remarked, as he took her hand and led her inside the club.

	“I got a protection charm off of Raf. I’ll be safe from Devlin. He’s one of the strongest fey. He must know something about who’s summoning the sluagh and why.”

	“I doubt he’ll be happy to see us. Maybe we should have disguised ourselves.”

	“I want him to know who we are. We’re more likely to catch him off guard that way.” Nick ordered them some drinks as they approached the bar. “Maybe he’ll slip up if he’s sees we’re here, and he’ll start feeling the pressure.”

	“Won’t he just try and throw us out?” Zoe arched a brow. “He threatened to do that.”

	“No, because I marked him, remember? He can’t use his powers to hurt us.”

	Zoe scanned the crowd, her senses reeling from the club’s intense energy. She grabbed her Pepsi as Nick found them a table.

	“Do you need me to get his attention again?”

	“No, he’ll know we’re here. Until then, fancy a dance?”

	Her mouth fell open. “You? Dance?” She laughed. “This I’ve got to see.”

	He took her hand, spinning her around on the dancefloor. “Hey, we might as well have some fun.”

	Zoe slipped her arms around his neck. “Dancing, coming to a club – this is almost a date.”

	Nick smirked. “Do you want it to be?”

	She blushed, remembering how he kissed her. “I don’t want to ruin what we have between us. Our friendship means everything but I’m not good at relationships.”

	“I don’t want to either, but…” He leaned down, their lips almost meeting. “Zoe, I—”

	Zoe’s senses reeled as a sudden screech rang through the club.

	“Twice in one day. Lucky us,” Nick muttered as he pulled away. “Everyone out, now!” he yelled.

	People screamed, fleeing as a mass of black seeped in. Zoe felt Nick slip from her grasp as the clubbers trampled across the dance floor. She lost sight of him in the chaos, along with the sluagh. She did spot Devlin, whose shock of blonde hair stood out behind the bar. “Hey!” she called.

	His eyes widened when he saw her. From the corner of her eye, she spotted Nick, still herding people outside. The sluagh shot toward Devlin, its wispy hands wrapping around the emo’s throat. Devlin let out a strangled cry and light began pouring out of him.

	Bugger! Zoe raised her hands, blasting it with light, but it seemed to pass straight through it.

	During their research that day, they had discovered the only way to stop a sluagh would be to break the connection to whoever had summoned it, then banish it once and for all.

	She blasted it again.

	The sluagh turned, baring fangs at her. “Stay out of this,” it snarled.

	Nick had vanished among the crowd. It looked like she’d be on her own.

	She spun and kicked the creature in the stomach. But that did nothing to deter it. Devlin’s power continued to leak away. Again, she blasted the sluagh, pouring more energy into her magic, but that did nothing. Drawing her athame, she plunged it into its shoulder. It hissed, stumbling backward as Devlin hit the floor. The sluagh yanked the blade out and tossed it away, before turning its attention back to Devlin.

	“No!” Zoe grabbed it, ready to call on more power.

	The sluagh screamed as if scalded by her touch, its flesh steaming.

	She stared at her hand, wondering how the hell she’d done that.

	“Stay away,” the creature hissed. It turned back into smoke and shot across the room, straight for Nick, knocking him to the floor.

	Zoe moved to run to him, but couldn’t. Something rooted her in place. The sluagh didn’t have the power to do that from what she’d learnt in their earlier research; they took power; they didn’t wield it.

	Nick struggled with the sluagh, trying to fight it off.

	Zoe tried to blur, but that didn’t work either.

	Devlin laughed. “Good, about time you damned guardians were wiped out.”

	She pushed against the force as Nick slumped to the ground, unconscious.

	Power flared in her hands as she drew magic, the air around her crackling with light as she forced her way through the invisible barrier. The barrier broke, making her stumble forward.

	She grabbed the sluagh’s arm, yanking it away from Nick. It screamed again as her touch scalded its skin. 

	I wonder if this is part of my power, or from my curse? Either way, I like it.

	She gripped the creature’s arms when it tried to mist away and held it in place. “You and I are going to have a little chat.” She glanced over at Nick, relieved to see him still breathing. “Who sent you here, and why?”

	It snarled, and fangs appeared. “I’ll not tell you anything.”

	She tightened her grip, making it screech as the heat seared through flesh and bone. “Wrong answer.”

	“I’m not here for you,” it hissed.

	“Still wrong. I wonder how much longer before I burn your arms into ash.”

	Devlin laughed. “Sure you’re a guardian? They don’t torture.”

	Releasing one of the sluagh’s arms, she threw her athame at the emo. That should hold him for a bit.

	Her eyes flashed amber. “Guess I could start touching other body parts.”

	The sluagh’s eyes glowed red as it shoved her back. “You have no power over me.”

	Zoe landed on the floor beside Nick and felt power rise from deep inside her, her eyes burning deep amber. “We’ll see.” She raised her hand.

	The creature gasped as she locked it within her power. She shot to her feet and grabbed it by the throat. “I am power,” she growled. “You are nothing. Now tell me who sent you!”

	The sluagh’s eyes burned so brightly Zoe felt the heat from them burn against her face. “You know who I am. You know I’m stealing power. I need it,” said another voice. “Soon I will walk the earth once again. Soon, we’ll be together.” The sluagh touched her cheek. “I’ve missed you, Zoe...” 

	The sluagh’s body melted into sludge as a ball of light flew away, then evaporated into the floor.

	“Fucking hell!” Devlin remarked, pulling at the blade lodged within his shoulder. “What was that? What are you?”

	Zoe spun around, eyes still blazing. “You.” She traced a sigil in the air. It burned there brightly for a moment before it seared into his shoulder, closing over his wound as her athame flew back into her hand. “There. Now you’ll never be able to harm others again. I decide who lives and who dies. This is my town.”

	Devlin screamed, clutching his burned shoulder. “What the hell are you?” He turned and fled from the club.

	“Zoe?” Nick rasped. “Stop!”

	She glanced down at him before everything went black.

	 


Chapter 11

	 

	Nick laid on the dancefloor, unable to move. His limbs refused to comply. His head felt like it had been filled with candy floss, making it hard to concentrate, hard to think, hard to breathe.

	He spotted Zoe lying a few feet away from him. Whatever force had possessed her had now gone. He tried to reach out for her, but couldn’t.

	Zo, come on, wake up! I need you. The sluagh hadn’t just taken his strength, it had taken his life force.

	Nick had always wanted to go out with a bang, but not like this. Not before he had the chance to tell Zoe how he really felt that her. He couldn’t leave her alone. Hell, they both knew what it was like to be lost and alone.

	His eyes flickered as darkness threatened to overwhelm him. No, he wouldn’t go, not yet.

	He heard a groan.

	“Nick?” Zoe crawled over to him. “Nick? Oh god, tell me what to do.” She touched his face.

	There’s nothing you can do, he thought, knowing she’d somehow hear him. The sluagh took too much.

	“What? No! You can’t leave me. You can’t!” she cried. “I can’t do this without you.” She ran a hand through her hair. “Silver will know what to do.” Light flashed around them as she opened the lines and transported them to the castle. “Silver!” she yelled.

	Nick didn’t feel the transference as his eyes closed and he found himself hovering over his body, looking down at himself and Zoe.

	“Silver!”

	No, he thought. I’m not going. I’m not dying. She still needs me.

	Silver came rushing in. “What’s wrong?”

	“A sluagh took his power. Hurry, he needs healing.”

	Raf appeared. “Sluagh don’t take power, they take life force from their victims.”

	Silver touched Nick, then shook her head. “I’m sorry. I can’t heal this. No magic can save him now.”

	“What?” Zoe gasped, tears falling down her cheeks. “No, you have to do something. He can’t die.”

	Nick’s spirit hovered above her. He sure as hell didn’t want to die, either. He’d be damned if he’d leave her. 

	“I’m so sorry, Zoe.” Silver squeezed her shoulder, and tears dripped down her face

	“We’ll give you a minute alone,” Raf said, taking Silver’s arm.

	Nick frowned at Raf. Why aren’t you more upset? You’re not even trying to save me.

	“Nick, come on, you can’t leave me. I won’t let you,” she said. “Nick...”

	He felt something tugging at him, trying to pull him away. No!

	Zoe cupped his face. “Come on, I’ve revived the dead before. Nick, come on, come back to me.”

	You have? Nick frowned down at her. How? No magic he knew of could revive the dead.

	“Oh, how did I do it?” Zoe muttered, squeezing her eyes shut.

	The tugging sensation grew, trying to yank his spirit away. Zoe!

	Her eyes flew up to him, burning amber again. “I decide who lives and dies.” She held her hands over him, the ground beneath her trembling as light shot upwards, pouring into his body.

	Nick gasped as his eyes flew open, feeling his life force flow back into him. “Zo, what did you do?”

	Behind her, a wispy figure stood in the corner, mouth opened in a snarl. “No!” it hissed.

	Then it vanished.

	Zoe slumped forward, blinked up at him. “Nick, what happened?” She stared at her hands. “What did I do?”

	“That’s a damn good question.” Nick sat up, feeling a renewed sense of energy. “Zo?”

	She blurred out of the room, vanishing before he could say another word.

	“Nick?” Silver came in, followed by Raf. “Goddess, you’re alive!”

	“What happened?” demanded Raf. “We felt a sudden surge of power and the ground shook.”

	“Er - the sluagh came, Zoe killed it, and it released my life force. Gotta go.” He shot out of the room before either of them could reply.

	Nick knew he had to reach Zoe before she bailed—something she did when she got scared. She had spent her life moving around, and this would set her off. He couldn’t lose her, not now. He blurred home as fast as he could to find her coming downstairs with a bag. He knew she always kept a packed suitcase at hand. 

	“What are you doing?” he demanded.

	“I’m leaving. I can’t stay here anymore.”

	Nick wiped wet hair off his face. “So that’s it? You’re just running off again?” he demanded. “After everything we’ve been through?”

	“Bad things happen around me. You saw what I did tonight, the Circle will lock me up for sure.”

	“So what? I covered for you.”

	“When are you gonna learn I’m not a good person to be around?” Zoe cried. “I’m cursed. I hurt the people I care about, and half the time I don’t even remember what I’ve done.”

	Nick crossed his arms. “If you hurt people, then why did you save me?”

	“It doesn’t matter.” Zoe shook her head.

	“Yes, it does. You run because you’re afraid, but you know what, shit happens. If you want to be normal, then you’ve got to deal with it,” he snapped. “Being alive means being scared and dealing with shit.”

	“Why are you yelling at me?” Her eyes flashed with anger.

	“Because you’re being stupid! I’m telling you because I care about you,” he said, grabbing her arm. “If you leave, fine, but I’m coming with you.”

	“When are you going to understand people can’t be around me?” Zoe snapped. “The Circle were right. I am a threat. There’s something inside me I can’t control – I can’t understand. When will you realise that you’re better off without me?”

	 “It wasn’t you. I saw something else earlier when you gave me my life force back. It looked pissed off.” 

	“I revived the dead. Why can’t you understand I’m a danger to you and everyone around me?”

	“I’m not leaving you. I’m not like the other people who gave up on you, and I’m not scared of whatever cursed you, either. I’m in this for the long haul. I don’t care what we have to face, be it the Circle or hell itself. I don’t want to be any further from you than I am right now.”

	He shoved the suitcase away and cupped her face. “I know you’re scared. Nightmares, freakish things, even weird amber-eyed Zoe won’t keep ne away from you. I’m not losing you. I’m falling in love, so go ahead, scream, knock me on my arse if you want. I’ll just follow you.”

	Zoe shook her head. “What if I kill you too?”

	“I think we proved we can handle that.”

	She wrapped her arms around him, resting her head against his chest. “You’re an idiot.”

	Nick chuckled. “Yeah, well, love’s a risk, right?” he said. “You don’t have to say you feel the same way, but at least say you’ll think about having a real relationship.”

	She pulled away, shaking her head. “How can we? The Circle…”

	“We’ll deal with them. Just like we do with everything else. Together.”

	 

	Nick and Zoe headed out to Mersea Ireland the next day. The sun was just starting to creep over the horizon as they headed across the beach. Seagulls cried overhead, and waves crashed against the shoreline.

	He had finally convinced the others that the sluagh dying had saved him, but they had to take care of it. He sensed Zoe’s unease as they moved across the beach to the hut Nick owned.

	“Devlin’s right, that sluagh never once tried to hurt me,” Zoe said. “It wanted to keep me away from you, but it didn’t try to hurt me. Not really.”

	“Maybe your curse protected you,” he suggested. “Either way, we’re gonna find out who it’s working for and why.”

	“I still don’t think it’s a good idea.” Zoe bit her lip.

	“Finding out who is behind the attacks will prove your innocence.” He unlocked the door of the hut. “Being surrounded by water will help. The sluagh won’t be able to leave the island.”

	“And what if I did somehow cause them? What if they’re connected to me?” Zoe asked.

	“Then I guess I’ll have to banish you,” Nick half joked, and kissed her. “We’ll deal with it.”

	They spent the next hour warding the beach and getting the spell circle ready. No one would be able to see them on the side of the island, even if they tried. Nick put wards in place.

	He took Zoe’s hand, both to begin the spell and calm her nerves. “Ready?”

	“I guess.” She reached up and gave him a searing kiss. “Thanks.”

	“For what?”

	“For everything. You know what.”

	“That’s what partners are for.”

	“We’re more than that, remember? When this is over I want to have a real date – no sluagh involved.”

	Nick grinned. “Fine by me.” He leaned down for another kiss.

	Zoe pulled away. “We’re supposed to do a summoning.”

	“Oh, that.” He sighed. You know how to spoil the fun.

	We can have fun later.

	Promises. I’ll hold you to that.

	Nick said the words of invocation, and the candle flames rose high, igniting with power.

	Zoe gripped his hand tighter. The circle flared as the sluagh appeared before them. 

	“You dare summon me?” it hissed.

	“Yeah, time we had a little chat,” Nick said. “You have no power here, so tell us who sent you.”

	Zoe glanced at the creature’s unmarred arms. “I could always burn it out of you again.”

	The sluagh laughed. “You’re the powerless ones. I serve a far greater power than either of you,” it said. “Soon your precious Circle will fall, and the barrier between the worlds will be no more.”

	“You mean the big bad everyone keeps talking about? You know about that?” Nick raised his hand, drawing the sign of compulsion in the air.

	It flashed, making the creature wince. “I’ll tell you nothing.”

	Again, Nick drew the sigils for compulsion, force and truth.

	“My master is beyond anything either of you can conjure,” the creature hissed.

	I could burn it, she said.

	No, I don’t want to risk you—

	Turning into freaky Zoe again? Me either, but it might be the only way to get answers.

	Nick paused. “Why didn’t you take her life force?”

	“I can’t—she’s protected. Anyone who tries to harm her will die.”

	“You tried hurting me a few nights ago,” Zoe snapped. “Why?”

	“Not hurt. I was sent to help you remember.” 

	“Wait, you can help me get my memories back?” She took a step forward, but Nick caught hold of her, preventing her from getting any closer.

	Spirits lie, especially damned souls, Nick said.

	“No, but my master can.”

	“Who is your master?” Nick demanded.

	The sluagh laughed. “You’ll find out soon enough.”

	A violent explosion of energy ripped through the circle, shattering through their wards as it knocked them to the ground.

	“What the hell was that?” Zoe muttered.

	“That’s a good question.”

	 


Chapter 12

	 

	Zoe woke up to the sound of banging against the front door. At first, she thought she might be dreaming, but then it came again, louder this time. She rubbed her eyes. “What is it?”

	Nick pulled on a T-shirt. “I’ll go find out.”

	Zoe glanced at the clock. It was only 6AM. Who’d be calling this early? She moved onto the landing as the sound of loud voices echoed down the hall.

	Now what? Fear twisted in her stomach.

	“Zoe Finn, get down here!” a voice yelled. “By order of the Circle!”

	She gulped, glancing around for a possible means of escape. Where could she run to?

	No, she couldn’t run. If she did, she’d live her whole life always looking over her shoulder. She’d have to face this, no matter the consequences.

	Zoe headed downstairs, trying to regain some composure.

	Nick stood struggling with one of the men. Two men, both fey, stood at the door.

	“Zoe Finn, you’re to be brought before the Circle.”

	They grabbed her and cuffed her, dragging her into the Circle’s meeting chamber after they emerged from the ley line. All five leaders, including Sabine, sat there, their gazes hard.

	“What’s going on?” Zoe asked, feeling dazed.

	“Zoe Finn, you’ve been brought before us today on charges of murder, endangerment to Magickind, and—,” Dorian said.

	“I haven’t killed anyone,” she protested. “You’ve got it all wrong.”

	The metal bracelets on her wrists burned her skin, making her want to rip them off. They prevented her from using her powers.

	“We have proof. Footage of you visiting each of the psychics, of you at the café, the club where that sluagh attacked, and of you at the shop Enchanted.”

	She froze. They thought she’d hurt Carmel?

	“Those are all coincidences, just because I was there doesn’t—”

	“My son Nicklaus has been watching you for weeks, observing your strange behaviour,” Dorian added.

	She gasped. Nick is his son? How? What does that even mean?

	“The evidence against you is overwhelming. For this you will be put to death,” Dorian snapped. “Does everyone agree?”

	To her horror, Maeve and even Raf and Sabine all nodded in agreement.

	She thought she sensed Nick’s presence outside, but that didn’t bring much comfort. Despite his promises, he was the son of the man now condemning her to death.

	“Whatever happened to innocent until proven guilty?” Zoe asked. “Aren’t I entitled to some kind of trial?”

	No one acknowledged her as they talked among themselves. Maybe Dorian had muted her out.

	She thought fast, trying to figure out a way out of there. She didn’t want to die. She’d barely had the chance to live yet.

	Deep down, Zoe knew she hadn’t harmed any of those people. It had been someone else, something else—the figure they’d seen earlier. The one who’d controlled and sent the sluagh.

	For some reason, that person hadn’t harmed her. Why? What did they want? Why did she do strange things? She and that person must be connected somehow.

	Zoe tugged at the bracelets, trying to get them off. She gave Sabine a pleading look. 

	Please help me, you know I didn’t do what they’re accusing me of.

	But Sabine did not answer.

	“I’m a guardian, doesn’t that count for something?” she demanded. “You lot forced me into that, remember?” Still, they ignored her.

	Dorian pressed a button under the table. A screen appeared on the wall showing an image of Zoe in Madame Zelda’s shop having a reading, then leaving. Madame Zelda started to look up as a figure moved out of the shadows: Zoe. Or at least it looked just like her.

	Madame Zelda murmured something, and something flashed as Zoe raised her hand, knocking the woman to the floor, then gouging her eyes out with an athame.

	Zoe looked away. “I didn’t do that. I wouldn’t.” What good would taking the eyes of psychics even do?

	Next, an image of Original Sin appeared. The sluagh hovered over Devlin, draining his power. It showed Nick and Zoe. How she’d attacked Devlin and the sluagh.

	“That proves nothing,” she insisted.

	They played more footage of her at other psychic shops, places she’d never been to, yet apparently killed each psychic at. Then it showed her at the cafe with the fey woman who’d been attacked by the sluagh.

	Sabine, please. You know I’m innocent!

	Still, the witch did nothing. They started discussing the best way to kill her, noting her protective curse and her powers as a guardian.

	Zoe squeezed her eyes shut, not wanting to listen, and a memory flashed through her mind.

	“No one has power over you. No one. Remember that,” said a voice. “Never trust them, keep your power safe.”

	Flames appeared around the circle. Would this be how she died? By fire? The very thing that haunted her dreams?

	Zoe? She thought she heard Nick’s voice, but she ignored it. It hurt too much to think about him now.

	Think, she told herself. Stay alive. Master of the sluagh? Whoever you are. If you hear me, please help me.

	Fire enveloped her, licking at her skin before she had the chance to form another thought.

	Zoe screamed, yet felt no pain. She felt the intensity of the heat, the power behind it trying to burn through her flesh and bone.

	Then she heard chanting.

	An invisible power forced her to her knees. Zoe coughed from the flames. Just because they didn’t burn her didn’t mean the smoke didn’t hurt. Her lungs burned, rasping for air.

	She closed her eyes and slumped to the floor, unconscious. When she opened them again, they shone bright amber as power surged through her.

	“Fools.” She yanked the bracelets off and pushed out of the circle, feeling its power burst like a bubble. “I knew you were stupid but didn’t realise just how much. You can’t hurt me.”

	Zoe raised her hand. Maeve slumped to the floor unconscious; Lancaster followed next. She didn’t care. She rounded on Dorian, breaking through his mental barrier until she saw the last conversation he’d had with Nick, and flung him across the room.

	Sabine raised her hand. “Zoe, stop this.”

	“I’m not Zoe. That’s not my name. I won’t die.”

	Something forced Zoe against the wall, pinning her in place. She laughed. “This won’t hold me for long.”

	“Forgive me,” said Raf, plunging a knife through her chest.

	She felt the cold metal ripping through her flesh, the biting pain. Then blackness as her heart started to slow.

	 

	Zoe floated through emptiness, seeing flashes of colour. Everything felt just beyond her reach.

	Light broke through the blackness. She gasped as she jolted awake.

	Nick stood next to her, holding her hand. “Oh, thank god.” He wrapped his arms around her. “Are you alright?”

	She pulled away, looking down to see no trace of the wound. Raf and Sabine stood on the other side of the bed.

	“You... You killed me!” Zoe said, jumping off the bed.

	“We had to. It was the only way to get Dorian to believe you’re dead,” Raf answered. “I’m sorry I had to stab you.” He glanced at Nick. “I was right. The curse protects her even from death.”

	Zoe touched her chest, feeling the lingering sensation of the blade ripping through her.

	“Dorian won’t believe it for long. We have to work quickly.”

	Zoe shook her head, backing away from them.

	“Zo, it’s okay. They did it to save you,” Nick said, and turned to the others. “Can you give us a minute?”

	“We don’t have a minute,” said Sabine. “Dorian will want to test her body. We need to act now, before it’s too late.”

	“To do what?” Zoe demanded. “Kill me again?”

	“No, to bring back your memories.”

	“How?” She frowned at them.

	“It’s dangerous and may have unforeseen consequences,” Raf answered.

	“It’s called a spell of undoing. It reverses any magic, and I think it’ll be strong enough to reverse your curse and bring back your memories,” Sabine explained.

	“I need time to think,” Zoe said, pacing, running a hand through her hair.

	“I can buy you five minutes at most. You need to decide quickly,” Sabine said.

	“Why didn’t you tell me about Dorian being your father?” Zoe snapped.

	Nick winced. “Because he’s not, he’s just the bastard who used and abused my mum for over a decade.”

	She shook her head. “He’s your dad, Nick. I saw in his mind.”

	He flinched. He hadn’t wanted to believe he could be related to such an awful man. “So what? I’m not him, you know that.”

	“I’m not sure what I know any more. You saw that footage. What if I’m the one who did all those things?” She continued pacing. “I don’t believe it, but...”

	“Because you’re not. That’s not you.” Nick gripped her shoulders. “You don’t have to do that spell. We can leave, run away. Leave all this behind us.”

	“You know how important finding out who I am is to me. I need to know. If it can prove my innocence...”

	“What if something goes wrong? I don’t want to lose you.”

	She hugged him as she blinked back tears. “I have to do this.”

	Nick pulled her in for a kiss. “Whatever happens, don’t forget I love you.” He let her go. “Just come back to me.”

	She nodded.

	Sabine came back in to the room.

	Nick didn’t want her to do this. It felt wrong.

	“What happens once the spell is done?” he asked, arms crossed. “Do her memories come back?”

	“The results are unpredictable. I can’t say how it will work,” Sabine admitted. “It’s not just memories, the curse itself is rooted deep within you,” she said to Zoe. “It could work, or it could trigger the curse again.”

	“Then don’t do it.” Nick grabbed Zoe’s hand. “Please, Zo, I don’t want you to lose yourself because of this. We’ll leave and figure out another way. You know who you are now.”

	Zoe shook her head. “I have to know why this is happening to me. If something inside me caused this, I need to know.”

	“Hurry, the guards are on their way,” Raf called from the hallway.

	Sabine began to chant so fast Nick couldn’t discern the words.

	Light pulsed around the room, swallowing Zoe up until she vanished from sight.

	Continued in Memories Found
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	Chapter 1

	I couldn’t believe it. Only hours my life had seemed almost perfect. I’d finally removed the block that had been placed on my magic. I had access to my full powers. Tristen Thornwood, Prince of the fae Seelie court, had kissed me. Me. Silvana Eldry had a prince who liked her. And I had found a missing piece in my search to find out who my birth mother was. Then the world had gone to hell after I had come back to find my mentor, Freya Goodwin, on the floor of her chambers. She had told me she’d been poisoned, and I sat there, helpless as she died.

	Even my newly emerged powers couldn’t save her. Then, the headmaster of Everlight Academy, Forrest Thornwood, had come in, seen me on the floor beside Freya, and had me arrested for murder. Without even bothering to find out how she had died first. Talk about jumping to conclusions. Two guards had come and dragged me to a part of the academy I’d never been in before. I guessed these were the dungeons used back in the day when the academy was just a castle.

	I had told Forrest and the guards of how I’d found Freya and how they needed to find her killer. Yet, they thought it was me. I might be a lot of things, including a faeling — which was what half-human and half-fae hybrids were known as — but I knew I would never kill anyone. Sure, I’d stolen things whilst I was growing up in poverty, but killing someone? No, I had never done that. Just because I had been found by Freya’s side didn’t mean I could ever hurt her. What happened to the whole innocent until proven guilty thing?

	Now I sat in a dark cell with only bare stone walls and a door for company. The cell was tiny and had no lights in it. I didn’t like being stuck in complete darkness and not being able to see anything, but it didn’t frighten me. I’d been locked away in cupboards and other awful places growing up in foster care. After feeling around for a bit, I discovered a metal bunk and sat down on it. How could such a wonderful night have gone so horribly wrong? My mind drifted back to when I found Freya. I had been so excited to tell her about getting rid of the block on my powers. How could my entire world have been turned upside down so fast?

	One moment Freya and I had been practising magic together. Then, I had transported myself to Eldry Woods, where I’d been dumped as a new-born. A dryad there had shown me a memory of that day and told me how my birth mum had placed me amongst the humans to keep me safe. From what I had no clue. The dryad hadn’t been able to give me any more answers than that either.

	I couldn’t believe they thought I had killed Freya. My chest ached, and I wanted to break down with grief over losing her. Yet, somehow it still didn’t feel real. I had a rocky start during my first term at the academy. Between being a faeling — someone usually despised by humans and fae — my unknown past and my freaky powers, I was an oddity.

	“I’m sorry, I only ever wanted to keep you safe,” Freya had said as she lay dying.

	I covered my face with my hands. Why hadn’t I done more to save her?

	I had called for help — hadn’t I? All I could remember was watching the light whoosh out of Freya’s body. A fluttering sound made me look up. Large silver wings sprang up from my back. Months ago, my former foster dad had attempted to cut my wings off in a drug-induced rage. Even though I’d knocked him out with my freaky magic, the damage had already been done. My wings had never allowed me to fly even before Nigel had attacked me. They had been hideous things afterward. So much so, I’d intended to have them removed. Yet somehow Freya had healed them before she died. How or why she’d done it, I didn’t know. Why had she healed me and not herself? Her life was much more important than my stupid, broken wings.

	I have to get out of here.

	I was on thin ice with the fae high council already because of my unusual abilities. They would lock me away, or worse, if they thought I had killed Freya. The fae world had a completely different set of rules to the human one. A faeling accused of murder would be locked up and turned into a lab rat by humans. No questions asked. Or worse, killed. I had no idea what the fae would do to me. From everything I knew, they usually killed faelings since they considered us half-breed scum. They might not lock me up. They might kill me and be done with it. I wouldn’t even have any chance to defend myself. The fae weren’t big on things such as trials. Without Freya to keep the council at bay, they would probably execute me.

	I had no idea if my magic would even work. They hadn’t chained me up or given me anything that would repress my powers. I raised my hand and a glowing orb of energy appeared between my fingers. I let go of the orb. It floated up into the air and chased away some of the shadows but did nothing to ease my racing thoughts. Being able to see the cell now didn’t improve things either. Dampness dripped down the walls and there was no handle or the keyhole on the door. I raised my hand and sent a rush of air against the door in an attempt to blast it open. My long silvery blond hair whipped around my face. It was no good. My magic rippled against the door, useless.

	Should have known that wouldn’t work.

	Mel? I reached out to my best friend with my mind. Mel had been one of the few people to befriend me when I arrived at the academy. As a Guardian, maybe she could help me get out of here. Or at least let me know what was happening with the council.

	No answer came.

	Tristen? I called instead.

	As a Thornwood, prince, and son of one of the council leaders, he could help. I waited a few moments, hoping I’d feel his reassuring presence inside my mind.

	Zoe? If my friends couldn’t hear me, maybe my teacher would. As an older Guardian, Zoe had influence and sway on the council. She might be the best person to be able to get me out of this mess.

	Nothing.

	This place didn’t let magic out either.

	“I only ever wanted to keep you safe,” Freya’s words rang through my ears again.

	What had she meant? Safe from what? The council? I might never find out whilst being stuck in this awful place.

	I pushed the thought away. As much as I wanted to figure out who killed Freya, I had to get the hell out of here. How long had I been locked up? An hour? A day? 

	Time passed like an eternity in the cell. I had to get out before they came back to take me before the council. I had magic and new-fangled wings on my side. Too bad there was no keyhole. I had picked my way out of locked rooms several times in my seventeen years of existence. Growing up in dodgy foster homes had taught me ways to escape. Too bad this wasn’t a normal door instead of a spelled one.

	But even if I did manage to get out, where would I go? What would I do? I had no home and no family outside of the academy. I didn’t even have my last foster home to go back to. My foster parents had been arrested on drug charges. I’d end up back on the streets. But that didn’t scare me as it would most people. I’d been homeless before, and I could do it again if I had to.

	Damn it, Freya, why didn’t you save yourself? What good would these bloody wings even do? I don’t know the first thing about flying. I paced up and down. Think, Silvy. You’ve faced tougher situations before. Although none of them had involved me being accused of murder.

	A quick glance around showed me nothing. Only a metal bed hanging on the wall and water running down the walls. My strongest elemental affinity was with air, not water. Even if I could control the water, what good would it do? If I somehow managed to cause a tidal wave, I’d probably drown myself in the process.

	Maybe I could blast a hole through the wall. Air rushed past me and light flashed over the walls as I called my magic.

	“Okay, I’m no expert, but I’d say they’re spelled too.” I groaned. 

	What good was my magic if I couldn’t even use it? I bent down to have a look around the stone floor. Flagstones covered every inch of the cell and were too hard for anyone to move and dig through. Something prodded me in the ribs, and I looked down to see the flute Isla the dryad had given me before I left the woods. She had told me we were kin and if I ever needed the dryads’ help, I only had to blow on this flute to call them and they would come to help me. But she said to only use it in a dire emergency.

	Did this count as dire enough? The guards had searched me and taken away my switchblade, but since the flute looked like an ordinary stick, they hadn’t bothered to take it off me. I continued pacing up and down. If I called the dryads to help, then what? They might be able to get me out, but that might not do much good. Could we even escape the academy? I already knew they had security in place. For all I knew there might be guards stationed around the academy now too.

	Where would I even go? The academy was the only home I’d ever known. No way in hell would I go back to my last foster home, even if the place might be empty now. My heart twisted thinking of Freya. Maybe this is all a nightmare, and I’d wake up to find Freya waiting for me.

	I’d had vivid nightmares before. Somehow, I knew I wouldn’t be so lucky this time. I resumed pacing and my mind raced. If I could get out somehow and make it to my room, I could grab the money I’ve saved up and a few meagre possessions. Being an orphaned faeling, I didn’t have much, but one of my precious possessions was the blanket I’d been wrapped in and abandoned as a baby. It was the only connection I had to my birth mum, and I couldn’t bear to lose it. At least then I could grab my things and make a run for it.

	Anger boiled through me. No one bothered to question me before they locked me up. Didn’t they question people like the humans did instead of making assumptions? I channelled my anger into my powers. The door vibrated from the onslaught of wind. But it still refused to budge.

	Tristen? I called again. Please, if you can hear me, I need help. I’ve been arrested and accused of murdering Freya. Just thinking of her dead sickened me.

	Nothing.

	I had to try something. I’d save the flute as a last resort. I sat back onto the metal bunk. I had nothing else. No other potential weapons.

	My mind raced with all the lessons I’d done with Freya. She had given me private lessons after my classes since my magic had been partially blocked and uncontrollable. Plus, I was so new to the fae world compared to all the other students who had grown up in it. I might not understand fae things, but I wanted to fit in their world. Somehow.

	“I wanted to keep you safe. I’m sorry, I failed…” Freya’s words came to me again.

	I wouldn’t cry and I wouldn’t fall apart. That would serve no purpose and would make me even more useless. Too bad I didn’t have Freya’s grimoire. That probably would have had a spell or something to get me out.

	Oh god, what had happened to Freya’s things? That book had belonged to her family. What if they had searched through my room and had taken the book? She had told me to keep it safe. 

	I forced my thoughts away from Freya once again. No matter how hard I tried, I knew my newfound magic couldn’t save me from this awful situation. I was on my own now.

	 


Chapter 2

	I sat back on the metal bunk. Fatigue clung to me like a heavy blanket. I couldn’t use my magic again or I’d knock myself unconscious. For the millionth time, I wished I had a watch so I could know how long I had been locked in here for. The coldness of the bunk chilled through my skin and I pulled my wings around me. It felt so weird seeing them so opened up. Normally, I’d only ever used them for warmth. I hadn’t wrapped them around me like this when they were broken. What was I supposed to do with them?

	I still had no idea why Freya healed them. It made no sense. My deformed wings hadn’t bothered me — in fact, I’d always wanted to get rid of them. They served no purpose other than to make me stand out more. I’d wanted them gone for as long as I could remember. Laying back on the cold bunk, I closed my eyes, but I knew I wouldn’t get any sleep. My thoughts were too troubled for that. If only I could sleep. Sleep would refresh my mind and help me figure out a way to get out of here. Part of me wanted to give in to grief and cry my eyes out, but I wouldn’t let myself. Not yet. I gasped as my wings swept back and retracted into my body.

	Why had they done that? What did it mean? I had never been able to retract my wings before. Although I knew many of the fae could do that. I had seen some of my classmates do it.

	The sound of a key being turned in the lock broke through in my thoughts and the endless dripping of water. I waved my hand and the orb of light snuffed out. I winced at being plunged back into darkness, but I didn’t want anyone to see I could use magic. It might get me into even more trouble.

	I froze, then stood up. Now I knew I had to tell my side of things. Running away would only make me look more guilty. I had to stay for now at least and find out who had killed Freya.

	I gasped when Tristen’s familiar face greeted me. With his short black hair and electric blue eyes, he looked handsome, although pale. “Tristen? Have you come to break me out?” I couldn’t deny being relieved to see him rather than his uncle, Forrest.

	He came over and wrapped his arms around me. “No, you’re being released. I’m sorry I couldn’t get to you sooner.”

	I clung to him. “Why? Did they realise they made a huge mistake?” I couldn’t believe he had come to help me. I had been convinced Forrest wouldn’t let him come to help me.

	“Let’s talk somewhere more private.” Tristen took my hand and led me out into the passageway. Light stung my eyes. We headed up the narrow spiral staircase until we reached another corridor.

	To my relief, it was deserted. The last thing I needed was for everyone else to find out about my arrest. I wanted to ask Tristen more questions but decided to wait until we had some privacy. I didn’t want to risk anyone overhearing us.

	It felt surreal walking back to my dorm room. I felt like I had been gone for years rather than a few hours. Yet it looked the same as usual. It still had the same blue coloured walls, two desks, and a bed on each side of the room. My side of the room appeared sparse and tidy, with only a small selection of books stacked on my desk. My roommate and best friend, Mel’s side of the room, had clothes strewn everywhere, weapons propped against the wall, and books stacked up in messy piles.

	To my surprise, Mel wasn’t there when we walked in and her bed didn’t appear to have been slept in. Where was she? I had expected her to be here when I got back. I couldn’t decide whether to be disappointed or relieved by her absence.

	“Where is Mel?” I glanced over at the bathroom, but the door stood open and the room remained in darkness. So, she couldn’t be in there either.

	“She came with me to talk to the council,” Tristen explained. “She went home for the night to see her grandmother.” He threw his arms around me and pulled me close. “Shit, Silvy, are you alright?”

	I had never been a huggy-type of person. Most of the time I didn’t know how to deal with people. But I hugged him back. I knew he had feelings for me, and it meant a lot he had come to help me. “I don’t know.” Numbness had washed over me. I’d gone through a whirlwind of emotions back in the cell. Now I didn’t know how to feel. Relieved of course, but at the same time, it didn’t feel like my ordeal was anywhere near over.

	“I went to the council after I heard about your arrest. My uncle wouldn’t listen to me — so I made my mum listen instead.” Tristen pulled back. “We told them how we found you in Eldry Woods and convinced them you couldn’t have killed Freya. I can’t believe they even thought you could do such a thing.” His hands clenched into fists. “Did my uncle or the guards do anything to hurt you?

	“No. Freya was still alive when I found her.” I sat down and went on to tell him everything that had happened. How I found Freya laying on the floor and watched her die. “She told me she was poisoned. Who would do something like that?” I paced up and down. “Why would anyone hurt her? She was… The kindest person I’ve ever known. She was a librarian for goodness sake. Why would anyone want her dead?”

	Tristen bit his lip, holding something back.

	“What? What aren’t you telling me?” I demanded.

	“A healer already examined Freya’s body. Her death has been ruled as an accident. That’s why my uncle agreed to let you go. They are saying no crime took place.”

	My mouth fell open. “What? No! Why would they do that? It’s a lie.”

	Tristen shrugged. “They are saying she ingested too much of a potion. The stuff she took is used to calm people’s nerves and they think she took too much by accident.”

	“That’s not possible.” I resumed pacing the floor, and the floorboards groaned in protest. “Are they going to do some sort of post-mortem?” I had read a few crime novels over the years, so I had a rough idea of how suspicious deaths were treated. In the human world, at least.

	The fae are different, I reminded myself. They are nothing like humans. Stop expecting them to do anything like the humans would do.

	Tristen gave a grim laugh. “We don’t believe in that kind of thing. To do so would be to dishonour the person’s body and soul. Healers can sense how someone died — it’s part of their gift.”

	I stared at him in disbelief. “But healers can lie or be forced to make stuff up. Science can’t be disputed.” I slumped back down onto my bed. “How do we know someone didn’t bribe the healer into making a false claim? Someone poisoned Freya and now they are trying to cover it up. Why is the council letting them get away with it? Or are they somehow involved too?”

	Tristen put his hand on my shoulder. “At least you’re safe and free. And Madam Leticia is a solid person. I don’t think anyone could bribe her.”

	I snorted. “I’ll never be safe. Not since someone murdered Freya and I know about it. On academy grounds no less.” I shook my head. “How do we know someone on the council didn’t order Freya’s death? They weren’t very happy when Freya told them she had become my custodian.” A sharp stab of pain went through my chest at my last words. I hadn’t had much time to deal with that news either before she had been killed. Part of me still couldn’t believe she had adopted me. “Wait, that wouldn’t have been the reason she was killed, would it?”

	Tristen reached out and took hold of my hand. “No. There’s no reason to think her death had anything to do with you. As for the council… I don’t know. I wouldn’t put it past them. I have no illusions about what my mother is capable of. But I can’t think of any reason why she would want to harm Freya.” He shook his head. “I know the council won’t investigate Freya’s death any further. Madame Leticia is a renowned healer among both courts. Her word is the law.”

	“Didn’t they at least check Freya’s room?” I asked in exasperation. I couldn’t believe they were going to dismiss Freya’s death. “Wait, will they question me too?” That could be my one opportunity to convince them Freya had been murdered. Although I wouldn’t have been surprised if someone on the council was somehow involved in it. Freya had gone against them by bringing me to the academy and becoming my custodian without seeking their permission first. Still, I couldn’t fathom why those reasons would be enough for anyone to want to kill her.

	She might have annoyed people with her actions, but it wasn’t enough to kill her over. A lot of people didn’t like me being at the academy either due to my being half-human. But killing her over me? I pushed all thoughts of that away. If I let myself believe I had been responsible for her death, I didn’t know how I could live with that. No, there was no point in jumping to conclusions, I reminded myself.

	“Probably. I didn’t stick around to find out anything else after I heard you’d been arrested.” Tristen shrugged, then gasped. “Hey, what happened to your wings?”

	I stopped pacing. “What?” Why would he mention my wings at a time like this?

	Tristen ran a hand down my back. “Your wings are gone. Gods, did my uncle remove them? Did he hurt you?”

	I shook my head. Forrest hadn’t done anything to me. Aside from locking me up and accusing me of murder.

	“Then how are they gone? You said you couldn’t pull your wings back into your body. I thought it was because they were damaged and pulling them back in would be impossible.”

	I bit my lip. I couldn’t. My wings had never retracted. They had stuck out from my back and had grown as I had grown. But they were indeed gone. I’d almost forgotten how they retracted into my body earlier when I had been in the cell. I hesitated. “Freya did something to me before she died.” 

	Tristen frowned. “What?”

	“I don’t know. Light glowed all over her and somehow, she healed my wings. I have no idea why, though. It makes no sense either.” It still didn’t make any sense to me now I had left the cell.

	“Maybe now your wings are whole again, you can pull them back in.”

	“Yes, but why bother healing them? She should have used her last bit of energy to heal herself, not me.” I gritted my teeth and struggled to hold back tears.

	My mind raced with questions. My wings weren’t a big deal. “If the council won’t do anything to find Freya’s killer, then we have to do it instead.”

	“Silvy, we have no idea who may have wanted Freya gone,” Tristen pointed out. “It’s late. We should get some sleep.”

	Tristen fumbled with his jacket and pulled out a small vial. “I picked up a sleeping potion. I thought you might need it.”

	I shook my head. “No. Not after…” I trailed off as Freya’s face flashed through my mind. “Will you stay with me tonight? I don’t want to be alone.” I surprised myself by asking. Just because we had kissed didn’t make us a couple. I didn’t know what we were now, but I didn’t want to be alone. Not tonight at least. Especially since I didn’t have Mel there to keep me company either. 

	Tristen nodded. 

	I knew we’d get in trouble if anyone caught us together, but I didn’t care. My body and clothes were still covered in dirt from the woods, so I headed to the shower first. The hot water did little to make me feel better, but it was good to change into an old T-shirt. Tristen had kicked off his shoes and socks, and I found him stretched out on my bed when I came out. He had his eyes closed.

	I hesitated. Asking him to stay had seemed like a good idea earlier. I’d never shared a bed with anyone before. Let alone someone I’d kissed. What if he wanted something more? Maybe I should get him to sleep in Mel’s bed — I doubt she would mind. At the same time, I wanted to feel safe. I slid into bed beside him. My heart pounded in my ears and I moved further away from him. But sleeping in a single bed, there wasn’t far for me to go. I lay there, still, for a few moments. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Freya on the floor, reaching for me. I turned over and buried my face in Tristen’s shoulder. He slipped his arms around me and pulled me closer. “Hey, it’s okay,” he said and stroked my hair.

	He held me as I cried. I cried until I didn’t have any tears left. No, it would never feel okay again. My whole life I’d never had anyone to comfort me or there for me when I got scared or sad. I had never grown attached to anyone either. I didn’t let myself. Feelings were a weakness I couldn’t afford to have. Something to be exploited and used against me. It had happened once when I had grown attached to one of my numerous foster parents. Now I had lost Freya, my mentor, and one of the few people who’d been a real friend to me. Hell, she had become something more — perhaps a mother figure since she had adopted me.

	My heart ached. I didn’t know how to deal with this. Grief had never been an issue for me before. I never stayed with anyone long enough to miss them. Or at least not anyone I liked. Now I would never have the chance to know what kind of relationship I could have had with Freya.

	I lay there for what seemed like hours. Sleep wouldn’t come and it was only two AM. So, it would be a few hours before dawn finally came. Tristen’s soft breathing next to me told me he was asleep.

	After about an hour, I gave up on sleep. I needed to do something. Laying in my room wouldn’t solve who had killed Freya or get justice for her. Nor would crying about it either. So, I slipped out of my room, careful not to wake Tristen. I didn’t want him to know where I was going. He would have stopped me had he known.

	“You see me not, I am but a shadow,” I chanted the words to a spell I’d read in Freya’s grimoire and padded down the hall. Light flashed around my body as I went.

	The last thing I needed was to get caught again. Forrest would lock me up forever if I did. I snuck upstairs to where the teacher’s chambers were. Freya had a big chamber all to herself at the end of the hall. If I checked her room, maybe I could find the poison and somehow prove she had been murdered.

	I crept along the wall and kept to the shadows. Candles lit the hall. When I got closer, I spotted the light coming from under the door. Why would there be a light on in Freya’s room? They must’ve moved her body by now since Tristen had said a healer had examined her. Or had they left her body in there? Wouldn’t they have turned the lights off? Or had they already started moving her stuff out?

	I edged closer, and my fists clenched. What if her killer was in there? Should I confront them? If I did, I had no idea what I would do. Knock them out and get help, maybe. Although that would land me in even more trouble.

	Whilst my mind raced with indecision, the door creaked open part way. I put my hand over my mouth to stifle my gasp. Then ducked behind a suit of armour. Despite my spell, I didn’t want to risk someone seeing me. I couldn’t be sure the spell would hide me from everything. Holy crackers! The door swung open and the light in the room snuffed out. A man with pale skin and perfect hair came out. I couldn’t make out all of him in the semidarkness.

	I could tell he was tall and dressed all in black. The moment he stepped out; the candles had all gone out as well.

	What the hell was he doing here? He had a book under his arm.

	You don’t want to hurt me, a voice rang through my mind. Leave now and go to bed. Sleep.

	It was the last thing I heard before everything went black.

	 


Chapter 3

	“Oh, good goddess!” The sound of Mel’s voice dragged me from the grip of sleep.

	Sunlight streamed through the window. I groaned and felt something holding onto me when I tried to roll over. What the heck? I gasped when I found Tristen laying next to me. He had his arm wrapped tight around my waist.

	Now my brunette, curly-haired roommate, Melanie Greenwood, stood gawping at me. Holy crackers, the last thing I wanted was for her to see me with Tristen. Now she’d pester me with questions.

	“This isn’t what it looks like,” I exclaimed. “He stayed here because…” The memory of Freya on the floor crashed through my mind again. Holy crackers! I blinked back tears at the memory.

	Mel seeing me in bed with Tristen no longer mattered.

	“Freya,” I choked out the name. “She’s —” I couldn’t bring myself to say the words, and tears stung my eyes again.

	“I know, sweetie.” Mel’s smile faded and her face became etched with concern. “Are you okay? I couldn’t believe it when they arrested you last night. Tristen was livid. Sorry, I couldn’t be here for you either, but I knew he would take care of you.”

	I shook my head and scrambled out of bed.

	Mel came over and wrapped her arms around me. I patted her back. “I am so sorry. Tristen was furious last night when he heard his uncle had arrested you.” I glanced over to Tristen and expected him to wake up, but he didn’t budge.

	“Mel, Freya’s death wasn’t an accident.” It all came pouring out of me again. How I’d gone to the woods, then found Freya. My whole world had turned upside down in a matter of seconds.

	“Holy crap, why would the council say it was an accident?” Mel gasped. “I mean, why else arrest you unless they expected foul play? It doesn’t make any sense.”

	I shook my head. “They’re covering it up. And it would be a pretty big coincidence if someone connected to them wasn’t involved.” I knew I shouldn’t jump to conclusions, but who else would want Freya gone? She had challenged them more than once, and not just over me.

	Mel’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Silvy, you shouldn’t say things like that. Why would they have any reason to hurt Freya?”

	That was the thing about Mel. She was a stickler for the rules and obeying authority. I seemed to break them whether I wanted to or not. Besides, the stupid rules no longer mattered now that Freya was gone.

	“Because she went against them.” She had convinced them to allow me to remain at the academy despite my freaky powers.

	“Look, Forrest was wrong to lock you up but —”

	“But nothing. If the council won’t do something about Freya’s death, then I will.” I headed over to my wardrobe to look for a clean uniform. My old one from yesterday was too filthy from the night’s excursions to use again.

	“Oh, my goddess,” Mel breathed.

	I turned around, half expecting Tristen to have gotten up and her to be staring at him. But nope, he was still asleep. “What?”

	“Your wings are gone.” She motioned to my back. “Did you glamour them?”

	“No. I pulled them in last night — don’t ask me how.” I yanked my clothes out of the wardrobe. I hadn’t learnt how to perform glamours yet. My heart twisted. Freya would never be there to teach me magic again.

	“Wings can retract and stay in when fae close of their emotions from what I’ve heard. That’s not healthy.” Since Mel was a Guardian, she didn’t have wings as she wasn’t a full fae. But she knew much more about the fae world than I did.

	I rolled my eyes. “I’m not repressing anything. Plus, I’m glad they’re gone. It will be so much easier getting dressed without worrying about the hindrance of my wings. I don’t have time to let my emotions free.” I had already cried last night. I didn’t want to be a blubbering mess all day through classes.

	“Silvy, Freya meant a lot to you. It’s okay to grieve.”

	Grief had to wait. I had more important things to deal with. I rummaged through my wardrobe further for shirts and realised the only other two I had both had slits in the back that are usually to help pull my wings through. “Do you have a shirt I could wear? Mine are all designed for my wings.”

	Mel walked over to her wardrobe, pulled out a shirt, and threw it over to me. It would be a little big since she was much curvier than I would ever be. “Tristen needs to leave,” Mel added. “You will be in even more trouble if anyone finds him here.”

	She had a point. I was amazed Tristen hadn’t woken up already.

	“Thornwood?” I shook his shoulder. “Time to go.”

	Tristen groaned and opened his eyes. “Silvy?”

	“Here. You need to go, it’s morning.”

	Tristen climbed out of bed, clad in his boxers and a T-shirt.

	A blush crept over my cheeks and I looked away.

	Wow, he’s even more gorgeous than I thought, Mel’s thoughts crept into my tired brain.

	I glared at her. Stop gawping at him.

	Sorry, I understand if you don’t want me staring at your boyfriend.

	I had to bite my lip to stop myself from saying anything. He’s not my boyfriend!

	Tristen grabbed his jeans and scrambled to get dressed. He hesitated when he got to the door. “Are you going to be okay?”

	“I guess. Thanks for staying last night.”

	“I will see you at breakfast.”

	Tris made a move towards me and I took a step back. I didn’t want Mel to see him hug me. She’d get the wrong idea. Tristen came over and hugged me anyway, despite my unease. He kissed the top of my forehead before he left.

	“OMG, I’ve never seen Tristen Thornwood look at anyone like that,” Mel remarked. “And he kissed you. How can he not be your boyfriend? He doesn’t go around kissing or hugging people. Despite how much girls throw themselves at him.”

	“Mel.” I shot her another glare. “Not now.”

	“Did something happen between you two last night? I wouldn’t blame you given what a crappy night you had.”

	“He kissed me, but it’s not important.”

	“Wow, what was it like?”

	I sighed and shook my head, then stomped off to the bathroom before she could ask me any more awkward questions. I needed to learn when to keep my big mouth shut. Now I had mentioned the kiss, I would never hear the end of it until she knew every single detail.

	When I came out of the bathroom after getting showered and got dressed into my uniform, a loud knock came at the door. I wondered if Tristen had come back to check on me, but I didn’t feel his presence nearby.

	“Oh, god, what if the council are summoning me already?” I glanced at Mel. A knot of fear pitted in my stomach.

	“Then we’ll deal with it. Don’t worry. No one is going to arrest you again.” Mel came over and yanked the door open. A dark-haired man jumped in surprise. “What the hell do you want? You don’t work here at the academy — I know every member of staff here.”

	The man regained his composure and straightened. “I have a special delivery for a Miss Silvana Eldry. Is this the right room?”

	Mel narrowed her eyes. “Who wants to know? Who is sending her something?”

	“It’s not my job to know that. I was just told to bring all of this here.” He motioned to a huge pile of boxes and bags next to him.”

	“We’re not accepting anything unless we know who sent it.” Mel glared at him, then frowned at me. “Your new boyfriend didn’t send you this stuff, did he?”

	My mouth fell open at the sight of the piles of boxes and bags. “He’s not my boyfriend and no, I don’t think he would send me anything.”

	Mel eyed the delivery man again. “Was there a note? What is all this stuff?”

	I stepped forward and moved over to the door. “I’m Silvana Eldry. But I’m not expecting anything.” I’d never had anything delivered before. Unless it was a letter saying I was going to be moved to another foster home. 

	The delivery man shook his head. “There was no note. It was a special order and I have specific instructions to bring everything here this morning.” Another man appeared behind him, pushing a trolley full of more boxes.

	“Well, take it all back then. I didn’t order anything, and I can’t pay for all of this stuff.”

	The man laughed. “This stuff has already been paid for, and if you want it sent back, you’ll have to take it up with the shipping company. We deliver. We don’t take stuff back.”

	The men wheeled the boxes in and carried the bags into my room and dumped everything in the middle of the floor.

	“This is a nightmare.” I picked up one of the bags and noticed my name along with the academy’s address written on it. “Where the hell did all this stuff come from?”

	“Maybe Tristen decided to buy you something nice after you kissed last night.”

	“If he did, then he can have it all back.” I didn’t think Tristen would have bought me anything. If he had, then he’d soon learn he couldn’t win me over with expensive gifts.

	Heck, if this was what he did after a kiss, I dreaded to think what he might do if we had a full-on date. Buying me stuff wouldn’t impress me.

	I ripped the packet open and gasped when I saw it was a box for an expensive mobile phone. Inside was a card.

	“Hey, he got you a phone. Good, God knows you need one. It will make life so much easier,” Mel remarked. “This is one of the latest models, too. You lucky cow.”

	I tore the card open and read the message inside. “Holy crackers, this stuff isn’t from Tristen. It’s from Freya.”

	“What?” Mel gasped. “Why would Freya send you all of this stuff?”

	“She said she wanted to make it up to me after springing the news on me about becoming my custodian without asking me. It says as we’re family now, it’s about time I had some real things to call my own.” My chest grew heavy. She had ordered all of this stuff for me before she died, and now, I would never have the chance to thank her for any of it. “We should just send it all back. It doesn’t feel right keeping it.”

	“Hey, Freya wanted you to have all of this stuff. It would be wrong to send it back.”

	Mel and I opened some of the other packages. They were full of clothes, books, a new laptop and stereo system, toiletries, and other items. I had never owned so much stuff in my life. Heck, I had barely any essential items.

	“Wow, some of these clothes look amazing. Freya had good taste,” Mel breathed.

	“Don’t get too excited. I’m not keeping it.” I had grown used to not having stuff over the years. I just made do.

	“Silv, you lived in complete poverty at your last home. You need this stuff. Especially the clothes. You barely get by on what you have as it is. Or do you want to keep borrowing stuff from my wardrobe?”

	“Fine, maybe I’ll keep some of the clothes. But I don’t need the phone or some of this other stuff.”

	“Yes, you do. Think of how much easier it would have been to find you last night if you had a phone like a normal teenager. You are keeping the phone.” Mel shoved the device into my hand. “Here, it’s all set up for you.”

	“But — but I don’t even know how to use one.” I’d never owned a mobile in my life, nor did I see the point in one. I managed just fine without one.

	“I’ll show you. But now we better get moving or we will be late for breakfast.”

	 

	I found Tristen sitting at my usual table when Mel and I headed down to the great hall for breakfast. The great hall is a massive room with a high vaulted ceiling and gleaming oak floors. Thick tapestries covered the walls. Long rows of tables along with benches took up most of the hall. At the far end was a raised dais where the headmaster and the rest of the teachers also sat and dined together.

	“Tristen is sitting with us?” Mel whispered. “He usually sits by himself or has his groupies flocking around him.”

	I ignored her. I had no idea why Tristen had decided to sit with us. Maybe he just wanted to make sure I was okay. I hoped he didn’t think we were dating now. I still didn’t know how I felt about our kiss.

	Our friend, Alec Clover, sat at the table and shot a bemused expression at us. Tristen Thornwood is at our table. He directed the thought at Mel. Are one of you girls dating him?

	Alec had a mop of curly dark hair and neon green eyes. He was somewhat of a social outcast too, since he wrote a blog on the fae world and what went on. Most of the students here hated it. Alec didn’t trust the council either, and that would make him a valuable ally.

	I didn’t bother answering his question, but I noticed Melanie inclined her head towards me. I groaned to myself. Tristen and I would have to have a chat at some point. He needed to accept the fact we weren’t a couple. I had no idea what I wanted us to be. A romantic relationship was something I had never envisioned for myself. And it seemed wrong to start one now after everything that has happened.

	Mel and I headed up to the food counter at the front of the hall. The food was served on trays and had several machines to make different meals. I hadn’t had my dinner the night before, and I often went on barely one meal a day back in my old foster home. I knew I had to keep my strength up, or I’d be no good to Freya.

	I grabbed some toast and jam and headed straight to my table.

	“Tristen told me about Freya,” Alec said. “Gods, Silvy, I’m sorry.”

	I’m sorry. What did that even mean, anyway? Sure, people felt sorry for your loss, but it didn’t make things any easier.

	“My mother is here too,” Tristen remarked. “Silvy, they want to talk to you this morning.”

	I groaned, but I’d known that would happen. I had hoped it would be later, though. I hadn’t expected her to arrive straightaway.

	“They had better start looking for her killer,” I growled and frowned as energy crackled against my skin. I shivered. It still felt strange having the full use of my powers at my disposal. I had no idea what my magic was capable of. From what I’d seen when I still had the block in place, it had been pretty scary. “What’s that energy I can feel?” It took me a second to realise it wasn’t my magic.

	“It’s a privacy ward, so no one overhears us,” Tristen explained. “Silvy, you need to be careful what you say around here. If someone did kill Freya, you can’t let them know you know of it.”

	“Impressive magic,” Mel remarked in awe. “Freya also sent Silvy a load of gifts that were delivered to our room this morning. They even included a mobile phone.”

	Tris’ eyes widened at that.

	Alec gaped at us. “Wait, are you saying Freya’s death wasn’t an accident? They may not have made the announcement yet but there’s already rumours going around about how she might have died.”

	“The council already ruled Freya’s death as an accident,” Tristen said. “I wouldn’t question them on that, or it could lead to more trouble for you.”

	“Freya was murdered, plain and simple,” I snapped. “If the council won’t do anything, then we will figure it out ourselves.”

	Mel snorted. “How? We are students. We can’t solve a crime.”

	“This will make an awesome story.” Alec rubbed his hands together. “We will help, Silvy, don’t you worry.”

	I glanced over at Tristen. “You don’t have to help, but don’t you dare tell your mum about this.”

	He chuckled. “My mother would never view us as a threat. I never said I wouldn’t help. You will have to be careful.”

	Mel stared at us as if we had all gone mad. “You are all bonkers. How can we do anything? It’s suicide. The council is above reproach. The Unseelie king sent creatures to kill me for most of my life. How do you expect to go up against them?” She glanced around at all of us. “I say we should leave it well enough alone. I came to the academy to stay out of trouble, not to find more of it.”

	“The council members are a bunch of lying, hypocritical morons,” Alec said and threw his spoon down in exasperation. “They could have killed Freya without leaving much of a trace. She liked going against them, and if she became too much of an inconvenience to them, they would have had no qualms about getting rid of her. No offence, Thornwood.” Alec turned to me. Are you sure we can trust him? He is a Thornwood. How do we know he won’t go running to his mummy?

	I trust him. He’s not like his mother.

	Tristen smiled. “None taken.”

	“You don’t have to be part of this,” I told Mel. “We can handle it.” It felt good knowing I had friends who had my back. That was something I had never had before.

	“You will get yourselves expelled,” she hissed. “You —”

	The double doors opened and in swept Queen Maeve herself, looking as regal as always with her long chestnut hair, piercing blue eyes, and red velvet gown. She looked like someone who had stepped out of the Middle Ages.

	Forrest trailed in behind her and shot me a glare.

	I glared back at him. I didn’t care if he was the headmaster or not. He had still accused me of murder. 

	Another man strode in after them. He had long black hair swept back into a ponytail and he wore a rumpled suit. He had a chiselled face but dark circles under his eyes. As though he hadn’t slept.

	My blood ran cold as the memory of the night before came flooding back. Holy crackers, he was the guy I’d seen come out of Freya’s room last night. How had I forgotten about that? He must have made me forget. Why else would I have gone back to my room and fallen asleep? What had he done to me?

	I reached across the table and grabbed Tristen’s hand to get his attention. A warm tingling feeling washed over my palm. Who’s that guy in the rumpled suit?

	Maeve walked over to a small podium at the front of the hall. “It’s with great sadness that I have come here today,” she announced.

	That’s Lucas Melrose, Tristen replied. He is… A long story.

	I saw him coming out of Freya’s room last night. My heart pounded as I tried to work out what had happened to me last night. Why would he have made me forget I’d seen him? He must be hiding something. That put him straight at the top of my suspect list.

	Tristen narrowed his eyes. When?

	When I snuck out. I think he saw me and compelled me to forget, I said.

	“I regret to inform you Freya Goodwin died last night,” Maeve said. “We are saddened by this devastating news. She will be missed by all.”

	Forrest then took over. “We are all devastated by the loss of Miss Goodwin. As a result, there will be no classes for today. There will also be a counsellor available for anyone who wishes to speak to them.”

	Thank god for that. That meant we had time to start looking into things. I knew full well I would never be able to concentrate on classes today. Not after everything that happened yesterday.

	And I wanted to know who the hell Lucas Melrose was and what he had been doing in Freya’s room after her death.

	 


Chapter 4

	I knew it would only be a matter of time before the council summoned me for questioning. So, we left the great hall once we had all finished breakfast and planned to get started on our investigation. I was relieved to get out of there, away from Lucas Melrose’s inquisitive gaze. But we needed somewhere to go where we wouldn’t be disturbed.

	Tristen said his room was off-limits while his mum was here as she had posted a guard there and she could walk in at any time. Since Mel wanted no part in our plan, I decided not to go to our room either. I didn’t think she would tell on us, but I didn’t want to risk it. So that only left Alec’s room for us to use. Good thing Alec didn’t have a roommate. Alec’s room was a chaotic mess of discarded clothes, books, and paperwork. How anyone could discard books in such a disrespectful way was beyond me.

	His room was smaller than the one I shared with Mel, with whitewashed walls and bookcases that covered one side of the wall. His desk had so many books and piles of paperwork on it was a wonder he could get any work done.

	“Excuse the mess.” Alec’s cheeks flushed as Tristen walked in. “I don’t usually have anyone else in here.”

	“I can’t stay long,” Tristen said. “Mother will have her vultures looking for me.”

	I gave Alec and Tristen the rundown of what happened when I had found Freya and when I had snuck into Freya’s room last night and how I saw Lucas Melrose there. It hurt talking about Freya’s death again, but I knew I’d have to get used to the feeling.

	“Why did you sneak out after I fell asleep?” Tristen frowned. “That was a foolish thing to do. What if someone saw you? You could get into even more trouble.”

	“I couldn’t sleep. I thought if I got…” I trailed off. It had been a stupid idea for sure, but I needed to do something. Standing back and doing nothing wasn’t the type of person I was.

	“Wait, did you sleep together last night?” Alec gasped, then raised his hands when I glared at him. “Hey, it’s none of my business. What you two do in private —”

	“We didn’t do anything. He stayed with me because I didn’t want to be alone,” I snapped, cheeks flushed. I turned to Tristen. “Who is Melrose and why is he here? And why would he have been in Freya’s room last night?”

	Alec let out a low whistle. “Oooh, this gets better and better. Imagine the stories I can write about on my blog now.”

	“He’s from one of the old noble families, but he is somewhat of a recluse. He lives on his family estate and keeps to himself,” Tristen said. “My mother says he’s going to be Freya’s replacement on the council. I’m surprised he’s appeared again. No one has seen him around much in the last few years. This will create some great conspiracies.”

	My mouth fell open. “Freya died last night, and they are replacing her already? Unbelievable! And he should be a number one suspect since he was at the scene of the crime.”

	Alec shook his head. “Don’t be so quick to jump to conclusions, Silvy. Any good investigator doesn’t narrow in on one suspect straightaway. You need to make sure you have all the facts and evidence first.”

	A gust of wind swept through the room. Paper flew everywhere and scattered into an even bigger mess. I winced and realised it had come from me. My magic had acted out of control again, thanks to my raging emotions.

	“We need to start at the beginning,” Alec said. “Then form a list of what we know and make a list of potential suspects.”

	“The council should be at the top of that list.”

	Alec started writing things down as Tristen and I told him about last night’s events in order. Including the time I’d vanished and gotten back. It was around ten PM when Tristen carried me back. I remembered hearing the clock tower chiming around the time Tristen had kissed me.

	“So, you headed straight for Freya’s room when you got back?” Alec asked me.

	Tristen and I looked at each other, but he didn’t say anything.

	I nodded. “Yeah, I wanted to tell her I was okay and tell her about visiting the woods. I found her right after that.”

	“What did happen to you in Eldry Woods?” Alec wanted to know. “We couldn’t find you anywhere. We all freaked out when Freya told us you had disappeared. She was worried something would happen to you.”

	I winced. I had never had the chance to tell Freya what happened to me either. “Not much. I talked to a dryad, and she told me my birth mother asked her to leave me among humans to keep me safe. She showed me a memory of it.”

	Tristen frowned. “Did you get a good look at what your mother looked like?”

	I shook my head. “No. I couldn’t see her face. It was covered by a hood. She was fae, so my father must be human. There was no sign of him, though.” Not seeing my father hadn’t bothered me, though. I hadn’t thought much about my birth father over the years and had resigned myself to the fact I might never know who he was. He might not have even been in the picture when I had been born.

	Alec furrowed his brow. “Why would anyone leave you in the woods? It’s hard for us fae to have children due to our longevity. That makes no sense.”

	I shrugged. “I have no idea. But it’s not important now.” Finding out who my birth mother is would have to wait. Finding out what happened to Freya was much more important. Plus, I was still no closer to finding out who my mother was anyway.

	“We need to get hold of that footage; it might give us an idea of who might have been in Freya’s room before Silvy got there. The poison had to be placed there at some point.”

	“I can easily get hold of the footage. It’s not hard for me to hack into the academy’s security system. Maybe the poison was something Freya already had there.” Alec turned to me. “Do you have any idea what kind of potions and herbal remedies she had in her chamber?”

	I had done some snooping of the living area of Freya’s chamber during our sessions together. “I have a pretty good idea. We also need to find out what the poison was.” I ran a hand through my long hair. “Tris, did your uncle or your mother mention the name of it?”

	“No, they didn’t bother telling me that. I can ask, though.”

	“Won’t that make your mother suspicious?” Alec asked. “We need to be careful and avoid arousing the council’s suspicions. Madam Leticia may have written up a report. I’ll hack into her computer and see what I can find.”

	I snapped my fingers. “I heard something the other day about Madam Leticia looking for an assistant to help her out in the healing wing. I could apply and snoop around for a bit.”

	“Good idea.” Alec nodded and began tapping away on his computer. “What —?” Alec got cut off by a loud knock on the door.

	We all froze.

	Tristen groaned and rubbed his temples. “It’s probably someone summoning me.” He got up and opened the door.

	Zoe Finn stood on the other side of the door. Her long dark brown hair fell past her shoulders and over her pretty face. Her dark brown eyes widened when she caught sight of us. She wore her usual leather jacket, jeans, and a T-shirt. “Finally! Silvy, I’ve been looking everywhere for you. We need to talk.”

	Tristen muttered something and the papers Alec had been working on flipped over.

	I’d wanted to talk to Zoe too, but I had thought she had been busy. I had planned on going to see her later this morning. Aside from Tristen and Alec, she might be the only one to believe me about Freya.

	“Is the council summoning us already?” Tristen asked her.

	Zoe shook her head. “Not yet. Maeve is waiting for the others to arrive. They’ll have a meeting here. Silvy, can we talk in private?”

	“I’d better go before my mother comes here looking for me.” He squeezed my shoulder. “I’ll see you at the meeting. Will you be okay?”

	“I… I have somewhere else to be.” Alec stood up and hurried out.

	Guilt twisted in my gut at having to evict him from his room.

	“The meeting will begin any moment now,” Zoe said. “I just wanted to tell you, be careful what you say in front of the council. With Freya’s death, they are all uneasy. What with her being a royal and all.”

	“I’d forgotten about that. Which court was she from?” 

	“You know there were four fae courts, don’t you? Well, Freya was from the summer court, which was disbanded about eighteen years ago.”

	I knew some fae history from what I’d learnt in classes. I made a mental note to ask Tristen about that later. One good thing about him being a prince was he knew a lot about the royals.

	“Now when they ask you —” Zoe got cut off by another knock at the door. 

	It opened and Zoe’s husband, Nick Trevelyan, poked his head in. “It’s time for the meeting. We need to go.” Nick was a gorgeous looking man with short black hair, a chiselled face, and blue eyes. Like Zoe, he wore a black leather jacket, jeans, and a grey T-shirt.

	I groaned and braced myself for what was about to come.

	 

	The dining tables in the great hall had all vanished when Nick and Zoe took me down there.

	Instead, a new table with the six leaders of the council sat there. Along with the newcomer, Lucas Melrose. What the hell was he doing there?

	The council was made up of the two fae monarchs, Queen Maeve of the Seelie and King Gerard of the Unseelie. Each ruler had a male and female representative that sat on the council with them. Maeve had Lady Louisa and Lord Michael. Gerard’s were Lady Vinessa and Lord Archon.

	My stomach did flip-flops as their steely gazes landed on me. All of them looked beautiful and regal with their high cheekbones, perfect complexions, and perfect hair.

	Nick and Zoe as Guardians and teachers here at the academy sat over at a smaller table. I was amazed the council had even let them come.

	I met their gazes head-on. Sure, these people had the most authority, but I would never cower before anyone. Not seeing Freya there made my chest ache, and a pit formed in my stomach. I was so used to her presence being there whenever I came face-to-face with the council.

	“Silvana Eldry, come before the high council,” Lady Louisa with her perfect cheekbones, delicate features, and long blond hair said.

	I stepped forward.

	Forrest’s glare bored into me. No doubt he’d look for any excuse to get rid of me. The headmaster had never liked me. My freaky powers didn’t help matters. Sometimes I wondered how Freya had even convinced him to let me come to the academy in the first place. He had never approved of me either.

	“Miss Eldry, you were with Miss Goodwin last night, correct?” Lady Louisa asked.

	I nodded. If they had already ruled Freya’s death an accident, what was the point of this meeting? Unless Forrest had ordered it so he could accuse me of murdering her again. I wouldn’t put that past him.

	“And why were you with her?” King Gerard’s right-hand man wanted to know. He was a tall man with a mop of curly dark hair and grey eyes.

	“Freya is my mentor; I have lessons with her every evening.” The pain in my chest grew. She was my mentor, I reminded myself. “We had a lesson last night at around seven PM. We went outside to practise my elemental magic. She said it would be easier if we practised outside.”

	“Why is it you have lessons outside of your usual classes?” Queen Maeve scrunched up her nose. “No other students receive such special attention. Are you failing here at the academy?”

	I gritted my teeth. She already knew I had extra lessons with Freya. I was the only student at the academy who had not grown up as a fae. That combined with my unusual abilities — which proved uncontrollable —— meant I needed help. My classes weren’t able to teach me to control my powers as much as I would have liked. Plus, I hadn’t even known about the block on my powers at first.

	“Freya was teaching me about a fae world more. I don’t know much because I grew up among humans,” I replied. “But it was to help me to control my powers.”

	“Isn’t that what you learn to do in class?” King Gerard leaned back in his chair, looking almost bored. “Every other student seems to be doing well enough here at the academy. Or is your half-human nature slowing you down?”

	I winced at that last comment and I raised my chin. “Just because I am half-human, it doesn’t make me any less than any other student. And yes, I do learn things in class, but my powers had a block on them. I couldn’t gain control of them whilst the block was in place,” I explained. “You said I had to gain control of my powers, or I would be expelled — that’s what Freya and I have been working on.”

	“Why would there be a block on your powers? Blocks are only placed on people who go mad or lack the ability to control their powers.” Lady Vinessa wanted to know. “That makes no sense.”

	“I don’t know that either.”

	“Miss Eldry, there are reports you disappeared for several hours last night, is that true?” Lord Michael asked. “You have a habit of running away, don’t you? You have done so on more than one occasion as I recall.”

	I knew he meant one of my previous encounters with the council. They had been suspicious of me and my true heritage, but I didn’t have any clue as to who my parents were. Plus, my freaky powers made me a potential threat to them due to the bad history of faelings.

	“Freya and I were working with a ley line.” I tucked a lock of my long blond hair behind my ear. “I accidentally transported myself somewhere else.” I didn’t see the point in hiding that fact from them. Me going to the woods had nothing to do with Freya’s death, so I didn’t see why it would get me into trouble either.

	Forrest scoffed at that. “No one in her year can do ley line magic yet. She couldn’t have used it, let alone travelled anywhere through one.”

	“Do not interrupt, brother.” Maeve shot him a warning look. “Please continue, Miss Eldry. Where did you go? Tell us what you did whilst you were away. Did Freya get transported there with you?”

	“No, she didn’t. I ended up in Eldry Woods — it’s where I was found as a new-born. I thought of it and ended up there,” I admitted. I wouldn’t mention Isla or what I found there. It was none of their damned business, anyway. They weren’t entitled to know every single thing that happened to me.

	“And why were you gone for almost three hours?” Maeve demanded.

	I had no doubt she and her brother had it in for me. Thank god Tristen was nothing like them. “I got lost, and it took forever to find my way out.” True enough. Eldry Woods was an entire maze of thick trees and overgrown wilderness. It could have taken me days to get out if Isla hadn’t told me what way to go. Maybe that phone Freya had given me would come in handy after all if anything like that happened again.

	“How did you get back?” King Gerard asked. “Did you call someone for help? Or did you use the ley line again?

	“My friends came searching for me — Melanie Greenwood found me and called Tristen. He flew me back here.” Again, true enough. Maeve’s eyes narrowed at the mention of Tristen’s name. “When I got back, I went to Freya’s room to tell her I was okay. That’s when I found her on the floor.” I glanced towards Lucas Melrose, who’d been silent throughout. He paled at my words. Maeve opened her mouth to speak, but I cut her off. “Freya was struggling to breathe. She told me she’d been poisoned.” I glowered at Forrest. “You should all be doing something to find out who killed her and why.”

	Maeve didn’t seem like the woman who got surprised, but her eyes widened. “Freya’s death was an accident. This meeting is just a formality.”

	“Then why did your brother have me arrested? Freya wasn’t stupid enough to take poison by mistake,” I snapped. 

	Forrest sighed. “I have already explained to the council it was a simple misunderstanding.”

	“Freya told me —” I wasn’t about to let this matter go. I needed to know her death hadn’t been an accident and they should damn well do something about it. 

	“That’s enough, Miss Eldry. I’m sure you’re upset by the loss of your mentor. That is understandable.” Maeve held up a hand. “But we have no further questions for you. You’re free to go.”

	“And since Freya is gone, there is no need for you to have a mentor now.” Forrest gave me a gleeful look. “Now run along, Silvana.”

	 

	“Unbelievable!” I fumed the moment Zoe and Nick led me into another room. This was one I had never been in before, and it looked like a private meeting room. Green wallpaper covered the walls, the floor was polished oak, and a few armchairs stood around the fireplace.

	A vase smashed against the wall as a blast of air swept through the room. Good, I wanted to storm back into the hall and demand they do something. How could they push this matter aside as if Freya meant nothing? She had been a member of the council. Maybe not a leader, but she had still been important. Yet they acted like she meant nothing. Well, she had mattered to me, and one way or another I would find out what happened to her. 

	“Why didn’t either of you say anything?” I glared at the two Guardians. “You know damn well Freya’s death wasn’t an accident. Yet you sat there and let them make me look like an idiot. How could you do that? Why is no one bothering to find out what really happened to Freya? I thought she was your friend.”

	“I told you not to go against them,” Zoe said. “You —”

	“We can’t do anything. It wouldn’t do any good,” Nick interjected. “Now they’ve ruled a verdict on Freya’s death and there is no changing it.”

	“Freya told me —” I protested.

	“We believe you.” Zoe gripped my shoulders. “But things among the fae are very different from the human world.”

	“You are a Guardian, right?” I knew they had been some sort of magical enforcers back before The Change eighteen years ago. Back then the fae world had collapsed, and they had been forced to come and live here on earth. Since then humans and fae had been forced to coexist with each other. Although the fae mainly kept to themselves after cleaning up the planet and preparing all the damage humans had done to it.

	“As Guardians, it was our job to keep the fae world a secret and keep fae in line,” Nick said. “But it’s a different world now. The fae are all here in this realm. We have very limited authority anymore.”

	“We probably have less now Freya is gone,” Zoe agreed. “Silvy, I know you’re angry but there’s no way to prove Freya’s death wasn’t an accident.”

	“Freya had a lot of secrets.” I raised my chin. “The council didn’t like her. Maybe one of them —” I couldn’t bring myself to say killed her. Every time I thought of it, I grew sick to my stomach and remembered her laying on that floor. “Wait, I saw something else last night,” I added. “I saw that new guy, Lucas, come out of Freya’s room — after she was already gone. After they let me out of my cell.”

	“That’s not surprising,” Zoe said. “Forrest called him to be her replacement. Since a new term is starting, he is going to be teaching potion classes.”

	“Don’t you find that suspicious?” I demanded. “He was already here before Forrest even called him, I bet.”

	“Melrose isn’t a killer,” Nick said. “He doesn’t even want to be here.”

	Great, now my only potential adult allies weren’t on my side either. Would anyone believe me about Freya’s death not being an accident?

	“Silvy, you should be glad the council isn’t trying to pin Freya’s death on you,” Zoe said. “You’re on thin ice with them already. Don’t give them any more reason to change their minds. They might expel you.”

	“There will be a memorial soon. Do you think you can keep your head down until then?” Nick asked.

	I gritted my teeth and crossed my arms. “Do I have a choice?”

	“Freya’s sisters will be there too.” Zoe squeezed my arm. “I know you’re upset, but Freya wouldn’t want you to throw away your future over her. More than anything, she wanted you to come here to the academy and graduate. To give you the best chance in life.”

	What future? My future felt hopeless without Freya in it. Now I didn’t have anyone to teach me about my powers. My one chance of having a real family died with her too. I hadn’t even had time to consider the possibility of what her adopting me would have been like. I’d given up on that dream years ago and thought no one would ever want to adopt me, especially now. Being part of a family was something I’d always dreamt of but thought I would never get to experience. With Freya gone, I never would know.

	“How am I going to control my powers now?” Freya had been the only one who understood my powers. Better than any of my other teachers had. She had helped me to remove the block on my powers. 

	“I can’t believe Forrest denied you having another mentor,” Nick remarked. “He’s more of an idiot than I thought.” 

	“I don’t want one.” No one could ever replace Freya. Now that the block was gone, maybe I could control things without any extra help. I couldn’t imagine anyone else teaching me, and it would be a constant reminder of Freya not being there anymore.

	“I’ll take over as your mentor,” Zoe said. “Until we can find someone else.”

	“Once the memorial is over, there will be a legacy reading,” Nick said.

	“A what?” I had no idea what he meant. There was still so much about the fae world that I knew nothing about.

	“All fae, especially the nobles, leave a statement of legacy. Like a will — the way humans do,” he explained. “So, the surviving heirs know what money, lands, and titles they will inherit. Along with any instructions they have for surviving relatives or requests they have made of friends and people in their lives.”

	My blood went cold. “Did Freya have kids?” It made me realise just how little I knew about my mentor. She had never told me much about her personal life. Heck, she hadn’t even bothered telling me about the custodian agreement. Instead, she’d presented it to the council without asking me how I felt about it. I’d been angry with her over that and never had a chance to say I was sorry.

	Nick and Zoe glanced at each other.

	“Just two surviving sisters. The reading is read out by a member of the court. They will go over everything Freya left in her statement.” 

	“We will need to be on our toes,” Nick said. “I have a feeling things are going to turn dark now that Freya’s gone.”

	 


Chapter 5

	After the council meeting, I regrouped with Alec in his room. It was a good thing we didn’t have classes that day. There was no way I would have been able to focus on taking anything in during class. I had no idea how I would even focus when we went back to class tomorrow. 

	“How did the meeting go?” Alec asked and spun around to face me in his desk chair.

	I let out a low growl. “Don’t ask. They’re not going to do a damn thing to investigate Freya’s death. They are going to sweep it under the rug like she meant nothing.” My hands clenched into fists and I fought to keep my magic under control.

	I noticed Mel sitting on the floor. “What are you doing here?” I asked. “I thought you wanted no part of this.”

	“I don’t but here I am,” Mel said. “If I don’t help out a bit, I’ll never see either of my best friends.”

	“She misses us.” Alec grinned. “Plus, secretly she wants to be in on the action. Because deep down she knows we are right.”

	Mel laughed. “Action? This is just another one of your wild conspiracy theories and it’ll get you expelled.” She scoffed. “Silvy is only going along with it because she’s repressing her —”

	“What have you come up with so far?” I interrupted. I didn’t want to hear about how I was repressing my emotions. Nor did I want to think about expulsion or breaking the rules anymore. The rules didn’t matter. Not when it came to finding out what happened to Freya.

	“We’ve made a list of all the council leaders and what we know about them,” Alec replied.

	Mel rolled her eyes. “You should hear some of the bonkers theories he has about them.”

	“They’re not bonkers.” Alec threw a pillow at her. “You’re too narrow-minded to see the truth. Or have you forgotten how the Unseelie king spent most of your life hunting you and your grandmother?”

	Mel flinched. “How can I ever forget that? That’s why I am always on my guard and want to lay low. Which means sticking to the rules.” She ran a hand through her long curly hair. “I don’t even know why he stopped chasing me. I suspect Nick and Zoe did something about it. I will probably spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder.”

	“See, I told you the council isn’t to be trusted.” I couldn’t fathom why the king might want Mel or her grandmother dead. I didn’t know if it was because she was a Guardian. If so, why hadn’t he tried to kill Nick and Zoe? The council seemed to have no problem with them being around.

	Mel scrambled up. “What’s going on with you and Tristan?” she asked me.

	I stared at her, wide-eyed. “Nothing. Plus, we have to focus on Freya, remember?”

	“Silvy, he was frantic with worry over you last night. And he was in your bed this morning.”

	I rubbed my forehead. I was never going to live that fact down. “Nothing. We are friends, that’s it.”

	“Right. A friend who kissed you. There is insane chemistry between you. Tristen doesn’t have friends — he has groupies. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

	Alec let out a low whistle. “Wow, Tristen kissed you, Silvy? He must like you then. Usually, he stares down his nose at most girls.” He sighed. “He is a lucky git with the way he has girls throwing themselves at him. If I was born into a noble family too, I could have any girl I want.”

	Mel glowered at him. “I’ll throw something else at you in a minute if you’re not careful.” She picked up a pillow and tossed it at him.

	“Hey, a guy can dream, can’t he? I’m probably going to be single and dateless my entire life.”

	“Yeah, well, no one will put up with you and your wild conspiracy theories.” Mel rolled her eyes.

	“Here is a wild idea: why don’t you two get together?” I suggested. “You two argue like an old married couple.”

	Both Alec and Mel made gagging sounds. “Yuck! No one at the academy is worth dating. I’m too busy trying to be a damn good Guardian,” Mel insisted.

	“For once I agree with her.”

	I rolled my eyes at them. Maybe one day they would figure out the attraction between them.

	“I’m not —” I stopped as warmth flooded over me.

	Tristen.

	Tristen’s presence was something I’d always been able to pick up on. There had always been a weird connection between us, but I wouldn’t let Mel know that. Not when he was nearby. I still hadn’t learnt the full extent of his powers yet. His main power was his magnetic energy. People flocked towards him like moths to a flame.

	I, however, seemed to be immune from that and had never liked him when we’d first met. I didn’t know what this thing was between us and felt too scared to ask him about it. The longer we stayed in the friend zone, the better. I didn’t want to step out of it. Nor would I bring it up either.

	I opened the door as Tristen approached. He’d raised his hand to knock and flashed me a dazzling smile. “How did you know I was here?” he asked.

	I rolled my eyes again. “I can sense you a mile away. Your energy is that strong.”

	His grin widened. “My energy is cloaked. No one should have been able to sense me.”

	“Lucky me then. Get in here.”

	Mel rolled her eyes at me. See, you’re more than friends.

	Alec tensed when he spotted Tristen. Tristen Thornwood is in my room again. By the goddess this is surreal, he thought and said to me and Mel, Do we have to treat him like he’s a prince?

	He’s a student like us. He is not a bloody God, I snapped. Don’t treat him any differently than you would anyone else.

	I didn’t know why the others seemed so intimidated by Tristen. Maybe it was because of his reputation. He had seemed cold and standoffish towards me at first too. Everyone acted like he was a god, but I’d never treated him like that. Royal or not, he was just a teenager like us.

	“Hi, what have you guys come up with?” Tristen asked and slipped an arm around my shoulders.

	What are you doing? I asked him in thought.

	Nothing. Why?

	We are not — I shook my head and brushed him off. “Alec, tell us what you’ve come up with so far.”

	Alec hesitated and turned to Tristen. “Are you sure you want to be here for this?”

	Tristen shrugged, nonchalant. “I’m here for Silvy. You can say and do what you want around me. Like Silvy says, I’m not a god.”

	I gaped at him. “How do you know what I said?”

	He gave me another dazzling smile.

	Cocky moron. 

	Tristen chuckled. That proved it. Somehow, he could pick up my thoughts.

	Stay out of my head, I warned him. I’ll lead you into places you’ll never want to go.

	I’m not in your head and feel free to lead me anywhere you want to go.

	I shook my head and glared at him as I bit back a smile.

	“Okay, I made a list of potential subjects. The six council leaders being the obvious choices,” Alec spoke up. “Then there’s all the different teachers and helpers who work here.”

	Alec motioned to the wall behind him that held a chart of the names of everyone on there. Along with pictures of them.

	“You don’t have a problem with your parents being suspects?” Alec asked Tristen.

	“Parents?” I frowned. We all knew Maeve Thornwood was Tristen’s mum. No one had ever mentioned who his dad was. I had never thought to ask either. I didn’t know him well enough to ask that.

	“Yes, the king is my father. And no, it’s not a problem,” Tristen said, and I caught an edge to his voice. “Everyone’s a suspect here, right?”

	I gaped at his sudden revelation. I had never thought his father might have been the king since he and Maeve seemed to despise each other from what I’d seen at council meetings. But I said nothing. I hadn’t considered the possibility of a student being the killer either.

	“This is so ridiculous.” Mel sighed. “Why are you all so eager to believe someone killed Freya? I mean, she was so nice and helped so many people. She even helped me get into the academy. Why would anyone want to hurt her?”

	“Because there are too many unanswered questions,” Alec replied. “And Freya was known to stir things up. Your beloved council gets rid of anyone who steps on their toes. You of all people should know that.”

	Mel gritted her teeth. “I don’t have much love for the council either, but I still think the idea of one of them killing Freya is a long shot.” Mel crossed her arms.

	“He’s right. Everything is about politics, even here at the academy,” Tristen agreed. “My mother has spies here too.”

	Mel shook her head and hit Alec. “See, your madness has rubbed off on them too.”

	“Ow!” Alec rubbed the back of his head. “I was right about Gerard’s affair with Lady Louisa.”

	Mel rolled her eyes. “The nobles have affairs all the time.” She flinched. “Sorry, Tristen. We shouldn’t say bad things about your father.”

	Tristen laughed. “Say what you like about him. I despise the man and barely know him.”

	“Guys, this speculation is all well and good, but we need evidence. We need to get into Freya’s chambers and see what we can find.” I put my hands on my hips. “I tried going back there last night —”

	“Are you bloody insane?” Mel gasped. “You are going to get yourself locked up or worse.”

	“Well, if you are against us doing anything, then leave right now.”

	Mel shook her head. “I said I’d stay.”

	“Okay, I went to Freya’s room last night and when I got there Lucas Melrose came out. I think he took something,” I said. “I used magic to hide in the shadows, and yet he saw me.” Tristen tensed beside me. “He did something to me – some freaky mind magic, so I’d go back to my room and go to sleep. I didn’t remember anything until I saw him in the great hall this morning.” 

	“Freaky mind tricks. Hey, maybe Melrose is more interesting than I thought,” Alec remarked. “I’ll do some digging around and see what I can find out about him.” He swung round in his chair to face Tristen. “Unless you know anything? You know the nobles better than anyone.”

	“I don’t know much about Melrose. He’s never been an active member on the council or even a court since his own family’s court was disbanded after The Change.” Tristen shook his head.

	“Melrose wouldn’t have much of a motive, though,” Mel said. “He’s nobody in fae terms, anyway.”

	“A nobody who’s the last surviving royal from the autumn court,” Tris remarked. “But I don’t see what motive he’d have in killing Freya. He’s never taken his seat on the council.”

	“I wonder how well he knew Freya,” I remarked. “She never really told me anything about her personal life. Heck, she never told me about that custodian agreement either.”

	“I’ll do some digging and see what I can find out,” Alec said.

	Mel scoffed at that. “You mean online in one of your stupid conspiracy forums.”

	I sometimes wondered how they’d been friends for so long. Guess it was because they were both outcasts like me.

	“We need to get into Freya’s room,” I added. “If we can find something to prove she didn’t poison herself —”

	“I doubt the poison will still be there,” Alec said.

	Mel burst out laughing. “You will never get in. Freya’s room is probably sealed.”

	“I can get us in,” Tristen said.

	“So can I,” Alec added. “I know how to get into sealed places.”

	“The room will be sealed with magic,” Mel said. “You —”

	“Leave it to me.” Alec grinned.

	 

	We sat around discussing what we were going to do that night in Freya’s room when a knock came at the door.

	Tristen tensed beside me where we’d been reading through Freya’s grimoire. It’s my mother, he told me.

	I didn’t need him to tell me that. Maeve’s energy struck my senses like a tornado. What does she want?

	Probably to grill me for not staying with her. He groaned. Damn, I hoped she wouldn’t come searching for me.

	The door flew open and Maeve herself walked in.

	“Holy shit!” Alec gasped, then slapped a hand over his mouth.

	“Mother, what are you doing here?” Tristen asked and got to his feet. “I don’t have classes today, so I’m hanging out with my friends.”

	“I’m not here for you, boy.” Maeve glared at her son. “Silvana Eldry, would you come with me, please?” Maeve demanded and shot Tristen a warning look.

	I hesitated. What the heck did she want with me? Did she want to berate me for speaking out against the council? Holy crackers, I hadn’t expected her to come find me in person.

	“Mother —” Tristen warned.

	“I just want to have a little chat.” Maeve gave a smile that showed too much teeth. “Come along, Silvana.”

	Silvana. I hated that name. I was just plain Silvy.

	I glanced at Tristen, unsure whether to go or not. Although refusing would cause more problems. Reluctantly, I got up.

	Tristen made a move to go with me, but I shook my head at him. Somehow, I knew his mother wouldn’t let him come with us. But it would have been nice to have had him along for moral support.

	I followed Maeve along in silence. I didn’t know whether to be glad she hadn’t said anything or more nervous. What did she want with me? I did have my full magic at my disposal, but this woman had centuries of power and knew how to use it.

	She led me into a fancy sitting room with an overstuffed sofa. It had a fireplace and paintings that were expensive enough to buy a car with. “Please sit.” Maeve motioned to one of the wingback chairs.

	I remained standing. “What is this about?” I crossed my arms. If she thought she could intimidate me, she’d be dead wrong. I grew up in rough homes and on the streets. I’d been around my share of scary stuff. Besides, I wanted to get this over with so I could get back to my friends and see if Alec and the others had managed to find anything.

	“I thought we should talk.” Maeve moved to the opposite chair and reclined on it as if it was a throne. “I know you must be saddened by the death of Freya.”

	“Pissed off would be more like it.” I crossed my arms and leant back against the table.

	“I know it’s hard to lose someone that meant a great deal to you. Freya was adamant about you coming here.”

	Oh crap, did she want to throw me out of the academy now? My heart lurched. I shouldn’t have been surprised by that. Especially given Forrest’s dislike of me.

	Everlight Academy was the only real home I had ever known. I wouldn’t be pushed out just because Freya was gone.

	“I know you believe someone had Freya poisoned, so I thought I would give this to you.” She held out a sealed envelope for me.

	I took it and opened it, wary. It was a report signed by Madam Leticia. It stated the cause of death was poison and it had been mixed in with Freya’s wine. Yet no trace was found in the bottle, only in the glass. She thought a piece of paper would get me to back down? She would be damn wrong.

	“This proves nothing. Someone could have been there before I found her,” I protested.

	“There are security cameras in the hallway. No one entered or left Freya’s rooms until you arrived. So, you see, it was nothing but an accident.”

	Ha, I’d wait and see what Alec managed to dig up on the footage. I wasn’t about to take her word for it.

	“Fine.” I scrunched the paper up. “May I go now?” I didn’t want to be around the queen any longer than I had to be.

	Maeve rose and glided over to me. “Not yet. I would like to know who you are, Silvana Eldry.”

	I opened and closed my mouth several times. Unable to form words. “What do you mean?” I asked finally. I had no idea what she was on about.

	“I mean, who are you? Where do you come from? Faelings with power like yours don’t appear. So, I’ll ask you again, who are you?”

	Was that why she had summoned me here? I was amazed she hadn’t asked me in front of the council itself. They liked putting me on the spot and asking me awkward questions.

	“I’m no one. I am a faeling. I have no family and just lost one of the people who meant the most to me.” Tears pricked my eyes. Holy crackers, I couldn’t cry in front of her. I would not show any form of weakness around her.

	“Exactly, you are nothing. Hardly worthy to grace these halls. But it was Freya’s wish to have you here. She even went as far as becoming a custodian to you. Why is that?” Maeve sneered. “What is so special about you? I know she sent you a fortune of gifts that were delivered to your room this morning. I can’t imagine why she would want to waste her family’s fortune on an imp like you.” She sat down and poured herself some tea.

	I looked away and blinked back my tears. What could I even say? Normally I had no trouble standing up for myself, but I was so exhausted. Grief weighed heavy on me.

	I turned around and stared at her. “Freya cared enough about me to become my custodian. Which is why I won’t give up trying to find out what happened to her. We both know you’re lying about her death being an accident,” I snarled.

	I know I should have kept my mouth shut. I knew when to back down from a fight I couldn’t win. But to hell with it. If it risked me being expelled from the academy, so be it. There was only so much abuse one person could take, and I sure as hell had endured enough of that over the years.

	Maeve laughed. “Oh, I know you and your little friends think they can investigate Freya’s death. I’m sure you think Tristen can help you too. You are nothing but children. Powerless, worthless children who can be destroyed with one simple word.” She slammed her teacup down on the table with a loud clunk and sent hot liquid sloshing everywhere. “You would do well to remember that.”

	“You would do well to remember I’ve lived in hell. And I don’t give up on the people I care about.”

	“My son seems to have taken a shine to you,” she remarked.

	Now, where was she going with this?

	“Tristen will be king one day. He needs to surround himself with worthy people. Not gutter rats like you,” Maeve said. “You would do well to remember your place. If you step one foot out of line, you will be back in whatever hole Freya dragged you out of. Have I made myself clear?”

	“Crystal.” I got the hell out of there before I opened my big mouth again and got into even more trouble.

	 


Chapter 6

	That night Alec and I along with Tristen stalked a long hallway towards Freya’s room. It was a quarter to eleven PM and most of the teachers had already turned in.

	I still felt rattled after Maeve’s warning. But I couldn’t ask Tristen not to come with us as we might need his powers. Plus, I still hadn’t decided what to do about it. I didn’t want Maeve as my enemy, but somehow I doubted I could avoid that. Tristen was my friend. I didn’t want to push him away either.

	“All clear,” Alec whispered as he glanced around the corner. “All of the cameras are off-line.” Alec held up some kind of gizmo that shut the cameras down.

	I wondered where he got all of this technology from, since most of the fae despised the humans because of the technology they used. However, they had been forced to embrace technology when they had come to this realm. Tristen and I hadn’t asked where he got it. It was better if we didn’t know.

	Alec headed to the door first. Tristen followed him and raised his hand to check for spells. I felt like a complete moron compared to them. They were both much more skilled at magic than me. There was no way I’d let them do this without me, though.

	It was a good thing Mel didn’t come. I’d locked the door to our room before I’d left in case she decided to tell on us. I knew she wouldn’t want us to get into trouble, but I wouldn’t put it past her to try to stop us. Worse, she might decide to follow us. I didn’t know if her Guardian skills would have been of much help.

	Symbols glittered over Freya’s door, then faded.

	“The lock won’t move,” Alec hissed. “What kind of spell have they put on the door? I sneak into places all the time, including the academy’s main security room.”

	Tristen shook his head. “I’ve already repressed the spell. There shouldn’t be anything preventing entry now.”

	I rolled my eyes. “Step aside.” I had picked enough locks over the years to know how to get through them. It was why I always carried a lock picking kit around with me. “Never leave men to do a woman’s job.”

	It took me a couple of minutes to pry open the heavy door with my tools.

	Tristen gave me a look. “Impressive.”

	“Let’s go.” Alec dashed inside.

	My heart twisted as I walked inside, and Tristen conjured an orb to give us some light to see by. It felt odd being back here. Like a lifetime had passed instead of twenty-four hours.

	Tristen closed the door behind us. “We’d better not stay here for long. The spell on the door won’t be repressed for long. I didn’t disable it.”

	Alec found me. “Where did you learn how to pick locks like that?”

	“Another foster kid taught me how to do it. Comes in handy when you lived with abusive foster parents.”

	Alec glanced around. “Where did you find Freya?”

	I stood there and stared at the floor. It was still so clear. Like she was still here. Freya reaching out for me before the light exploded around her.

	“Silvy?” Tristen touched my arm. “Are you okay?”

	I shook my head to clear it. “I’m… Over there.” I motioned to by the fireplace and took a step back.

	My whole body went numb. I couldn’t move. All I saw was Freya laying there.

	“Silvy.” Tristen put both his hands on my shoulders. “You don’t have to do this. You don’t even have to be here if you don’t want to. Let us handle it.”

	Alec rummaged around on the shelves.

	“I… She…” I couldn’t form words either. Tears welled up in my eyes, but I refused to let them fall.

	Light flashed as Alec took pictures on his phone.

	Tristen gave me a quick hug. “Maybe you should go and keep watch outside. Let us handle this.”

	I took a deep breath and let it out again. “No, I’m fine.” I pushed past him and headed over to the shelves. “What is the poison called?”

	“Moon flower, it’s deadly in large doses, but it can be used as a sedative,” Alec replied. “None of these vials are labelled. How did Freya find anything?”

	I swallowed, hard. “She knew what they all were.” I had seen her rifling through it often enough. “She must have had her own system for finding things. Which is why I don’t see how she could have taken something by accident. She knew every single bottle on that shelf by heart.”

	Tristen joined Alec by the cabinet.

	I headed into the bedroom and caught my breath. Why did this have to be so hard? I had never been in Freya’s bedroom, only the living area. It reminded me so much of her. Neat and organised. With pale blue walls, a small four-poster bed, and oak furniture. When I caught the scent of jasmine, I froze. I had to get the hell out of there. I bolted from the room and ignored Tristen when he called after me.

	I considered going back to my room, but I couldn’t face Mel right now. She would only ask questions and try to comfort me. I needed to be alone for a while to get my head together.

	Instead, I headed for Tristen’s room. 

	 

	I’d never been there before, but to my surprise, the door opened at my touch. It was much bigger than I had expected. Probably the size of one of the teacher’s chambers, but I shouldn’t have been surprised. He was a prince after all and always had the best of everything from what I had seen. He had an entire living room and a small kitchenette to himself. The living room had whitewashed walls and black-and-white decor. A large flatscreen TV hung on the wall surrounded by a large stereo system. The kitchen area was covered in sleek stainless-steel appliances.

	I headed over to the leather sofa and sank down on it. I had no idea why I had come here, of all places. Not that there were a lot of places around the academy that I could go to find privacy. Unless I went outside, but I didn’t feel like trekking around the grounds in the dark.

	The room smelled of him. It wasn’t where I wanted to be — I didn’t know where I wanted to go. At least it was private.

	I put my head in my hands and let a few stray tears fall.

	A few moments later the door opened, and Tristen came in.

	“How did you know I was here?” I didn’t bother looking up.

	“I have spells to alert me whenever someone comes here. You’re not the first girl who has crept into my room.” He came over to me. “It’s okay.”

	I shook my head. “No, it’s not. Why does everyone keep saying that? Freya…” I couldn’t bring myself to say it.

	“I know.” Tristen sat down beside me and pulled me close.

	No one ever hugged me. It still felt odd. I snuggled closer to him, anyway. Somehow, he felt safe and warm.

	“Alec and I took pictures, but we couldn’t find anything else. There was no sign of the moon flower in her room. Someone must have removed it.”

	“At least you looked. I couldn’t even do that.” I rested my head against his chest.

	Tristen stroked my hair. “No one will blame you for —”

	I shook my head again. “No, it’s not. I froze up and ran away.” I pulled away from him. “It’s what I do when things get heavy. I’m no good with emotional stuff.”

	Tristen got up and walked over to a small kitchen area. How the heck did he get to have that? Most of the student rooms only had a bedroom area and a small bathroom.

	I stood up. “I should go.”

	“Stay, have some hot chocolate.”

	“Thanks… For everything,” I mumbled.

	To my surprise, Tristen appeared in front of me. “You don’t have to run from me. I’m not going anywhere.”

	I took a deep breath. I had known this conversation had been coming. I just hadn’t expected it so soon and had hoped I would have been able to avoid it for a while longer. “Tris, this thing between us… It has to end.”

	His eyes narrowed. “Why? Because of my mother?” he asked. “What did she say to you earlier? I knew she would warn you off. I didn’t expect you to fall for it, though.”

	I frowned. “How did you — no. I’m no good for you. We come from different worlds and I’m — I’m no good at this stuff.” I shouldn’t have been surprised he knew Maeve had warned me off. “It doesn’t matter what she said. She has a point. You want more than I can ever give you.”

	Tristen arched an eyebrow. “All I want is you. There’s something powerful between us and you know it. I’m tired of ignoring it. I have feelings for you, and I think you feel something for me too. Even if you don’t admit it to yourself.”

	I scowled. He knew me better than anyone else, and that irritated me. I still had no idea what he saw in me. Yes, there might be this weird connection between us, and I did care about him, but hell, I was a mess. And not only because of Freya’s death. I had never been good at relationships, and I doubted I ever would be. My past was too screwed up for that.

	“If you want to only be friends, fine. But I don’t and I’m not walking away from you.” Tristen slipped his arms around me. “And my mother warned you off, but I won’t let her kick you out of the academy either.”

	“I am a walking disaster, why would you want anything to do with me?”

	“Because you are real and strong. And I rather fancy you when you’re not yelling at me or trying to hit me with crowbars.”

	I bit back a smile. “Still, this is your chance to back out now. I mean it, I’d be the worst girlfriend ever.” I pulled away from him. “You are a prince. You deserve to be with someone a whole lot better than me.” 

	“I can deal with it. I’m not going anywhere. And you are the only person I want to be with.” He captured my mouth in another kiss.

	I moulded against him and he pulled me against his hard body. After a while, I pulled away. “Do you have the pictures of Freya’s room?” I still had no idea how I was going to work that phone Freya had sent me.

	Tris nodded as the kettle boiled and I watched him make us hot chocolate. He then pulled out his phone. “I should get you one of these.”

	I laughed. “I don’t have anyone to call or text aside from you, Mel, and Alec. Besides, as of this morning, I have one.” I pulled the phone out of my pocket. “Freya sent me a bunch of stuff that arrived today. I think she was trying to make up for springing the custodian thing on me. But I have no idea how to even use this.”

	“At least you will be able to view them yourself then. What’s your mobile number?”

	“I have no idea.” I handed him the phone, and he browsed through it. “Let’s take things slow for now, okay?”

	He leaned over and gave me a quick kiss. “Okay, you already had me at the crowbar.”

	I laughed, remembering how I’d once threatened him with a crowbar. Back then he seemed like an arrogant, full of himself snob. But I had seen the more caring side of him too.

	Tristen flicked through the pictures of each room. No sign of poison or anything amiss. The place had been tidied up since yesterday. But who had been in the room, and why have they covered it up? What did Lucas Melrose have to do with it?

	One way or another, I would find out what happened to Freya.

	 


Chapter 7

	The next few weeks passed, and Monday morning came around way too quickly. Concentrating on work and paying attention in classes had proved a lot harder than I had thought. I still felt numb over everything that had happened. Seeing Tristen and hanging out with my friends was the only thing that kept me going.

	I still expected to see Freya in class, or when I went into the library. But our lessons together were what I missed most.

	First up today was PE class led by Zoe Finn. At least Tristen and I would be partnered up again. Zoe had done that when I had first joined the academy last term. Tristen and I hadn’t liked each other — or at least I hadn’t liked him. The idiot made me feel things I wasn’t used to, and sometimes it scared me.

	I changed into a T-shirt and jogging trousers. All the clothes Freya had gifted me had come in handy. And it had been nice not having to cut slits into my clothing to accommodate my wings. Mel and the others still kept harping on about my missing wings. Saying the usual, “it isn’t healthy to repress emotions…” Blah blah blah.

	Even Tristen kept bringing it up. I hadn’t repressed anything, nor did I miss my cumbersome wings. Being able to move around and not have anyone staring at them was a blessing. Tristen had said I could bring them out any time I wanted to. They still hadn’t come out yet. The worst thing was having Mel go on about it every day. She needed to chill. Sure, there were times when I shed a few tears, but I wouldn’t let myself turn into a blubbering mess.

	I joined Tristen on the exercise mat in the gym as we all waited for Zoe to come in. “Have the council said when the memorial is going to be?”

	An entire month had passed since Freya’s death and they still hadn’t had the memorial for her. Tristen had told me Freya's sisters had demanded an investigation into her death. That had pleased me. At least they had the good sense to be suspicious. But it also delayed the memorial and Freya’s legacy reading. I didn’t know whether to be relieved by that or not, since it just delayed the inevitable.

	“It’s in a few days. Freya’s sister finally gave in and agreed. The council still hasn’t changed their ruling,” Tristen replied. “They insist it was an accident and refuse to conduct a formal investigation. I think Nick and Zoe are doing that. From what I heard Freya’s sisters have been pressuring them to do something.”

	My hands clenched into fists. “Unbelievable. We need to find another way of convincing them. I’m glad Freya’s sisters seem to think the same as we do.”

	“Still, there’s no way to prove she didn’t take it by accident.”

	I gaped at him. “Are you saying…?”

	“I’m saying there might not be much we can do,” Tristen stated. “Alec couldn’t find any footage of that night.”

	Anger boiled through me.

	Zoe herself then came in. “Okay, class, who is up for some sparring today?” She beamed at us as if she expected us to be excited. Most of us just groaned.

	Only Zoe could be psyched over PE. Probably because she didn’t have to do any of the hard stuff herself, and she was in terrific shape.

	“I’m going to split you into pairs.” Zoe started spouting off different names. “Silvy, partner with Aveline.”

	I froze. “What?” I glanced at Tristen to see if I heard right.

	He squeezed my shoulder and gave me a sympathetic look. “Just ignore any of her snide remarks. She’s not worth it.”

	I couldn’t believe Zoe had paired me up with my arch-nemesis. Had she lost her mind? Aveline had hated me since I set foot at the academy. Which Zoe must have known. How could she think us sparring together would be a good idea? Although maybe I could wipe the smug look off Aveline’s face for once.

	Zoe and I had been meeting up a couple of times a week when she took on her new role as my mentor. None of our sessions had gone well for me magically. Zoe was a good person, but she didn’t have Freya’s knowledge or skill. But since the council had ruled I no longer needed a mentor, we didn’t have much choice. As a Guardian, Zoe was beyond the council’s authority, but other fae weren’t. Anyone else who opted to mentor me would be in big trouble. Plus, the council was looking for an excuse to kick me out of the academy. I didn’t want to give them one.

	Aveline scowled when I trudged over to her, and she gave me a smirk. “This will be fun.”

	I still had no idea what her problem was. Maybe it was because I was a faeling who had come from nothing. If I hadn’t been offered a place here at the academy, I would have been living on the streets by now.

	I glowered at her but said nothing. I’d wipe that smirk off her face. I might not be able to fight as gracefully as some of the fae, but I knew how to fight dirty. Years in foster care and life living on the street had taught me how to defend myself.

	“Okay, class, we’re going to practice self-defence today,” Zoe announced. “One of you is going to act as an attacker, the other has to defend and block. I’ll demonstrate. Who wants to volunteer?” She glanced around as if she expected someone to volunteer. “Alec, why don’t you come up here?”

	Poor Alec. Zoe always picked him to show her moves since he was the weakest one in the class. But I suspected Alec enjoyed being manhandled by her since he had a crush on her. He never complained, and he’d never been much of a fighter either.

	Alec shot over to Zoe’s side.

	Zoe caught hold of him in a headlock before Alec had a chance to blink. “So, what’s the best way to release yourself from this kind of attack?”

	Alec flayed about and slapped Zoe’s hands. God, he was doing it all wrong.

	After a few moments, Zoe let go of Alec and she told him what to do to defend himself.

	“I can’t believe I got paired with you,” Aveline snarled. “You stink.”

	Once upon a time, I imagined I had smelled a bit, but now I had toiletries and showered twice a day.

	Ignore her. She’s not worth it. I had to keep reminding myself to ignore her.

	“I mean you smell, and your wings were so mangled they had to cut them off,” Aveline taunted as everyone else started taking up their positions.

	Still, I ignored her jibes. “Let’s get this over with, shall we? You can play the victim. I’ll be the attacker.”

	Aveline’s glower grew. “Is it true you killed Freya? I mean, she’s the only reason you’re here,” she goaded. “Maybe she croaked because she realised what a half-breed scum you are. You are a killer — all faelings go bad. The whole damn lot of you should be wiped out. That’s probably why you got dumped in foster care. I bet your father was a human rapist and your fae mother couldn’t stand the sight of you.”

	That did it. Light burst from my hand and slammed Aveline into the wall. She screamed and then slumped to the floor, unconscious.

	I stared down at my hand in stunned disbelief. It continued to flare with pulsating white light. That was new.

	You killed Freya. Aveline’s words echoed through my mind. I could have dealt with all the other stuff. It wasn’t anything I hadn’t heard before. I blamed myself for what had happened to Freya. If only I’d been able to get her sooner, she might not have died.

	This had never happened before. I clenched my glowing hand into a fist and light burst from my palm. I could have dealt with the other comments, but not that.

	Everyone screamed as the energy knocked them to the ground.

	Holy crackers, I knew I was in for it this time.

	 

	My little outburst led to me being stuck in the headmaster’s office. Forrest’s office always looked like a welcoming place. Tree limbs covered one side of the back wall and some of the branches were covered in leaves that change colour depending on the season. The rest of the walls were oak, and a plush cream carpet covered the floor. An enormous desk stood at the far end of the wall, surrounded by two leather visitors’ chairs and a large brown leather desk chair.

	I had been fascinated by this room when I had first arrived at the academy. That seemed so long ago now. Like a lifetime. My life had changed so much in that time.

	Forrest glared at me as he stood from his desk. “What led you to attack another student, Miss Eldry?”

	I opened my mouth to explain, but no words came out. What good would it do, anyway? He and his bitchy sister wanted me gone. I had spent the last month keeping a lid on my powers, but I had still lost control. Especially when I got angry.

	Damn, Aveline knew how to push my buttons. I had hoped to knock her over when we started sparring. However, my magic had other ideas.

	Freya’s grimoire hadn’t been much help either when I’d looked in it for a way of keeping my powers under control. In some ways, I missed the block. Without Freya, both my magic and I felt more lost than ever.

	“I didn’t mean to attack her,” I spoke up. “You know my powers are out of control. That’s why Freya…” Tears sprang to my eyes. “That’s why she mentored me.”

	“Rubbish. Magic only spirals out of control when the user is out of control,” Forrest snapped. “You are showing all the early warning signs of a true faeling. That makes you a danger to everyone in this academy. I knew I never should have agreed to let you come here, but Freya was insistent.”

	Frustration rolled through me like a storm. I wasn’t the type of person to ask for help. Part of me wanted to ask for a new mentor. But what good would it do?

	“You attacked Aveline and you’re lucky she only got stunned, not injured. If this was the first time —” Forrest got cut off as the door slammed open as Zoe stormed in.

	“Good, Miss Finn, perhaps you can escort Miss Eldry back to her room. She’s expelled.”

	“What?” Zoe gaped at him. “She didn’t mean to hit Aveline. If you want to blame anyone, blame me. I’m the one who partnered them up.”

	I sank lower in my chair. I tried so hard to keep my head down so I could stay at the academy. But no, my freaking magic had to get me expelled. Now I was about to lose my home and everything that I had been working for.

	“Don’t be stupid enough to put your job on the line for her, Zoe,” Forrest snapped.

	“Why are you too blind to see she needs help?” Zoe demanded. “Her magic is strong — may be too strong for most teachers here to deal with. She’s not like the other fae who grew up with people to show them how to use magic.”

	“I can’t have her attacking students,” Forrest retorted. “I want her gone from the school. She is a threat to everyone here.”

	“Just give her until the end of the term to prove she can control her powers. The poor kid is grieving for Christ’s sake.” Zoe glowered at him. “Have some compassion for once, Thornwood.”

	 “Ha, faelings are incapable of emotions. You have a month to prove to me she deserves a place here and the next time she loses control she’s out. No question about it.” Forrest let out a low growl. “But if she harms anyone, I will have her locked up. If you ask me, that’s the only place for someone like her.”

	“Fine, but no one is locking her up.”

	One month? How could I learn to control my powers that fast? It had taken me weeks to learn even basic magic before. How was I supposed to do without Freya?

	One way or another, I had to find a way to get a handle on my powers before it was too late. Or else I would have to kiss my place at the academy goodbye.

	 


Chapter 8

	I followed Zoe out of Forrest’s office. “Maybe I should leave,” I mused. I couldn’t believe I had said that. I had never been the type of person to give up on anything. But I was so damn tired. Living among the humans had been a struggle. Living among the fae was a daily battle. One I didn’t know if I wanted to fight anymore.

	My chest ached. I missed Freya so much. Besides, she’d been the only one who understood me and my powers. Who else could help me get them under control? Not Zoe. Although she meant well.

	“You are not going anywhere. Freya thought you deserved to be here, and you need to believe that truth. Come on.” Zoe took my arm. “There is someone we need to talk to — someone who I think can help with your powers.”

	I followed Zoe to an empty potions’ lab. It was usually one of my favourite classes. Not so much since the strange Mr. Melrose showed up and had started teaching there. I still didn’t believe him coming here as soon as Freya had died was a coincidence. It seemed our usual teacher now shared classes with him. Mr. Melrose only worked a couple of days a week, much to my relief.

	Rows of wooden tables lined the room and charts with herbs and different potion ingredients covered the walls.

	Mr. Melrose had several cauldrons bubbling away. I still found it strange how the fae used them — similar to how witches did. Other than the cauldrons, the room reminded me a little bit of the science rooms back at my old school. Science had never been a strong subject line for me, but I did okay with potions and found the class enjoyable. For one thing, it didn’t involve me using my magic outright. Which meant I rarely lost control in this class.

	I frowned at Zoe. Why were we here? I thought I’d be headed back to class. Or maybe PE was over after my outburst. Zoe had told me Aveline hadn’t been hurt — much to my relief.

	Mr. Melrose gawked when he saw Zoe and me. “Miss Finn, what are you doing here?” he asked.

	“Lucas, please call me Zoe.” The guy seemed so awkward, like he didn’t know how to interact with people. Why had they hired him? Weren’t teachers supposed to be good with kids? “And I need your help with something important.”

	I hadn’t got around to confronting him yet. Every time I tried, he somehow evaded me. Alec hadn’t come up with any footage of that night, and all the teachers had an alibi. Thanks to Alec’s hacking skills, he’d got up all the teachers on camera for the time of Freya’s death. Alec had even run it through a fancy program to check it all. He insisted the program was as good as the government stuff. I had no reason not to believe him. The guy had mad skills.

	“What can I do for you?” Lucas asked.

	It chilled me to think he might be Freya’s killer.

	“Silvy here needs someone to help her get her powers under control.” Zoe put her hand on my shoulder. “We have to do it in a month. Forrest is threatening to expel her if she is unable to do so by then.”

	Lucas’s eyes widened. “How do you think I can help?”

	“What?” I gaped at Zoe. “You want him to mentor me? Are you mad?”

	Lucas winced at my outburst. “I —”

	“He brews potions. How the hell can he help?” I cut him off before he could speak again. “He’s not Freya, and he doesn’t have any of her knowledge. Freya was the only one who could help me.” I blinked back tears and looked away. Something fluttered around the back of my spine and I knew my wings ached to get out again.

	“Silvy, Lucas was a student here years ago. He is one of the few fae who knows things like Freya did.” Zoe put a hand on my shoulder. “I know how much you miss Freya, but she is gone. You need someone who can help you, so you won’t lose your place at the academy.”

	“I’m sure I can help,” Lucas spoke up. “I know it’s what Freya would have wanted.”

	I gritted my teeth. How the hell did he know what Freya would have wanted? Had he even known her?

	Zoe grinned. “Good, thanks, you have no idea how much you will be helping.” She turned to me. “You can spend the next few hours here. Tristen and Melanie are getting the notes you need so you won’t miss anything.” Then she turned and walked out.

	I ran after her and shut the classroom door so Melrose wouldn’t overhear us. “Zoe, you can’t leave me alone with him.”

	“Nonsense, he is here to help.”

	“He was the guy I saw coming out of Freya’s room the night she died,” I hissed. “He might have… Poisoned her. Why won’t you believe he’s a threat?”

	“Nick and I already looked into that, and we didn’t find anything amiss. Silvy, you need to get your powers under control.” She put her hands on my shoulders. “I’ll help when I can, but I’m not skilled — not the way he is. And he’s right. This is what Freya would have wanted. He might be the only person left capable of helping you.”

	“But he’s… There’s something not right about him.” I crossed my arms.

	“He may seem a little strange, but Freya asked him to come here. She trusted him.”

	Yeah, but Freya’s not here, I wanted to say.

	“Why would Freya have asked him to come here?” I crossed my arms. “Did she know something bad was going to happen to her?”

	Zoe shook ahead. “No, but I know she wanted the best for you. At least give Lucas a chance.” She turned and then left.

	I groaned. Thanks a lot, Zoe! Stomping back into the classroom, I re-joined Mr. Melrose.

	Lucas didn’t look the least bit flustered by my earlier outbursts.

	“So, do you really think you can get my powers under control within the next month?” I hopped up onto a stool and crossed my arms.

	He nodded. “Of course. The question is are you willing to work hard to get it under control?”

	I snorted. “I spent all of last term trying to do just that. It wasn’t easy given how my powers were blocked.”

	“Blocked how?” Lucas frowned.

	I shrugged. “My birth mum put a block on them to keep me safe. From what, I don’t know. She never bothered mentioning that when she abandoned me in the woods.”

	Lucas’s dark eyes widened. “Interesting. Is the block still in place?”

	“No, Freya and I removed it the night she —” I blinked back tears. “How can you help me? You are the potions master. You’re not… Like Freya.” Freya had been a walking library of knowledge. Lucas looked like he would run off at the sight of a spider. God only knew what he’d be like when my freaky powers flared up.

	Lucas waved his hands and all the bubbling cauldrons vanished in a flash of blue light.

	I almost fell off the stool in shock.

	“Come, we can’t practice magic in here.” He motioned for me to follow him.

	 

	We headed out of the classroom and into a part of the castle I’d never been into before. Lucas led me into a large room with a gleaming wooden floor. Aside from a couple of overhead lights that cast a warm glow, it was empty.

	“This room is warded so you can practice in here,” Lucas said. “Tell me about your magic.”

	I furrowed my brow. What was there to tell? “It’s out of control. No matter what I do, it keeps getting worse.”

	“Magic is only uncontrollable unless you learn to control your emotions. If you learn to focus your emotions and concentrate, you will have no problem with your magic.”

	Great. Now he sounded like Forrest. I hoped he didn’t end up despising me as the headmaster did. I had made enough enemies at the academy already. Although I thought most of the teachers liked me.

	“What do you feel when you lose control?” Lucas wanted to know. “Do your powers react to certain emotions more than others?”

	“Anger, I guess. Or fear.” My magic freaked out when I felt those emotions.

	“What is your element?”

	I hesitated. All fae had an infinity for an element, two at most. So, it was rare to have more than that, and four was impossible. Yet I had tested possible for all four – something the council also feared. Freya had always told me never to tell anyone that. I would never trust this man to tell him my secret.

	“Air, I guess.” I shrugged and wondered how much I should tell him. Zoe had told me to trust him, yet I couldn’t do that. Instead, I focused on his aura. One thing I had noticed about him was his colours remained hidden from me. I’d never encountered that with anyone before except Tristen, who kept his energy under tight wraps. Somehow, I suspected Lucas hid his true emotions and aura from me somehow. Although I didn’t know how such a thing was possible.

	“You guess? You must be certain, Silvana.”

	“Silvy,” I corrected. “And air is the only element I’ve conjured so far.”

	“Yet according to Freya’s journals, you tested positive for all four elements.”

	He read Freya’s journal? Holy crackers, wasn’t that private? Why the hell had he even read them? That had to be against the rules somehow. How could he just go through Freya’s personal items like that? Why had this guy come to the academy? Why did he have such an interest in Freya? That made him look even more likely to be the killer in my eyes.

	“Freya said I probably just showed traces of the other elements. It doesn’t mean I can access them.”

	“Conjure a breeze,” Lucas instructed.

	I gritted my teeth. Freya had always been firm but fair with me.

	Raising my hand, a cool breeze drifted around me.

	“That’s it?” Lucas shook his head. “Come now, I’ve seen and heard some of the things you’ve done. I expected something more impressive.”

	I couldn’t conjure the air on command.

	My mind drifted back to my lessons with Freya.

	“Magic is like air. It’s around you and within you,” she had said. “Reach for it, feel the air moving through you.”

	I took a deep breath and closed my eyes.

	Nothing.

	What had I done wrong?

	Since Freya had left, my magic had become more unpredictable than ever. Sometimes I wondered if I was ever going to get the hang of my powers.

	“You’re not trying hard enough, Silvana. Concentrate. You’re never going control unless —”

	Anger boiled through me and I closed my eyes. Power flooded through me like a tidal wave. When I opened my eyes again, I found myself hovering several feet off the ground and wind roared wildly through the room.

	Lucas stumbled over to me and caught hold of me as I fell. “Better. That was good.”

	“Good? I don’t know how I did that.” I pulled out of his grasp. “How can that be good?”

	“You have a lot of repressed anger in you. That’s what’s affecting your powers,” Lucas said. “What are you angry at?”

	Was he joking? Of course, I was angry at everything. Especially whoever had taken Freya away from me.

	“That would be obvious,” I growled.

	“You’re angry at Freya for leaving.”

	My mouth fell open. “You don’t get to talk about her,” I snapped. “And no, I’m not angry at her. I’m angry at the bastard who took her away from me.

	“Silvana, you’ll never get control over your powers unless you confront your anger.”

	His words only infuriated me more. Light burst in my hand and slammed him against the wall. I should have been shocked. I should have been horrified I’d use magic on a teacher. Instead, I didn’t feel anything.

	Lucas grunted from the blow. “I can’t help you unless you can help yourself first.”

	“Then don’t. I don’t need your help.” I clenched my fists. “Why don’t you tell me why you used magic on me and made me forget how I saw you leave Freya’s room the night she died?”

	All colour drained from his face. So, it had been him after all.

	“I –” he began. “I didn’t do anything to you.”

	I narrowed my eyes, but his aura remained hidden. Damn it, I wanted to see his colours. I wanted to know what he was thinking and feeling.

	“Rubbish. I know you were there that night and I want to know why. If you want me to confirm my anger then here, I’m doing just that.” I put my hands on my hips.

	“As I said before, I wasn’t there.” His jaw tightened and his aura remained locked down just like the rest of him.

	I shook my head. “How am I supposed to learn anything from someone I don’t trust?” I demanded. “If you really want me to control my powers, then you sure as hell better start telling me the truth.”

	“You are using your anger to hide your grief over Freya’s death. I can’t help you unless you are willing to confront all those emotions.”

	I growled at him. “I can’t work with someone I don’t trust. Don’t think you can hide your secrets from me forever, Mr. Melrose,” I snapped. “I know someone killed Freya and took her away from me. I assure you I won’t ever give up until I find out who it was.”

	I stormed out of there. If I didn’t get the hell out of there, I would lose complete control of my magic and I had no idea what it would do to him.

	 


Chapter 9

	After that week, the day of Freya’s memorial arrived, and everyone was given a day off from classes. I had been dreading this day and longing for it to be over with. I had had a few more lessons with Melrose, and we still had done zero progress to show for it.

	I had no idea how fae memorials worked either, so I put on a long-sleeved black dress.

	Mel frowned when I came out of the bathroom. She had a pale pink dress on. “Why are you wearing black? No one wears black to a memorial — not unless they hated the deceased person. I don’t think that’s the message you’re going for.”

	“But I…” Argh, I gave up on fae customs. “Humans wear black.”

	“It’s okay. Just put something else on.”

	“Like what? What colours or clothing is suitable for a fae memorial?” The last thing I wanted to do was for people to think I hadn’t cared about Freya. Why didn’t someone teach all these customs here in a class? Not everyone in the academy had grown up among the fae. Mel hadn’t either, and I often wondered who taught her this stuff. She had told me her grandmother raised her as a human.

	“Something smart and bright. The fae love colours — especially anything bold and cheerful. They believe in celebrating someone’s life, not mourning their death.”

	I pulled out two dresses, one was black and the other white. “None of the stuff Freya gave me is brightly coloured. I don’t really like bright colours, anyway.”

	Mel shook her head. “I need to take you shopping.”

	I scowled at that. So, I rummaged through the numerous items of clothing Freya had sent me. I hadn’t been able to bring myself to look at most of the stuff, so most of it just remained piled up in boxes or in bags that I had shoved into my wardrobe. Mel had been more than happy to open the stuff and kept hanging clothes up. She had been more excited by all the stuff than I had been.

	I had never had many clothes, but I did have cash stashed away. I’d been saving it for when I turned eighteen and could leave school and finally get a job. That had changed when Freya had brought me to the academy.

	“I don’t have time to find another dress.” I changed into the white dress. It might not be brightly coloured, but at least it wouldn’t be as offensive as wearing black.

	“Just do a spell to change the colour,” Mel suggested.

	“A spell?” I wracked my brain for one. Sure, I’d learnt the spell somewhere. Nothing came to mind, though. “I don’t know how.”

	“It’s easy. Just say the colour and focus on what you want to happen.”

	I recited the words, and the colour drained from my dress, and turned a morbid shade of grey. “Holy crackers! This is a nightmare.”

	“Here.” Mel chanted the spell instead and pink flooded over my dress. “Much better. Let’s go. It’s offensive to be late too.”

	“I thought you and Tristen were supposed to be teaching me fae customs?” I yanked open our door and jumped when I found a woman standing there.

	She looked almost the spitting image of Freya with long fair hair. She wore a long purple skirt and a matching blouse. My heart lurched, and it took me a few seconds to realise it wasn’t Freya.

	“Hello, are you…Silvana?” She gave me a smile. Yet, there was sadness in her eyes.

	“I’m Silvy.” I forced myself to speak. “Who are you?”

	“Forgive me, I’m Elsa Goodwin, Freya’s sister.”

	“Oh, come in.” I stood there, feeling stupid. I should have known she and Freya were related since they looked so much alike. Why had she come to see me?

	“I’ll be outside,” Mel said and closed the door behind her.

	I averted my gaze to the floor. It hurt to see how much she looked like Freya. She had the same blue eyes and same Elven features.

	“Freya was so fond of you and spoke about you all the time.” Elsa must have sensed my confusion. “I wanted to meet you for myself.”

	I frowned. Freya had told her sisters about me? That was news. But I guessed she must have told them about the custodian agreement. Too bad she hadn’t bothered telling me. 

	“I’m — I’m so sorry for your loss.” That was the customary thing to say, but the words felt hollow. She must be devastated by losing her sister. I know I would be if I ever had a sister.

	“I also wanted to see how you were doing with all this?”

	I gaped at her. “Me?” What did I have to do with any of this? I might have been Freya’s student, but Elsa was her family.

	“I’m awful.” I dropped my gaze to the floor. Why had I said that? Stupid, Silvy. How I felt didn’t matter.

	Elsa reached out and squeezed my hand. “I know how hard it must be for you too. We all miss her very much.”

	Her touch felt warm and comforting as tears well up in my eyes. “We’ll — we’ll be late.” I didn’t want to cry in front of her. “We should get going.”

	“Of course. I also wanted to ask would you like to speak at the ceremony?”

	Tristen had told me what would happen. People would get up and speak about how they remembered Freya. So, it was similar to a human funeral in that respect. He had also told me about the ritual and other stuff that would happen, but I hadn’t taken much of it in. I just wanted this day to be over with.

	I couldn’t fathom why Elsa would ask me to speak. I only knew Freya for about a year. 

	“I — I… I don’t think I can.” I blinked back the tears that still refused to fall.

	“I understand.” Elsa patted my shoulder. “If you change your mind, feel free to stand up. I’m sure Freya would have loved it if you spoke for her.”

	 

	We headed down to the grounds behind the academy where large rolling green grass spread out. Chairs had been set up in long rows and a small platform had been set up at the front with an altar where a priestess would lead the ceremony. Relief washed over me when I joined Tristen. He had on a navy-blue suit.

	“Freya’s sister asked me to stand up and speak for Freya,” I whispered.

	Tristen arched an eyebrow. “Usually only family or close friends do that. She must have thought highly of you.” He took hold of my hand. “It’s an honour to be asked to speak at someone’s memorial.”

	It still felt strange to hold hands in public like this, but I squeezed his hand back. For once, I didn’t care if anyone saw us. I had wanted to keep our possible relationship a secret, but it didn’t matter. I needed him today.

	Several men came in carrying a casket. My heart twisted at the sight. I knew what funerals entailed, but I hadn’t thought I would have to see that. 

	A priestess wearing a long white robe came in and began a ritual. Reciting the prayer to the goddess and talking about the cycle of life, death, and rebirth.

	The priestess prattled on, but I didn’t take any of it in. As much as I wanted this day to be over with part of me wished I didn’t have to be there.

	Elsa got up first to speak. “Thank you for coming today,” she said. “Freya was the kindest, most loving person. She was always there for her friends and her family. Words cannot express how much I will miss my sister. But with the sadness of her death comes also comes the celebration of her life. And what a wonderful life she led. Her dream was always to help others — that’s what led her to become a teacher, and I know she enjoyed her work more than anything.”

	I finally let the tears form and Tristen put his arm around me.

	Elsa continued talking about Freya and how special she had been. How she played tricks on them as children and eventually became a teacher. I barely heard any of it through my tears.

	I buried my face in Tristen’s shoulder for a moment.

	“Would anyone else like to speak?” Elsa asked.

	A few moments later Forrest’s voice made me look up. “Freya Goodwin was well-liked at the academy. Both among students and staff.” He rattled on for several minutes. “Her death will be a great loss for us here. But I know she would not want us to —” I stopped listening after a while.

	Elsa stepped back up onto the platform and in front of the podium. “Thank you, headmaster,” she said. “Would anyone else like to speak for Freya? Perhaps one of her students?” She gave me a pointed look. 

	I blinked, surprised she had interrupted Forrest. His jaw tightened, but he didn’t say anything as he stalked off the platform and moved back to his seat. 

	I wiped my tears and stood up. What the hell am I doing? I had no idea what, but I felt like I had to say something for Freya. I had almost been her daughter, and she had meant a lot to me.

	Forrest glared at me and I gave him a hard look, daring him to say something.

	He didn’t. He wouldn’t want to risk making a scene in front of everyone.

	I stepped up to the podium and took a deep breath. “Freya was… Freya was a friend. Not just a teacher to a lot of people here.” My voice came out stronger than I expected. “She stood up for people when no one else would. She believed in them. And yes, we were all blessed to have her in our lives. The world is a dark place without her in it. Darker still since someone took her from us. Ignoring the way she died dishonours everything she stood for.”

	A collective gasp ran through the crowd.

	Forrest turned bright red, and I half expected him to jump up and drag me off the podium so I wouldn’t cause any more of a scene. Damn it, Silvy, why did I say that? I was a walking disaster zone. But that didn’t mean I hadn’t meant what I had said.

	Instead, Elsa came up and slipped an arm around me. “Thank you for your kind words.” She nodded. “And I agree, my sister’s death will not go unpunished. You can all be sure of that.”

	When I stepped off the podium to go back to my seat, Forrest made a move and stood up from the front row. “Silvy, will you come and stand with me?” Elsa came over and glowered at Forrest.

	“But she —” Forrest protested.

	Elsa wrapped a protective arm around me and led me away. “Go away,” she hissed at Forrest. “If you cause a scene here today, I will end you.”

	To my amazement, Forrest backed off and slumped back to his seat. Yep, I liked Freya’s sister.

	Elsa and I watched as they set Freya’s casket on fire.

	I looked away and let the tears flow freely. Seeing that only made it more real.

	 

	Once the ceremony was over, Forrest dragged me off to his office once people had started leaving. He had worried about causing a scene then. He had grabbed hold of my arm whilst Elsa had gone off to talk to someone else. Tristen hadn’t looked too happy as we’d walked past him, though. I would be surprised if he followed us and barged in on his uncle. I had seen his mother there too, so she would probably waylay him.

	“How could you cause such a spectacle at Freya’s memorial?” he demanded. “This is a day for remembering Freya, not for using it for your personal vendetta.”

	Expulsion, here we come.

	Maybe speaking up like that had been stupid, but I had to do something. And I had been fighting so hard to keep my place at the academy. But I hated feeling so powerless, and no one would believe Freya had been killed. What would it take to make someone finally listen?

	“I only told the truth,” I growled. After my earlier sadness, my anger had returned. Anger was a much easier emotion to deal with. “Freya told me she was poisoned. Everyone still seems to be ignoring that.”

	“An enquiry has already been made. No foul play was involved. Why can’t you learn to accept that?” Forrest demanded. “The poison Freya ingested would have made her delirious. You can’t take what she said at face value.”

	“Because it’s a load of rubbish. I know something happened to her. I spent weeks training with her, and she wasn’t stupid enough to take something by accident.”

	Good job, Silvy. You’re really digging yourself in it this time. “Someone killed her, and your precious council covered it up.” I’d be expelled anyway, so I didn’t see the harm in opening my mouth now.

	“You —”

	The door flew open as Elsa herself stormed in.

	“Miss Goodwin, please allow me to apologise for this girl’s ridiculous behaviour,” Forrest said. “Don’t worry, she will —”

	“It’s your behaviour you should be apologising for,” Elsa snapped. “You created a scene at my sister’s memorial. You should be ashamed of yourself, Thornwood.” She crossed her arms. “I know our families have had their disagreements over the years, but I never thought you would sink that low.”

	Forrest’s mouth fell open. Mine did too. “But she made a scene and said complete nonsense in front of everyone.” He motioned towards me. “She —” His face turned bright red, as if he couldn’t believe his ears.

	“She stood up for Freya and I thank her for it. I also find the council’s ruling questionable in regard to my sister’s death.”

	Wow. I wanted to jump for joy at Elsa’s words. Finally, someone believed me.

	Perhaps I should have kept my mouth shut, but I didn’t regret what I’d done.

	“She will be punished for this outburst,” Forrest snapped. “I —”

	“You will do no such thing. To do so would dishonour Freya’s memory and I will not let anyone do that,” Elsa hissed. “Give me your word you won’t punish Silvy for today. If you do, need I remind you I have my sister’s place in the council now. You have nothing. You might be the queen’s brother, but my family still has power and influence in the fae world. You would do damn well to remember that.”

	I glanced between them, unsure of what to do. I stared at Elsa in shocked amazement. Wow, this was one incredible woman. She reminded me so much of her sister, and it made me miss Freya even more.

	“Fine,” Forrest growled. “You have my word.”

	“Good.” Elsa flashed him a triumphant smile. “It’s been a long day with emotions running high. Silvy, why don’t you come with me?”

	I hesitated, then rose. Forrest turned away from us.

	I followed Elsa to the hall, still stunned. “Why would you do that?”

	“Because you stood up for my sister and I’m grateful for that,” Elsa said. “Besides, I never could stand that awful man, and you did nothing wrong.”

	We walked out of the hall and into a more private room. I guessed Forrest and the other teachers were letting her have the full run of the academy. This looked like one of the teachers’ private meeting rooms. It had dark green walls, a plush green carpet, and a large oak table stood in the centre of the room surrounded by six chairs.

	“I know my sister would never kill herself, accidentally or otherwise.” Elsa walked over to a smaller table at the far end of the room and a tray of tea appeared. “Can you tell me what happened to her? I know you were there when she passed.”

	I hesitated and sank down onto one of the chairs. “I walked into her room — I had disappeared for a while after a magical mishap,” I admitted. Elsa poured the tea. “She was on the floor, struggling to breathe. And she told me…” I broke down in heavy sobs. All the pain and grief I had repressed poured out. Clouds formed overhead and rain pelted down on me. Maybe I could access my other elemental affinities as well. But how the heck had I got clouds to form indoors?

	Elsa came over and hugged me. She let me cry on her shoulder.

	I felt humiliated. “Sorry, you had to see me cry like that.” I sniffed. 

	“Nonsense, it’s natural to cry. We all need to do it.” Elsa patted my hand. She’d used magic to dry herself, and the clouds and rain had finally disbursed.

	She walked me back to my room. Strange, but I trusted her, even though we’d just met that morning. Or maybe part of me just wanted to hold on to something related to Freya.

	“I have something I need to give you.” I opened the door, headed inside, and pulled out Freya’s grimoire. I held it out to her. “You should have this back. It belongs to you.”

	Elsa pushed the book away. “Nonsense, Freya gave it to you. She would want you to keep it.”

	I shook my head. “But I know grimoires are passed down through families. You should have it back. Freya only gave it to me because I was training with her.” I hung my head. “Now that’s over and done with.”

	“No, you need it much more than my sister and I do. Freya left it to you. You’ll need it.”

	I hesitated. “Fine, I’ll keep it for now. Like until graduation — if I make it to that.” That possibility seemed more and more doubtful by the day. One way or another, Forrest would find a way to expel me. “Thank you for what you did for me earlier. That meant a lot. Guess I need to learn to keep my mouth shut.”

	Elsa chuckled. “I’m sure you will make it to graduation. Freya told me you are a tenacious little thing.” Elsa paused. “I’d like you to come to the legacy reading.”

	“Me? Why? I have no place being there.” Tristan had told me legacy readings only required the family to be there. Custodial agreement or not, I wasn’t part of Freya’s family.

	“Nonsense, you were an important part of Freya’s life — more important than you can imagine. You were her daughter — because of the custodial agreement. I would be honoured to have you there.”

	I bit my lip. “Okay then.” I didn’t have the heart to say no to her.

	 


Chapter 10

	I tried to act normal and get back into a routine over the next few days. If I wanted to find out more about what happened to Freya, that meant going to the academy’s healing wing. At least there I could maybe dig around Madam Leticia’s files and see what I could find. Alec had told me the files there were encrypted and could only be accessed by Madam Leticia herself since everything was kept confidential.

	I pushed through the doors to the healing wing and winced at the smell of disinfectant. This place reminded me of the many hospitals I’d been forced to go to over the years to undergo testing. Being a faeling meant I’d had to undergo mandatory testing to see if I showed any signs of magic. All my life, I had believed I never had any magic, but after coming to the academy I realised I did. After all, I had always been able to see auras.

	The healing wing looked similar to a human hospital with its whitewashed walls and rows of beds that had been made up for possible patients. Everything was sterile and in perfect order.

	Madam Leticia herself came out through another door and her blue eyes widened at me in surprise. Her dark hair was pulled back into a severe bun and she wore an old-fashioned nurse’s uniform which consisted of a full-length grey, long sleeve dress with petticoats underneath, a lace collar, and a crisp white apron over it. “Can I help you with something, Silvana?” Her aura shimmered, but I couldn’t make out any of the colours.

	Argh, not again. Why did my ability keep disappearing? I clasped my hands behind my back to hide my nerves. “I heard you were looking for an assistant and I was wondering if I could apply for the position?” I’d never worked anywhere like this in my life. Though, plenty of my former foster parents had put me to work cleaning and doing household chores for them in my previous foster and group homes. 

	“You want to work here?” She frowned. “Forgive me, but this doesn’t seem like the place someone like you would want to work in.”

	What did that mean? I had never caused her any trouble. Or had Forrest said something to her? Had he known I might apply for the position here? Damn, I really needed to learn how to keep my mouth shut.

	Holy crackers, what could I say to convince her to let me have the position here?

	“I’m still trying to find my place at the academy,” I admitted. “I thought this would be a good opportunity to try something new.”

	That was true enough. All of my friends had their roles here. Mel was a Guardian. Alec had his blog and his hacking skills. Tristen was not only a prince but also training to be a tracker and often worked with Mel. Where did I fit into it all? I had been so busy last term training with Freya and trying to get my powers under control. The uncontrollable power part might not have changed, but I did want to find where I belonged. Most of the students of the academy already had their futures planned out. Whereas I had no idea what my future held or what I wanted to do with my life. Losing Freya made me realise one thing, life was short. Even if fae could live for centuries, they weren’t immortal.

	“I need someone hard-working and dedicated to fill this position, Silvana. Someone who is good at remembering things and skilled with potions,” she told me. “Not someone who gets into trouble and attacks other students. You were lucky Aveline wasn’t seriously injured when you attacked her in PE class.”

	“That was an accident. I have trouble controlling my powers, but I swear I’m getting better at it. I would really love the chance to prove to you I’m a good candidate for this position.” In truth, I had no idea how I would fit in working in the healing wing along with my classes and my training sessions with Lucas. 

	Madam Leticia hesitated. “I need someone here two days a week and sometimes during the weekends too. I know that doesn’t fit into the social life of many students here, but I will accept nothing less than the best. Do you think you can do that?” she asked. “There is nothing glamorous about working in the healing wing. There will be blood and other messes to clean up. I hope you are not squeamish.”

	I shook my head. “I’m not. Believe me, I have lived on the streets, so a bit of mess isn’t going to bother me.”

	“And I won’t have anyone starting fights or attacking other students whilst they are here. Are we clear on that?”

	I flinched, then nodded. “I have never attacked another student on purpose, believe me. And I am grateful for this opportunity. I don’t just want to have a good chance. I want to learn more about healing too. If…If I knew more then maybe I could have saved Freya the night she died.”

	Leticia gave me a sympathetic look. “Nothing could have saved Freya. She had ingested too much of the poison for any antidote to save her.” She turned around and went to a cupboard where she pulled out another apron for me. “You can start by cleaning the floors and making sure each bed has clean sheets and blankets on them. The ward may be empty now, but we get a lot of students coming in and out of here. Especially those who are training to be trackers.”

	She hadn’t been lying when she had said it would be tough work. My back and arms were killing me by the time I had mopped the entire floor of the healing wing and gone backward and forward, changing all the sheets and bedding. They looked pretty clean to me already, but I had to find a way to get into the office. If that meant working my backside off, then I would do it.

	Leticia spent most of her time in her office, which gave me no opportunity to get in there and search around. She did come out a couple of times to check and see what I was doing. She gave me a disapproving look a couple of times but had said nothing.

	It took over an hour to get everything cleaned and changed the way she wanted it. What would it take to finally get her to leave her office for a while so I could snoop around? I pulled out my phone and sent a quick text message to Alec. I asked him if he could come and help me out so I could sneak into Leticia’s office. I had considered asking Mel or Tristen, but decided he would be the best option. I had no idea how to hack into a computer, although he had shown me a few ways of doing it. Still, I hadn’t put my potential new hacking skills to the test yet.

	To my surprise, Alec arrived a few minutes later and stumbled towards me. “I… Need… Help,” he muttered, and foam spewed from his mouth.

	Madam Leticia jumped into action. “How long have you had this? Do you have any other symptoms?”

	I stood there and stared at Alec for a moment, unsure of what to do. He had said he would come to help me, but I hadn’t expected this. What if he was really sick? I focused on his aura and noticed his colours didn’t look any different. There was no indication of sickness, so I had no idea what he had done to make himself appear sick.

	“My head hurts,” Alex groaned and flopped down onto one of the beds. 

	Madam Leticia began examining him. “Silvana, go and get some potions from the store cupboard.” She then rattled off a list of names.

	I’ll keep her distracted for as long as I can, Alec told me.

	She had shown me where the store cupboard was earlier, and it had a sensor on it to only recognise her energy signature. She also had a special key that opened it. She tossed the key to me and I rushed off in the opposite direction.

	I headed straight for Leticia’s office, but instead of going to the store cupboard, I went straight to her computer terminal. She hadn’t told me anything about the computer system. No doubt she wanted to see if I worked out first.

	The room had beige-coloured walls and scuffed flooring. It looked nothing like the fancier parts of the academy that I had seen so far. Piles of paperwork were stacked neatly on a rickety old wooden desk, but the computer took up most of the space.

	I took out the gizmo Alec had given me and plugged it into the computer. Then I typed in the codes he had shown to me. I held my breath as I waited for the computer’s response. The words ‘invalid password’ flashed on the screen.

	I muttered a curse under my breath. Alec, it’s not working. What should I do? I could use your help here.

	No can do, Silvy. I’m kind of stuck right now.

	I gritted my teeth. Then tell me what to do!

	What does the screen in front of you say?

	Invalid password. What else should I type in? I tried a second code instead, but it came up with the same thing.

	Damn, I need to get in there and look at it myself. But I doubt Leticia is going to let me out of her sight now. She really thinks I’m ill.

	Would she keep paper files around? I noticed two filing cabinets behind me.

	I have no idea, I doubt she would keep stuff on Freya out in the open for anyone to find, though.

	Only one way to find out. I headed over to the filing cabinet.

	Whatever you do, don’t use your magic. It will leave an energy signature that can be traced. And that could get you into big trouble.

	I don’t need any magic. Just make sure you keep her distracted. I pulled out my lock picking tools and made quick work on the lock. There were hundreds of files and I fought back the urge to use my magic. But Alec was right. I couldn’t leave any trace. Instead, I went straight to the G section and finally found a file titled ‘Freya Goodwin’. I flipped the file open and to my relief, there was a file that mentioned her death. But I didn’t have time to read it, so I shoved it into my backpack. Next, I hurried over to the potions’ cabinet and pulled out all of the different things she had asked for.

	When I hurried back out into the other room, I found Alec sitting up in bed.

	“How odd,” Madam Leticia remarked as she ran her fingers over Alec’s face, then double-checked his pupils. “Your symptoms have gone. Strange, you looked like you were having a seizure.”

	I bit back a smile. Alec had put on a better job than I had thought. I got something. I found Freya’s file.

	“I told you, I feel fine now,” Alec told the hayloft. “Can I leave?”

	Madam Leticia frowned. “I would like to run a few tests to see what caused it. Just to be certain it won’t happen again. You were lucky you were here when it happened. Seizures in fae are very unusual and alarming.”

	Alec shook his head. “I’m sure I can prevent it from happening again. It was probably just something I ate.”

	I rolled my eyes at that. Madam Leticia wasn’t stupid, and I knew there was no way she would believe that.

	“Very well. But I would take it easy today if I were you.” Madam Leticia nodded and Alec scrambled up.

	 

	I had to finish my entire shift in the healing wing before I got a chance to look at the file again. I headed straight for Alec’s room.

	“You took the file? Geez, Silvy, I told you just to take photos.” Alec gaped at me when I pulled the file out of my backpack.

	I shook my head. “There was no time for that. If I stayed in there much longer, she would have come in to see what I was doing. I would have been caught.” I laid the file on his table. “What did you do to bring on that seizure? Because it looked pretty convincing to me.”

	Alec laughed. “I took a potion that caused me to foam at the mouth. The seizure part was all me acting. I checked out a video online first. I think she was pretty convinced too.”

	I opened the file and checked out the page that mentioned the death report. Madam Leticia had written extensive notes on how she had gone to Freya’s room and examined her body. As much as it hurt to read it, I forced myself to keep going. I had to know what she had found out.

	“It says here she showed classic signs of moon flower poisoning. Including discolouration around the lips and fingernails.” I winced as the image of seeing Freya on the floor flashed through my mind once again. “Freya didn’t have any discolouration around her lips when I found her.” I should know, as I had replayed that a thousand times before. “Or would that have set in after she died?”

	Alec spun round in his desk chair and clacked away on his keyboard. “No, it says here the effects of moon flower always show up before the victim dies.”

	“How reliable is that information you just pulled up?” I leaned forward.

	“Pretty good. This is an article Madam Leticia wrote herself. Although it’s a couple of years old.”

	I furrowed my brow. “Then Madam Leticia must be lying. I was right there with Freya. I think I would remember something like that.”

	I read through the file further. It detailed some of Freya’s medical history but didn’t give me any more answers. Now I had even more questions than I had had before. Like who was covering up Freya’s death and why were they doing it?

	 


Chapter 11

	I met with Tristen in his room that morning before class to go over our suspect list and everything else we had come up with so far — which wasn’t much, unfortunately. I had already told him everything I had found in the healing ward, but he hadn’t been able to give me any answers either. Part of me wanted to go to Zoe and show her what I had found, but somehow, I doubted she would be of much help. That would only get me into more trouble for stealing the file in the first place. I had made copies of the original file and put it back to avoid arousing suspicions. If Madam Leticia had noticed the file was missing, she hadn’t mentioned anything to me. I doubt she would have kept me around if she had known. I hadn’t wanted to prove her right in thinking she couldn’t trust me.

	Two months had passed since Freya’s memorial and we were still no closer to finding her killer. It was one of the few times we got to spend together. I had carried on working in the healing wing and found that I actually enjoyed the work. I had only gone there originally to snoop around and to get access to files. But working there made me feel useful and provided a much-needed distraction from my grief.

	I had still been having sessions with Lucas, and he had managed to convince Forrest to not expel me. I had gained more control over my powers, but there were still times when I lost control. Especially whenever I got upset and angry. But at least I hadn’t attacked anyone else during PE class.

	“Our list of suspects still hasn’t changed,” I remarked as I flopped onto his bed.

	“Maybe you will learn some more at the legacy reading,” Tristen said.

	“I never said I would go.” I had been glad the legacy reading had been delayed so far. It wasn’t something I looked forward to.

	“Elsa asked you to go.” Tristen leaned over and stroked my hair off my face. “You don’t want to disappoint her, do you?”

	“Yeah, I couldn’t say no. Not after she was so nice to me at the memorial. It’s weird.”

	Tristen sat down and put his arm around me. “What is?”

	“People being nice to me. No one is ever nice to me.”

	“Not everyone hates you.” He kissed my forehead. “I don’t.”

	“Most humans did. They feared I would turn out like every other faeling who went mad and killed innocent people with their powers.”

	“But you’re not like them. You’re special.” He grinned at me.

	I smiled, reached up, and kissed him. He was the one person who did make me feel special. “I don’t know how I would get through any of this without you. Especially after everything that happened with the council.”

	“Please don’t mention my mother. She still keeps sending me letters saying I shouldn’t associate with you.” Tristen rolled his eyes.

	“Okay, how about your dad? You never talk about him.” I couldn’t say I had any love for the king after what he had done to Mel.

	Tristen sighed. “I don’t know him that well. King Gerard despises my mother, and he has ignored me for most of my life.”

	“How did they… End up having you?”

	He shrugged. “They had a secret affair for a while before politics got in the way. They were only together a few months after they graduated here at the academy. It must’ve been a teenage fling.”

	“At least you know who your parents are.” I sighed. “Freya… She said she’d help me find mine. She never —” Tears filled my eyes again. I blinked them away.

	“Maybe you should talk to Lucas more.”

	“Why? I told you things aren’t going well with him. He is not Freya.” I didn’t enjoy my sessions with Lucas very much. They were so repetitive.

	“He knows about the other courts. Find out what he knows. I still say given the strength of your powers, one of your parents had to come from a noble family.”

	“Okay, I’ll try.” I gave him a quick kiss. “See you in class.”

	 

	Lucas had decided we had to have a session, so instead of PE I got to spend more time with him. From what Lucas told me, he had convinced Forrest to let me stay on until the end of this term — unless I got into trouble again — which meant I only had a few weeks left.

	Every time he saw me Lucas asked the same question, “What are you really angry at?”

	Every day I told him the usual answers. The question was getting so tiresome. What did he expect me to say? I’d already told him the truth. His aura still remained closed off to me. But I was getting used to that. I knew the man had secrets. Not only that, but people’s auras seemed to be getting dimmer recently. I had no idea what it meant. I didn’t know enough about the ability to know what might be causing it. I had considered telling Lucas about my aura reading ability, but I still didn’t trust him. I had mentioned it to Tristen, but he said it probably had something to do with my repressed emotions. I had blown off that suggestion.

	“Aren’t you tired of asking me that?” I demanded. “Can’t you think of anything else to ask me?”

	He smiled and nodded. “A little, yes. But you still keep refusing to acknowledge your true emotions.”

	I paused. “Well, you pretty much know the answers by now.”

	“Silvana —”

	“Silvy.” That was another thing. He still refused to call me Silvy. It was always Silvana, and that drove me mad.

	“Who gave you that name? Do you know what it means?”

	I shrugged. “A social worker gave it to me when they found me. I got named after the woods that I was found in. They thought the name Silvana sounded fae.”

	“So, your parents never gave you the name?”

	I scoffed. “Pay attention, Lucas. I got dumped as a new-born. No one named me. They threw me away as though I meant nothing.” I had clung to the memory Isla had shown me. Sometimes I wondered if it was even true. Or if it was something the dryad had made up because she had felt sorry for me. I still didn’t have any answers as to why my mother had abandoned me, or what she had been protecting me from. None of it made any sense.

	“So that’s it.” Lucas waved a finger. “You’re angry at them, aren’t you? At your birth parents?”

	“I… Damn right I am angry. What kind of person dumps a baby in the woods with nothing but a blanket?” I demanded. “That’s screwed up. Who abandons their kid, even if it was to keep me safe? I wonder now if that’s just an excuse.”

	“Keep you safe from what?” Lucas frowned.

	“How should I know? That’s what my mum told a dryad who led the humans to find me.”

	“When did you find this out?” Lucas leaned forward and looked interested.

	“We are supposed to be working on my magic, not discussing my life story. None of this is going to help me control my magic.”

	“Were you not listening to anything I’ve said?”

	I sighed. No, because you’re not qualified to help me. And you are still damn suspicious. I just want the sessions to be over with, so I don’t have to put up with you anymore.

	“You are angry at your parents, aren’t you? That I think is at the root of your problems. You need to learn how to move past your anger. Otherwise, you will never truly trust anything including yourself.”

	“I’ve learnt to rely on myself over the years. I can’t say I trust my powers completely. They are too out of control for that.”

	“You don’t trust me,” Lucas realised. “That’s it, isn’t it?”

	I narrowed my eyes. “Are you reading my mind?” 

	He chuckled. “No, that’s not my power. But it’s easy to tell.”

	“I don’t trust easily. It has kept me alive.” Growing up in dodgy foster homes and living on the streets had taught me that. If you trusted the wrong person, you ended up dead.

	“Good, now use that anger to use your power,” Lucas instructed.

	I sighed and held up my hands. A cool breeze blew my long hair around my face.

	“Concentrate, Silvana.”

	I let my anger take hold of the whirlwind and it danced around me.

	I liked this feeling.

	“Excellent.” Lucas beamed, and the wind faded.

	“You think I may have killed Freya,” he added. “Or that I’m a spy for the council too, perhaps?” 

	This guy must have mind-reading abilities. He didn’t know me well enough to know what I was thinking or feeling. I have never been able to figure out his powers so far. Mainly because his aura remained hidden from me.

	“Well, aren’t you?” I crossed my arms.

	“I’m not. In truth, I don’t have much love for the council either,” Lucas said. “They destroyed my family. Now I’m the only one left in the Melrose line.” He paused. “Would it help if I showed you why I went to Freya’s room that night?”

	I hesitated. What was this guy up to? Was he trying to trick me? “Okay.”

	Lucas held out his hand. I reluctantly took it. Energy jolted between us.

	 

	I found myself standing in Freya’s room with nothing but a small glowing orb to light the way.

	It was early morning when we had begun our session. How had it gotten dark so fast again?

	This must be the night Freya had died.

	I gulped when I spotted Lucas standing beside me. Holy crackers, this took some serious power. I watched as he removed the seal on the door, then headed inside.

	He conjured a glowing orb which cast shadows around the room. Fear and the need to hurry washed over me — Lucas’s emotions.

	He moved through the room, only sparing a quick glance over to where Freya had lain only a few hours before. Her magic had left an outline of her body there. My heart twisted at the sight.

	Lucas headed over to the desk and grabbed a book — Freya’s organiser then turned and grabbed a vial off the shelf where she had kept her herbal remedies. 

	My stomach dropped. That blue coloured vial hadn’t been there when I had searched Freya’s room a few weeks ago. That had to have the poison in it.

	 

	I yanked my hand away from his. “That’s it?”

	“I showed you why I went there.”

	“You took the bottle of poison. Why?” I demanded. “You covered up her death, didn’t you?”

	“Silvana, if you just let me explain.”

	I leapt to my feet and backed away.

	Magic flared between my hands. I wanted to kill him. Wanted to make him suffer for what he had done.

	He deserved it.

	“I removed the poison from her room. And I did it so the council would not look into her death any further.”

	“Yeah, because you’re in bed with the council,” I snarled. “You said they destroyed your family.”

	“I didn’t —”

	I turned and ran out of there. I needed space to figure out my next move.

	 

	I hurried to Zoe’s office. To my relief, I found Zoe herself at her small desk.

	“Lucas removed the poison from Freya’s room,” I told her.

	Zoe didn’t look as surprised as I’d expected her to. “I know.”

	“You know?” I stared at her in disbelief. “Then why aren’t you having him arrested or whatever the hell it is the fae do?”

	Zoe rose and set a small crystal on her desk. “I asked him to remove it. I couldn’t have the council getting hold of it.”

	I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

	“You don’t think Nick and I are doing nothing about what happened Freya, do you?”

	I hesitated. I had thought that. “Yes. You said the matter was closed.”

	“To the council, yes, whilst we figure out what happened. I know you and your friends have been doing your own little investigation, but you need to let us handle it,” Zoe said.

	“You think someone here at the academy did it,” I realised. “Who?”

	“It’s more complicated than that.”

	“Then make it simple.” I put my hands on my hips.

	Zoe shook her head. “I can’t talk about it, not here.”

	“Where then? Don’t I have a right to know? She was my mentor — my friend.”

	“She wouldn’t want you put your life on hold for her either,” Zoe replied. “I asked Lucas to come here and help. He’s a good man, and he’d never hurt Freya. Please, just let this go. You need to be focused on your powers, not solving Freya’s death. Let us grown-ups handle that.”

	I scoffed at that. “I’m part of this. I was there when she died, and I got accused of the crime.”

	“You’re not family. Only they have knowledge of this. We need you to keep it to yourself. No running off to tell your friends, okay?”

	I blew out a breath. “Fine, what have you found so far?”

	“Silvy. Go to your class. Focus on that, or you won’t have any place left here at the academy.”

	 


Chapter 12

	The day of the legacy reading finally arrived. I didn’t know whether to be relieved or not.

	I had to endure more lessons with Lucas. Despite Zoe’s insistence, I still couldn’t say I trusted him much. We had made progress. I had gained some control but still had a long way to go.

	Zoe had said I needed to get this meeting over with and that it could bring me some closure. She still refused to tell me anything about her and Nick’s investigation. Even Tristen and Alec hadn’t found anything new and said I needed to concentrate on my powers. I didn’t want to lose my place at the academy, but I still wanted to know what happened to Freya.

	The reading would be held at the Goodwin Castle. Tristen offered to come with me so I wouldn’t make an idiot of myself with all the fae customs.

	“Do you think I’m dressed okay?” I asked Mel when I walked out of a shared bathroom.

	I had put on jeans and a sparkly blue jumper.

	“There is no dress code for a legacy reading. You look fine.” Mel gave me a quick hug.

	“I still don’t see why I need to go. I doubt there is any mention of me in the legacy statement.” The memorial had been hard enough. I just wanted to get today over with, but I knew I would never completely move on from Freya’s death until I found out who had killed her and why.

	“It’s an honour to be invited. Plus, you wouldn’t be invited unless you were named in it. Freya must have left you something.”

	“I shouldn’t be there.” I ran a brush through my long blonde hair. “And Freya doesn’t need to leave me anything. She has already sent me enough stuff.” I motioned to the pile of boxes over by my wardrobe that I still hadn’t opened yet. “That custodian agreement is null and void now with her gone, anyway.”

	Someone knocked on the door.

	“That will be Tristen. I shouldn’t be more than an hour or two.”

	“Readings can take up to several hours from what I’ve heard.”

	I groaned. “Great.” Opening the door, I gasped when I saw how smart Tristen looked in a suit. “I look awful. Maybe I should change.”

	“You look gorgeous.” Tristen gave me a quick kiss. “Come on, we need to get going.” He took my hand, and we headed out.

	 

	We headed outside to the transportation circle. It still felt strange being transported from one place to another. It boggled my mind how my body could be transferred into energy and sent somewhere else. But it was the fastest way to travel.

	We soon reappeared outside the Goodwin Castle with its yellow stone walls and rows full of beautiful flower beds. Despite the gargoyle statues that stood by the front steps leading up to the castle, this place always felt welcoming to me. It felt like a home —not like I’d expected a small castle to feel.

	Nick and Zoe were waiting for us when we walked into the foyer.

	“Thornwood, what are you doing here?” Nick frowned. “You know only people named in the legacy statement are allowed to sit in on the reading.”

	“I know the drill.” Tristen nodded. “I am only here for Silvy.”

	I glanced between the three of them. “I can’t be named in the statement, can I?”

	One of these days I would understand all of this stuff. I would probably write a book on it. Maybe I would call it Fae Culture For Faelings and Humans. There had to be more faelings out there. Or maybe the fae would start having children with humans since their numbers were dwindling, and I was living proof not all faelings were bad.

	“It means you are named in Freya’s legacy statement,” Zoe answered. “You have to be there to bear witness to it, or the statement will be declared invalid.”

	“What does that mean? Did she leave something for me?” Maybe that was why Elsa had given the grimoire to me. Because she’d already known Freya had left it to me.

	No, that sounded too presumptuous. I didn’t deserve the grimoire since I wasn’t a Goodwin. Plus, I intended to give it back after graduation. I doubted Freya’s sisters would welcome me into their family; neither did I expect them to. Elsa had probably only been nice to me because she knew about the custodian agreement.

	“Come, let’s go inside. The reading will begin soon, and we need to be ready for it when the representative gets here.” Nick motioned for us to follow him.

	A beam of light shot down from the ceiling as we entered the foyer. I knew from coming here before it was a fae security thing. It scanned Nick and Zoe, then washed over me. My skin tingled from its touch, but it didn’t hurt. It hovered on Tristen a little longer and I froze, fearing it would strike him down. After a few seconds, it finally faded out.

	Does it think you’re a threat? I asked him and grabbed hold of his hand. Are you okay? That scared me.

	Tristen shrugged. Thornwoods aren’t very welcome in other royal homes. My mother is ruthless for one thing, and I can’t say my father is any better. They may have programmed the sensor to keep my family out.

	Won’t they get into trouble for that, given who your parents are? I’m glad you are nothing like your parents. I gave his hand a squeeze. 

	Elsa appeared and threw her arms around me. “I’m so happy to have you here. You must meet my other sister, Zinea. I know she’s very excited to meet you.”

	I gave Tristen a look. Am I the only one who finds this odd? Why would anyone be excited to meet me?

	He shook his head. No, she’s never that welcoming. Maybe they do want to welcome you into their family. Neither of them had children or any heir to the Goodwin line. You came pretty close to being Freya’s daughter.

	“Come, the reading will begin soon.” Elsa motioned all of us inside.

	We headed into the main sitting room with its plush cream carpet, dark red walls with a gold filigree border, and an overstuffed cream sofa.

	A portrait of a blond-haired woman hung over the fireplace. It looked like Freya in an elegant gown. She had to be around my age then, or maybe a little older. It was hard to tell how old someone was with the fae because they took centuries to age. My heart twisted at the sight of her.

	“Zinea will be right in with some tea.” 

	I took Tristen’s arm and led him over to another corner of the room. “They said I’m named in the legacy statement, what does that mean?”

	Tristen shrugged. “It’s not anything to worry about. People are named in legacy statements all the time. She might have left you something, or she could have left a final request for you. It could be anything.”

	“A request? Like what? To not screw up at the academy?”

	“I have no idea.” He shook his head. “People make such a big deal out of legacy statements, but only family members are left stuff. Lots of fae make requests of people before they die.”

	Nick and Zoe had fallen into a conversation with Elsa. But I couldn’t make out their words.

	“Am I going deaf?” I rubbed my ears.

	Tristen snorted. “No, they have muted their side of the conversation. It’s a spell.”

	Right, I’d seen him do the same thing when we were together in public. I should have remembered, but I was too nervous. My stomach twisted into knots, wondering what Freya might have asked of me in her statement. If she had known something might happen to her, why hadn’t she sent me a message? 

	“Is there anything I need to remember during the reading? Like any customs?”

	“I think I have told you everything. You’ll be fine.” He kissed me and I smiled.

	Another woman dressed in a long black velvet dress came in carrying a tray of drinks. She looked like Elsa, except her hair was flaming red and she had dark eyes.

	“That’s Zinea, the youngest Goodwin sister,” Tristen whispered.

	Zinea froze when she caught sight of me and Tristen.

	Told you people aren’t big fans of my family, Tristen said. I hope they don’t ask me to leave. Although I wouldn’t blame them for not wanting me here. Legacy readings are private matters.

	Zinea regained her composure and set the tray down. She came over. “You look so much like —” she stopped and threw her arms around me. “I’m so glad to finally meet you.”

	Is all this hugging a fae thing? I asked Tristen.

	He stifled a laugh. No, I think it’s you. I think they are happy to have you here.

	Hey, I’m not huggy. I don’t do hugs. Well, except with you, but that’s different.

	“I am Zinea, but you can call me Zee.” Zinea beamed. “I’m so — it’s good to have you back here. I never got the chance to meet you when you were here with Freya.”

	“I — I am sorry for your loss,” I mumbled, unsure what to say.

	“Zee?” Elsa called her over and Zinea’s voice faded.

	“Why are they being so secretive?” I asked Tristen.

	“It’s probably because I’m here.” Tristen grabbed a handful of chocolate biscuits. “I don’t think they want to say anything in front of me in case it gets back to my dear old mama.”

	“Please tell me she won’t be here.” I groaned. The last thing I wanted was to come face-to-face with his mother again. If she saw us here together, I knew there would be hell to pay.

	I had been so focused on getting through this event I hadn’t thought to ask who else would be here. Tristen had only mentioned an official would come to read the statement itself, but he hadn’t said who it would be.

	“No, one of her representatives will be here instead. She wrote to me and complained she couldn’t go.”

	I breathed a huge sigh of relief. Thank god for small mercies.

	“Has the reading started yet?” I frowned, anxious to get this over with. Being mentioned in Freya’s legacy statement worried me. But I doubted it could be anything bad. She’d never been anything but nice to me. “Why do you think Freya mentioned me?” I whispered.

	“Maybe she wanted to leave you her grimoire. That’s plausible since Elsa told you to keep it. And she was also your custodian — in her eyes, you would have been like a daughter to her. That’s why she sent you all that stuff.”

	I winced. I still had trouble coming to terms with accepting the money, clothes, and other stuff she had sent me. It still didn’t feel right somehow.

	I shook my head. “That’s stupid. Either one of her sisters could have kids one day and then they would want to pass on the grimoire.” 

	Tristen smiled.

	“Why are you smiling?”

	“Why shouldn’t I smile? I’m with the most beautiful person here.” He leaned in and kissed me again.

	I rolled my eyes and blushed. “You are so cheesy. And maybe you shouldn’t kiss me with all these people around. Or else word might get back to your mother about us.”

	“Yeah, but you love it.” He slipped his arms around me and pulled me in close. “I have no doubt my mother already knows about us. She can say and do whatever she likes. I’m not giving you up.” I gave him a playful shove, then settled back into his arms. “Hey, this weekend we should do something. Get away from the academy for a while.” 

	“And go where?” In all the time we’d spent together, most of it had been at the academy on the grounds. Tristen had offered to take me to his mother’s castle for a weekend, but neither of us had been keen on the idea. And he hated going back there. He always said the academy felt much more like home.

	“I don’t know. We should do something. Just us.”

	“Want to come to Colchester with me? I could give you a tour of my old town.”

	As rough as some parts of the town were, I had still grown up there. Other parts weren’t so bad, and I wanted to see the old library there again. And maybe show it to Tristen, too.

	It would be nice to feel normal for once and feel like a real couple.

	The doors opened and in walked Lady Louisa.

	Tristen tensed. Oh crap. No doubt my mum will hear about us now.

	I made a move to pull out of his embrace, but he pulled me closer. What are you doing? Tristen frowned at me.

	Getting away from you before she notices anything. As Louisa was Maeve’s representative, I knew it would only be a matter of time before the news about me being with Tristen would get back to the queen.

	My mother needs to learn I won’t be intimidated by her. I’m not giving you up. His words sent warm fuzzy feelings through me.

	Well, we are busted now.

	Tristen and I had been discreet when we were together in public. As much as we could, anyway. We didn’t hold hands, kiss, or do anything when we were in public at the academy. Although we did sit together a lot now.

	In walked Lucas Melrose next.

	“Jesus, what’s he doing here?” I hissed.

	“Good question.”

	“Is he a representative too?”

	“No, his court has no standing and his position on the council was limited at best. He must be here because he’s named in the legacy statement.”

	“Great.” I groaned and gulped down my tea.

	This was going to be fun. Not. Why of all people did he have to be here? I had been relieved not to have to put up with him today. Oh well, at least it was finally time to get this statement over and done with.

	 


Chapter 13

	Elsa called us into the other room, where Lady Louisa took her place in front of an enormous desk. Several seats were lined up there.

	I wished Tristen could have come in with me. At least he could have kept me company if I got bored, and he would have been able to explain things to me if I didn’t understand.

	Zinea took hold of my arm and led me to sit at the front. Argh, I wanted to hide away in the back. I’d be at the bottom of the list anyway, so I couldn’t understand why she wanted me with her.

	Lady Louisa pulled out a stack of paperwork.

	Zinea and Elsa took their places on either side of me. That made me both nervous and a little comforted. I had no idea why, but I felt a weird connection to them.

	Tristen, is there any significance of sitting in the front? I asked. 

	Anyone who sits at the front is usually a family member. Friends and less important people sit at the back of the crowd.

	Weird, the sisters made me sit with them.

	Freya saw you as family and she was your custodian.

	Nick and Zoe took their seats at the back. Heck, I would have been happy to sit with them. At least I knew them.

	Lucas took a seat too. I wanted to know why he was here.

	Maybe you should have a look around whilst I’m stuck in here, I suggested. See what you can find.

	You’re so nosy. Tristen laughed.

	Not nosy, curious. See who else is here. How long do legacy readings take?

	Anything from several hours to several days.

	I groaned. Days? That’s ridiculous.

	At least there are only seven people in there. That will make it shorter.

	“Welcome everyone,” Louisa began. “We are here to witness the legacy statement of Titania Freya Lucia Mabel Goodwin.”

	Titania? What kind of name was that?

	It was another reminder that I hadn’t known Freya as well as I thought I did. Now I would never get the chance to either.

	“I, Titania Freya Lucia Mabel Goodwin, being of sound mind, body and through no compulsion do make this statement of legacy. I hereby state my sisters, of blood and magic, and everyone here today shall bear witness to this reading,” Louisa continued. “Do everyone here agree to witness this statement?”

	What does of blood and magic mean? I asked Tristen. At least I could still commune with him in thought.

	It’s a fae term for blood relatives. Sisters could mean a lot of things in the fae world.

	“We do,” we all chorused. At least Tristen told me that part.

	“Very well, let’s begin.” Louisa sat and unfurled a long scroll. “First to my sisters —” She rattled off another long list of names for both of them. “I leave my collection of potions.”

	My mind drifted away as Louisa prattled on about different items.

	I knew this would be boring but why couldn’t they get straight to the part where Freya had mentioned me? Why not mention the less important stuff first just to get it over with?

	“Lucas Melrose.” The sound of his name brought me out of my drifting thoughts. “To you, I ask you to become a mentor to Silvana Eldry. Guide her so she may control her powers.”

	Great, now even Forrest couldn’t dispute that. I didn’t know how to feel about that.

	Forrest grumbled something behind us — I hadn’t noticed him come in. I shouldn’t have been surprised he was there. He had been Freya’s boss, so maybe he was named in the statement too.

	“Forrest Malvolio Thornwood.” Louisa turned her attention to him.

	Where did the fae come up with these awful names? They must keep a thousand-year-old list and still use it. Even though the name sounded ridiculous. Why not adopt more modern names that were easily pronounceable? At least then they could blend in with humans more.

	“First, I ask you to allow Silvana Eldry to graduate from the academy and not to expel her over any mishaps caused by her powers,” Louisa read out. “Her powers are strong and unpredictable due to them being blocked at birth. She needs to be given the chance to control that power and nurture it. She is one of the most gifted students at the academy.”

	Forrest glowered at me. I turned away and bit back a smile. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. That sounded so like Freya. It was typical of her to think of me.

	Good, that must mean this was over with. I’d been mentioned, which meant I could leave. Why I had needed to be here for that part I had no idea, but I was glad it was done. Jumping up from my seat, I made for the door.

	Tris, I’ve been mentioned. We can leave now. I couldn’t keep the excitement out of my voice. Maybe we can head to Colchester before we go back to the academy and hang out like we planned. We had both been excused from classes for the day due to the legacy reading. I’d been surprised when they had agreed to let Tristen come along, but him being the prince meant he often got special treatment, especially from his uncle.

	Really? Great, I didn’t expect it to be over with that quick. Tristen sounded excited too.

	“Where are you going, Miss Eldry?” Louisa’s voice interrupted my joy. “The reading is not yet over with.”

	I frowned. “I thought I only had to be here until my name was mentioned?”

	Elsa motioned for me to come back.

	“Yes, but I hadn’t got to that part yet. The part I just read was for Mr. Thornwood, not you.”

	Heat flushed my cheeks. Great way to go, Silvy. You made an idiot of yourself already.

	Never mind, apparently, I haven’t been mentioned yet. 

	I sighed and stormed back to my seat. Lucas and Forrest sent curious glances my way.

	Elsa patted my hand. Don’t worry, I know how boring this must be. But it will be worth it. You’ll see.

	Worth it? I wouldn’t be surprised if she left me the grimoire. But they seemed to imply it might be more than that. If so, what else could it be? Money? Or something else?

	No way. I couldn’t accept that. Freya might have felt sorry for me, but that didn’t mean she would do that. Nor did I want anything from her either. I’d rather have her back more than anything else offered to me.

	Silvy, I’m sorry, Freya’s words drifted to my mind. I only wanted —

	The desk in front of us rattled from the vibration of my powers.

	Oh crap, not again! Why, out of all the times that I could lose control of my powers, did it have to be now? And in front of Forrest, no less.

	Elsa gripped my hand, and the power settled again.

	Silvy, are you okay? Tristen asked, worry in his mind voice. I can sense your panic.

	I’m fine. Freya — she demanded Forrest to let me stay at the academy until graduation. She also asked Lucas to be my mentor. Weird. I frowned. Unless she knew something would happen to her?

	I don’t know. Maybe. There’s no way to tell. I tried snooping around, but the butler is refusing to let me leave this room. I even tried playing the prince card, but that didn’t do any good either.

	I bit back a laugh at him being scared of a butler. Since he was training to be a tracker and often went out with Nick and Zoe hunting bad things, I couldn’t imagine him being afraid of anything. 

	My thoughts drifted back to the night I’d found Freya. I found myself back in her chambers the night of her death. This time she stood by the fireplace. I must’ve replayed this image a thousand times; even more in my dreams and it always ended the same. If she knew about the poison, why hadn’t she called out for help? She must have had time just before I got there.

	Instead, she wasted it by talking to me and healing my stupid wings.

	“To Silvana Eldry,” Louisa’s voice brought me back to reality. “I leave to you the entire Goodwin estate —”

	My mouth fell open. What? There had to be some kind of mistake. Why the hell would Freya do that?

	“What?” Forrest demanded. He echoed my thoughts. 

	Louisa must have got that wrong. There was no way that could be true.

	“I leave the entire Goodwin estate, the Goodwin family grimoire, along with my lands, title, and fortune.”

	Holy crackers, I must have hallucinated or something. Or maybe I had drunk too much of that fancy tea and it was messing with my mind.

	Elsa and Zinea didn’t look surprised.

	Forrest shot to his feet. “That’s impossible! Such things are only left to an heir. Freya might have tried to adopt this girl but only a blood heir could —”

	 “Stop interrupting, or this reading will be invalidated and have to be read again on a different day.” Louisa glowered at him and continued reading. “I name Silvana Eldry, my daughter of blood and magic, as my sole heir,” Louisa resumed reading. “So none can dispute her parentage or her birthright as my daughter. The custodian agreement was just a formality, and I admit my mistake now. I should have revealed Silvana’s true parentage much sooner. Signed and sealed by Freya Goodwin.”

	All colour drained out of my face. My daughter…

	My heart stopped then restarted, but the sound around me was drowned out as Forrest disputed the claim. Blood roared in my ears.

	My daughter of blood and magic — that meant biological daughter in fae terms. Holy flipping crackers, that meant Freya was my…

	“My mum,” I whispered.

	Elsa and Zinea were arguing with Forrest and Louisa.

	Only Lucas sat there in stunned silence, and I looked just as stunned as I felt. Nick and Zoe didn’t look surprised.

	“This is all impossible,” Forrest snapped. “Why would Freya lie about such a thing? She never had a child. I should know. I dated her after we graduated from the academy.”

	“Yes, she did. I was there when she gave birth,” Elsa retorted and shot to her feet. “We were both witnesses to it seventeen years ago.”

	My mind reeled. Freya was…

	Silvy, are you okay? Tristen asked. I can feel your panic.

	“Then you’re both lying. How can that girl have Goodwin blood? She is a human half-breed. She is nothing more than —”

	I couldn’t deal with this any longer. I bolted from the room. To hell with the stupid reading. How could Freya have done this to me? How could she not have told me the truth before she died?

	“Silvy?” Elsa called after me.

	I ignored her and ran through the hall.

	I smacked right into Tristen.

	“What’s wrong?” He put his hands on my shoulders.

	I shook my head as I blinked back tears. Then I pushed past him.

	Cold air hit me as I fled outside. I wanted to shout, to scream. Freya had lied to me. She had been my mother all along, and she had never once said anything.

	Wind whipped around me as my magic roared to life. It reacted along with my chaotic emotions. I made my way through the grounds and had no idea where the hell I was going.

	It didn’t matter. I had to get away from that castle, from everyone. I couldn’t deal with them. I couldn’t even bring myself to talk to Tristen.

	I finally let the tears fall. Giant drops of rain pelted down on me. Lightning flashed. The more the tears fell, the more the rain fell. My magic had caused it.

	That should have bothered me, but I couldn’t bring myself to care.

	The transport circle gleamed up ahead. I ran straight for it. No way would I stay here any longer.

	 


Chapter 14

	I reappeared in Eldry Woods, where I’d gone the night Freya had died. I had never thought I would come back to this place. This had been where I was dumped on the day I was born. No, Freya had dumped me here. To my relief, the rain and storm hadn’t followed me. I sank to my knees and all the grief I’d repressed came flooding out.

	I cried for Freya, for the life I could have had.

	Isla, the dryad crept down from her tree and approached me. She looked the same as the last time I had seen her the night Freya had died. With her brown bark-like skin, her dress made from brown leaves, and her black beady eyes. She said something, but I didn’t hear her words. I was too consumed by my grief.

	I rested my head on the ground - too exhausted to do anything - the ground hard and rough against my face.

	Isla had disappeared. She had probably given up trying to talk to me in my grief-induced haze.

	Freya had lied to me. That was all that kept running through my head. We had worked together for months and known each other for a year before I’d even gone to the academy. Not once had she come out and told me who she was. She’d been there at the library whilst I had spent hours searching for clues about my birth mum. When I had searched through those newspaper articles every day. She had seen me, had known how desperate I had been for answers, and yet she had said nothing. 

	Light flashed as Tristen appeared. “Silvy?” He came over and pulled me into his arms.

	I clung to him and buried my face against his chest. “Freya…” I choked out her name. 

	“It’s alright, I know. I heard them arguing with my bastard uncle before I left.” He ran a hand through my hair.

	“Why didn’t she tell me?”

	Tristen shook his head. “I don’t know — we may never know. At least you know the truth now.”

	I sniffed. “You’re not surprised.”

	“I always thought you had to be royal. That’s the only way you explain how powerful you are,” Tristen admitted. “I thought you and Freya might be related — it makes sense.”

	I pulled away. “She named me her heir.”

	“Yes, she gave you her seat on the council too.”

	I buried my head in my hands. “This is a bloody nightmare!” Thunder roared in the distance and panic jolted through me. I didn’t want to conjure another storm. I wanted it to all stop.

	“I know this is a lot to take, but you can’t run away from this.” Tristen caressed my cheek. “You’ve always wanted to know who you are. Now you know. I know it’s hard, but I know you can get through this.”

	I groaned. “I can’t deal with this. I’m not a royal!” Thunder boomed again and lightning flashed above us.

	“Let’s get away for a while. Go somewhere.”

	I frowned and lowered my hands. “Where?”

	“Colchester. No one will find us there.”

	Something popped and my long wings unfurled out behind me. Guess I wasn’t repressing anything anymore.

	“They’re beautiful, just like you.” Tristen ran his fingers along my wings. His own silver and black wings came out. They shimmered like midnight. “Ready to go?”

	I hesitated and bit my lip. “I’ve never flown before — not even before my foster dad cut through my wings.” My wings were out now. All shiny and new. After everything that had happened, I couldn’t bring myself to feel any joy over that. “I don’t think I can fly.”

	“It’s easy. Just move your wings, feel the air around you.”

	Move my wings? The only thing my wings had ever been good for was for keeping me warm. I had no clue how to use them.

	Air fluttered around me and I rose off the ground. Part of me wanted to cry out in alarm. Another part of me whooped with exhilaration. I was flying. Really flying.

	“See.” Tristen grinned. “Just let your wings do what they’re meant to.”

	It took a few more attempts, but I finally moved around and flew in a circle around him. I laughed. “Damn, this feels good.”

	I needed a distraction. I didn’t want to think about Freya or the legacy statement — or anything to do with them. I took off, and the ground disappeared as I zoomed higher. I might not have flown before, but I had been born for this. My wings had always been something disdainful growing up, but this felt so good. Flying was pure freedom. Something I needed more than anything.

	“Sure you’ve never done this?” Tris circled around me.

	“Bet I can get there before you.” I zoomed off in the opposite direction.

	Everything looked so different from up here. Trees and houses looked like tiny dots in a riot of colour.

	Tristen caught up with me a few seconds later and reached out to take my hand. “We’ll get through this, I promise.”

	I shook my head. “I don’t wanna talk about that.” I squeezed his hand. “You never told me how good flying feels like.”

	He chuckled. “Would you have believed me?”

	I furrowed my brow, thoughtful. “Good point. I probably wouldn’t have. If I had, I would have felt bad because I doubted I could ever experience it.”

	The huge buildings of Colchester, Britain’s oldest recorded town, loomed ahead in the distance. It felt odd seeing it from up here. I’d seen these buildings every day back before I joined the academy several months ago.

	My life had changed so much. Back then, I’d been a starving outcast living in poverty. Now, well, the outcast part was probably still true on some level. But I had magic, friends, a boyfriend, and strange new-fangled wings.

	“Wait, how do we land?” Panic surged through my chest. I dropped as my wings lost some of their momentum. I screamed. “Holy crackers!”

	Tristen swooped down and caught hold of me. “Silvy, relax. Flying is controlled by thought too.”

	Realisation dawned on me. It was a long way down. I grabbed hold of Tristen. “Okay, looking down is not good.”

	“Relax, remember how you felt earlier.”

	My wings beat back and forth frantically. Blood pounded in my ears. I took a deep breath and let it out. My wings slowed, and I let go of him. To my relief, I didn’t fall out of the sky as I had expected to.

	“Good, now landing is easy. Just follow me.” Tristen descended, his massive wings flapping behind him.

	I swooped to keep up, my wings moving against the air. Okay, I can do this. I am fae too.

	Tristen took hold of my hand again as we descended together. The buildings and ground edged ever closer. 

	“Wait, won’t someone see us?” I gasped.

	“No, I cast a glamour spell over us earlier.”

	I breathed a sigh of relief. Good, the last thing I wanted was for reports to circulate about two teenage fae flying around. Sure, humans knew about us, but magickind kept to themselves here.

	Tris and I flew close to a large building, then dropped down into an alleyway. One I’d probably been past numerous times in my previous life.

	Tristen furled his wings and pulled them back into his body.

	My wings were still out and vibrating with energy. After being locked away for so long, they wanted to be out.

	“I don’t know how to pull them back in.” Panic washed over me again. I did not want to wander around with these on display. Someone would recognise me. In my old life, I’d stuck out, wandering around in a dirty uniform and mangled wings hanging out of my back. Everyone in the town had known of me and given me a wide berth. Some shops had even refused to serve me in the past because of what I was.

	Wings in, I thought.

	To my amazement, the wings furled up, then vanished back inside me. I breathed a sigh of relief. For a moment there, I had been worried I would never be able to pull my wings back in again. Although I couldn’t say I hated them anymore. Not after the exhilaration, I had experienced flying here. It was a feeling I never wanted to lose. But that didn’t mean I wanted my wings on display all the time, especially not here.

	“Where do you want to go?” Tris took my hand, and we wandered out into the street.

	Shops lined the cobblestone high street, and the stench of street food felt familiar. How many times had I wandered up and down here on my way to school? I had always hated the place back then. But now I didn’t mind it so much. It no longer felt like the prison I had been trapped in before when I had been stuck with my abusive foster parents. Now I just felt like an onlooker looking in.

	Tristen’s skin shimmered with a glamour. I pulled one over myself too. 

	We moved through the streets and past different shops. Somehow, I found myself back at my old street — somewhere I’d never meant to show Tristen. I let go of his hand and walked up to the overgrown path. The front door had been left wide open. Judging by the debris, no one had been here since my foster parents had been arrested.

	“This is where you lived?” Tris frowned.

	I was surprised he didn’t know that, given how he had followed me around and watched me before I joined the academy. I had thought he’d been a stalker at first. Later, I had found out Freya had asked him and some of the other trackers to watch over me in case I ever got in trouble.

	I nodded. “Yeah, me and my former fosters. I spent most of the time getting Dust for them.”

	He shuddered. “I remember. I never understood why Freya didn’t drag you out of it. Why didn’t the authorities do anything?”

	I gave a harsh laugh. “I’m a faeling. No one cared about what happened to me. If I hadn’t come to the academy last year, I’d either be locked up or sold into trafficking. Or worse.”

	Anger contorted on Tristen’s face. “Well, even if you get expelled, there’s no way you’re ever coming back here.” He slipped his arm around me. “I would never let that happen.”

	I nodded. I didn’t belong here. Not anymore. After today’s revelations, I didn’t know where my place was. Freya had come here with me the day she had taken me to Everlight Academy. She had seen the circumstances I’d lived in. Had she even cared? That her daughter lived in squalor with people who abused her and forced her to buy drugs for them?

	A familiar ache filled my chest, and I pushed it away. I wouldn’t find any answers here. That much I knew for certain.

	“I’ve been thinking about who your father might be,” Tristen remarked as he took hold of my hand.

	I flinched. “I thought we weren’t talking about any of that stuff? We came here just to hang out and be normal for once. To feel normal. Whatever normal is.” 

	“My uncle said he dated Freya a long time ago. What if he could be your father?”

	I grimaced. “God, I hope not. No offence, but I can’t stand your uncle. I don’t know what the hell Freya would have ever seen in him. He’s such a slimy little worm.”

	Tristen laughed. “I agree with you on that. But if he is your father, that means we might be related.”

	I pulled away. “Is there any way to find out? Are cousins even allowed to date?” My stomach sank at the idea of that.

	Tristen was one of the few good things in my life, and I didn’t want to give him up. I cared about him more than anyone.

	“We could cast a spell to see if we are blood-related. And yes, cousins are allowed to date. But I don’t think you are a Thornwood. I would sense if you were and your powers don’t match with ours.”

	“We’ll find out later.” I rested my head on his shoulder and we carried on walking. I had only just learnt who my birth mother was. I wasn’t sure I was ready to find out who my father was on the same day.

	 


Chapter 15

	Tristen and I headed back through the town and went to the library with its old clock tower. It had always been my favourite place to visit. With its high vaulted ceiling and rows upon rows of bookcases, it always felt warm and welcoming in the library.

	“This is where I used to retreat to when I lived here. I think I spent more time here than at my foster home.”

	Tristen grimaced. “I’m not surprised. No one should have lived in that place. I still can’t believe the human authorities let you live there. Didn’t they do any kind of checks when you are in foster care?”

	I shook my head. “At the time, it didn’t seem so bad. I planned on getting a job here once I turned eighteen and getting my own place.” It still felt off being back in this place. I had spent so much time with Freya here that it was bittersweet. “And no, they didn’t check on me very much. I’m a faeling — I wouldn’t have been very high up on their list of priorities. Although not all of my social workers were bad. One of them did try to help me. Her name was Lily Crowe. She kept trying to get me away from my last foster home, but my fosters were good at putting on a show to the authorities.”

	“That’s one of the things I love about you. You never give up.”

	We stared at each other in surprise. Neither of us had said the l word before. I didn’t know how to respond to that. Then again, he hadn’t outright said he loved me.

	“I know this place isn’t much compared to the grandeur of the academy and other fae places I’ve seen,” I added and changed the subject.

	“No, it has good energy here.” Tristen slipped an arm around me. “I’m glad you showed it to me. I like seeing pieces of your past. Once this term is over, I’m going to show you more of the fae world. Maybe I’ll even take you to my mother’s castle.”

	I laughed. “That will go over really well with your mother.”

	I froze when I spotted a blond-haired woman as she walked down a row of bookcases. She wore a long skirt and pastel-coloured blouse like…

	Pulling away from Tristen, I called after her, “Freya?”

	The woman turned around and my heart sank. “I beg your pardon?”

	“Sorry, I thought…” I shook my head. “I thought you were someone else.”

	Freya isn’t here. Tears filled my eyes again.

	“I’m Becky. Freya left here months ago. Were you looking for her?”

	“No, I know she’s not here anymore.” I turned away and headed back to Tristen.

	We settled down in a set of armchairs close to a fireplace. An electric fire gave out some warmth.

	Tristen picked up a poetry book and read some to me. I appreciated the distraction for a while.

	 

	A couple of hours later, we snuck out and back in with some food and drinks. Tristen threw up a glamour so no one would see us since people weren’t allowed to eat or drink within the library.

	I noticed he’d checked his phone a few times. “They are looking for us, aren’t they?” I asked.

	He nodded. “Yeah, I haven’t told them where we are. I told them you’re okay.”

	I sighed. “I have to go back.”

	“You want to?” He raised a perfect eyebrow.

	“No, but I have to. I can’t run away from my problems.” The old Silvy would have done just that. That wasn’t who I was anymore. That wasn’t who I wanted to be either. “I don’t know if I can be an heir to anything, though. I barely know anything about the fae world.”

	“It doesn’t change who you are. You’re still you.”

	“Am I?” I frowned and took a slurp of my drink. “I’m Silvana Eldry, a faeling. Not Silvana Goodwin — whoever that is.”

	“At least you know now.” Tristen squeezed my hand.

	I put my drink down and tossed my food wrappers into a bin behind us. “Do you think we can cast that spell now to see if we are blood-related?”

	Tristen frowned. “Are you sure you’re ready for that?”

	I gave a harsh laugh. “Do I have a choice? If it turns out Forrest is my father, I still need to know. I may not like it, but hell, this day keeps throwing bad news at me. What’s a bit more?” I forced a smile. “You do know how to cast the spell, don’t you? Or do we need to go back to the academy to look it up?”

	He nodded. “I can do it. But I need a drop of your blood for the spell to work.” He pulled a switchblade out of his back pocket and conjured a blank piece of paper. Then he glanced behind us to make sure there was no one around. We were in a secluded part of the library, so I doubted anyone would stumble upon us. Plus, we still had the glamour to shield us.

	Tristen pricked his finger and a drop of blood spilled onto the paper. He then cleaned it off and held the blade out to me.

	I took hold of the blade. “What do I have to do?”

	“I need a drop of your blood for this to work. Just prick your finger as I did.”

	I took hold of the blade and let my blood spill onto the page. Tristen then chanted the words to the spell.

	I had cast a few spells in class and knew enough about magic now to know something was supposed to happen.

	“If we are blood-related, the blood should trail across the paper and join together,” Tristen told me.

	Blue light shimmered across the page. It then spread out and twisted together.

	"Oh God, does that mean Forrest is my father?" I groaned. “How could Freya be with such an awful man like him? No offence. You are nothing like your uncle.”

	“No, the spell isn’t supposed to do that. I have no idea what it means. Either the blood is supposed to move if we are connected or it doesn’t. I’ve never heard of this reaction happening before. I don’t know what it means.” Tristen furrowed his brow. “The good news is that Forrest isn’t your father.”

	 “Thank goodness for that.” I breathed a sigh of relief. “I still don’t know why Freya didn’t tell me about… Everything. We spent all that time together.” Power vibrated between my fingers, but I didn’t let it go.

	“Hey, you controlled it. See, I knew you could do it.” He kissed me and I pulled him closer to deepen the kiss.

	I didn’t feel much elation at the realisation. My mind whirled with more unanswered questions. “Do you know about Freya from around the time I was born?”

	“I was only a baby myself then. It wasn’t long after The Change, so everything was in chaos.” Tristen furrowed his brow. “Freya wouldn’t have been much older than we are now. Maybe around nineteen or twenty. She would have just joined the council — other than that, I don’t know much else.”

	I sighed. “I have to go back. God, what will Freya’s sisters think?”

	After being told a complete stranger would inherit everything that belonged to their sister, I wouldn’t blame them for hating me. “They knew about me too, didn’t they?” Their strange behaviour now made complete sense.

	“Yeah, they seemed to want you there.”

	“Maybe, or maybe they will ask me to sign everything over to them.”

	Tristen chuckled. “That’s not as easy as you’d think. Things are a lot more complicated among the fae. They might just want to know you now.”

	“But I am —” I stopped myself from saying “no one” I wasn’t a nobody anymore. “But I’m not Freya. It must be hard for them too.”

	Tristen squeezed my hand. “You won’t know unless you go back.”

	I hesitated. “What about the council? If I can’t prove I have control —” That seemed the least of my problems now.

	“In theory, being a Goodwin should give you some protection.”

	I arched a brow. “Really?”

	“Maybe. As Freya’s daughter, you have a seat and some influence with the council.”

	“We better go then.” I rose to my feet and glanced around. Once I had thought this place had been comforting. It didn’t feel that way anymore.

	Time to go back to the Goodwin estate and face the consequences.

	 

	Tristen and I reappeared on the grounds. Thunder roared overhead and lightning flashed.

	“Holy crackers, how is the storm still going?” I gasped. “We left hours ago.” I hadn’t expected the storm to still be raging when we got back. Had I conjured the storm, or just triggered it? Why hadn’t it stopped?

	“I guess you channelled all your repressed emotion into the storm,” Tristen said and conjured a shield to keep us dry.

	It didn’t do much good. The rain pelted down on us the second we arrived.

	Statues were pacing up and down. The gargoyles roared as we approached the castle.

	“Holy – what’s going on?” I gripped Tristen’s arm in alarm. “How come those gargoyles are moving? They were statues when we were here earlier.”

	“When Louisa named you as the heir, everything would automatically have transferred over to you,” Tristen said. “Including the house’s protections — they come to life whenever the owner is under threat.”

	“But I’m not under threat.” I couldn’t believe this had happened. Just when I thought the fae world couldn’t get any stranger.

	“They are reacting to your emotions. You wanted to run away and escape from this place.”

	I kept hold of his hand as we bounded up the front steps. I didn’t want to risk him getting hurt because of the mess I’d caused.

	We hurried inside. The walls flashed with glowing energy. More statues were moving inside the hall. Empty suits of armour paced up and down, weapons at the ready.

	I drew back when one of the suits of armour turned and stared at me.

	“They won’t hurt you,” Tristen said. “You are Freya’s heir. This entire castle will do anything to protect you. That’s what the protections are designed for. To ensure no one’s bloodline ever dies out.”

	“How do I get this to stop?” Panic welled up in my chest again. I’d been prepared to come and talk to the sisters, not for an entire bloody castle full of statues and inanimate objects to come to life.

	“Calm down.”

	I thought I was calm.

	The sound of someone shouting for help caught my attention.

	We hurried up to the study, where we found Forrest pinned to the wall by a spear through his right shoulder. A suit of armour held him in place.

	Elsa stood there as he demanded to be let down. “I told you this isn’t my doing,” she snapped. Elsa spun around. “Silvy, you are back.” She smiled. “Are you alright? We were so worried.”

	“Miss Eldry get me down this instant,” Forrest yelled.

	“How long has it been like this?” I asked Elsa.

	“Since you left. The whole estate came alive. The others had to leave. Everything here is too unstable.”

	Zinea sat back in the chair, drinking tea. “I find it all rather amusing.” She put her cup down. “We should put that spear through his skull to shut him up.”

	“I don’t know how to make it stop.” I threw my hands up in exasperation. “Plus, I can’t be Freya’s daughter.”

	Elsa gripped my arm. “I know this is scary, but it’s true.”

	Zinea came over. “You’re not alone anymore, Silvy. You have us. We want you to be part of our family.”

	I glanced up at Forrest. “There’s no chance you could be my father, is there?”

	Zinea snorted. “None, Freya only went out with him once and threw a drink in his face. She would never have let him near her after that.”

	“No, I’m not your father. Get me down, damn it!” Forrest shouted. “You will pay for this!”

	Elsa glared at him. “Oh, shut up, you insufferable idiot.”

	I stifled a laugh. These were my aunts. The idea didn’t seem so bad. I liked them a lot already.

	I took a deep breath and approached the suit of armour that had Forrest pinned down. “Stop now. I am not under threat. I’m safe.”

	The suit of armour pulled the spear back and the glowing lights in its helmet faded. The roaring faded too as the castle and its protections fell dormant.

	I breathed a sigh of relief.

	Forrest scrambled up and clutched his injured shoulder. “You will be expelled for this.”

	“For what?” I demanded. “I didn’t know about Freya. Or that this place would go ballistic.”

	“You attacked me!” Forrest clutched his injured shoulder.

	That sounded so ridiculous, I laughed. “If I wanted to attack you, I would do it myself. Not use inanimate objects to do it.”

	“The poor girl had a shock.” Zinea put a protective hand on my shoulder. “You can’t expel her for that. You have to uphold Freya’s wishes.”

	“To hell with Freya’s wishes,” Forrest snapped. “You’re even more dangerous now. You —”

	“Uncle, shut up.” Tristen’s eyes swirled with powers as he came to us. “Silvy didn’t do anything wrong, not intentionally.” His power pulsed through the air.

	Elsa and Zinea drew back. Yet the feel of his power didn’t bother me.

	“Tristen don’t you dare –” Forrest gasped. He wouldn’t be able to resist Tristen’s power – it was one of the things that made him so strong.

	“You’re not going to expel Silvy, are we clear?”

	“You can’t —” Forrest protested.

	“I can and I will. You will back off and leave my girlfriend alone.” The walls vibrated under the weight of Tristen’s anger.

	Forrest’s face grew pained. “I agree.” He gritted his teeth. “But don’t think you can use your power to get everything you want, boy.” 

	“Good, now get out of here. Oh, and you won’t remember me using my power either,” Tristen added. “And stop threatening to expel my girlfriend. Leave her the hell alone.”

	Forrest blinked as Tristen’s power faded. “Tristen, we should leave this bloody place.” His anger over being attacked hadn’t faded. “Come along.”

	Tristen wrapped an arm around me. “I’m right where I belong.”

	Forrest glowered at him, then turned his attention to the window. “How am I supposed to transport out of here in this damned storm?”

	I’d almost forgotten people couldn’t use the transportation circles during a bad storm. The static in the air made it too dangerous.

	I imagined clear, calm skies around me. The dark clouds vanished, as did the violence of the storm.

	Forrest gaped at me. “How did you do that?”

	“I feel better now.” I flashed him a smile.

	 


Chapter 16

	“Thank the goddess that’s over,” Zinea breathed and waved her hand so the suit of armour marched back out into the hallway.

	Tristen gave me a quick kiss. I’ll give you three some space. He then left the room.

	Now I had to face the realisation of Freya being my mother.

	“Is it true?” I asked the sisters. “Was Freya my mum? How is that even possible?”

	“Yes, we wish you could have found out sooner and under better circumstances.” Elsa gave me a sympathetic look. “But there is no doubt she was your mother. We were there when she gave birth to you and she told us when she had found you again. It took a while thanks to the human’s foster care system.”

	My legs gave out from under me. Exhaustion washed over me. I had used a lot of magic today, and I guessed it had finally caught up with me.

	Elsa caught hold of me and helped me to a chair. “Zinea, make some tea. She’s in shock.”

	I shook my head. “Why didn’t she tell me?” My fists clenched. “Why did she abandon me? Didn’t she want me?”

	“She didn’t have a choice. Seventeen years ago, our court lost its position. Our father was killed, and we were declared next to worthless.” Elsa sat down beside me.

	Zinea took a seat on my other side. “It was an awful time. After the dissolution of the court and our family status, we feared we would be killed too.”

	“I don’t know why she didn’t tell you,” Elsa added. “She decided to keep your secret from everyone — except us. Her having an heir back then would have been disastrous. There was so much turmoil among the fae then.”

	“Which is why she chose to leave you among humans. She wanted to keep you — we all did, but back then it wasn’t possible.”

	“Why didn’t she come to get me after things changed?” I demanded.

	My entire life I’d wanted a mother — a real family to call my own. I wouldn’t have cared about living in a castle. All I had wanted was love. Instead, I had been shunned and abused at almost every place I went to.

	“The danger was still there. Being the heir to an exiled court was still a dangerous thing,” Elsa replied.

	“There is a prophecy, though.” Zinea gave her a pointed look. “About a fae born of more than one court who will bring about change for all the fae.”

	Elsa waved a hand. “That’s about the Thornwood boy. You saw the way he used his power earlier.” She shuddered.

	“Who is my father?”

	The sisters shared a look.

	“We are not sure,” Zinea answered. “Freya went away one summer and came back pregnant. She never told us about the circumstances of what happened. But you can be sure it is not Forrest Thornwood. Your mother had better sense than to associate with the likes of him.”

	I shook my head. “This is all so surreal.” It only made Freya’s loss so much worse. I hadn’t lost my mentor; I had lost my birth mum. Now I’d never get the chance to ask the questions I had wanted to.

	She would never give me the answers either.

	“We want you to know we are your family too.” Elsa squeezed my hand. “Freya may be gone, but you still have us.”

	Zinea took my hand. “We would like to be part of your life now. If you will have us?”

	“No pressure, though,” Elsa added. “We don’t want to barge into your life, but we would like to know you now. If you have us?”

	“What happens now?” I motioned to the room. “I mean to all of this? This should be yours, not mine.”

	“Nonsense, Freya was the eldest and you are her only heir. This is your birth right,” Elsa said.

	“I won’t force you out,” I told them. “This is your home.”

	“It’s yours too. You will always have a home and a family now.” Zinea smiled. “We know those fosters of yours didn’t treat you very well.”

	I smiled and squeezed their hands. “Are you joking? I have always wanted a family.” Then my smile faded. “But Freya won’t be here…” Tears filled my eyes again.

	“She’s still with you. She lives on in you.” Elsa pressed a hand to her chest. “And in here.”

	“You look so much like her,” Zinea remarked. “It’s uncanny.

	“You’re welcome to stay here this weekend if you’d like. It will give us a chance to get to know each other.”

	That sounded amazing. I hesitated. “Is Tristen welcomed here too?”

	I had never had a problem with Tristen being a Thornwood, would they?

	The sisters shared a glance.

	“No, if he’s your friend, then he is welcome here too.”

	 

	After dinner, that night, I wandered around the castle.

	Tristen had said he would be back in the morning. He and my new aunts were getting along much better than I had expected.

	Despite the day’s shocking revelations, I couldn’t deny that a part of me was happy to have found my aunts. They seemed even nicer now when I’d gotten to know them a little better. It would still take time to sink in. Maybe forever.

	Heck, I wouldn’t have been surprised to wake up and find out this was all a bizarre dream. The castle looked even more beautiful as I wandered through its vast rooms. I could imagine Freya walking through here too. It took some courage before I finally managed to walk into Freya’s room.

	When I caught the scent of her jasmine perfume, my heart ached. It felt wrong to be in here, but my aunts had encouraged me to look inside. I didn’t open the wardrobe. Instead, I headed over to her desk. It looked as neat as the one back at the academy. I opened a drawer. Inside was a letter addressed to me.

	I froze. I had to be imagining it.

	Ripping it open, I unfolded the letter.

	Silvy,

	If you’re reading this, I am no longer with you. For that, I am truly sorry.

	I know you must have so many questions — I don’t know where to begin.

	First, I’m sorry. I never wanted to leave you that day in Eldry Woods. I had no choice. The world around me was falling apart after most of the Ever Realm was destroyed.

	That’s no excuse. I know, but the danger was very real. 

	I left you with the humans because I thought you’d be much safer there. I made some terrible mistakes after I worked with… After we found an ancient artefact that we thought would save our realm. 

	As my heir, you have my power. There’s so much I want to tell you, but it's too much for me to explain in this one letter. Just know this, before you were born…

	The letter ended and something had been smudged over it.

	Holy crackers, what was that?

	Something fell out from underneath the letter. A photo of Freya with a man covering his face so he wouldn’t be seen in the photo. Could that be my father?

	And if so, who the hell was he and who had killed my mother?

	 


Chapter 17

	A few more weeks passed and my investigation looking into Freya’s death had ground to a complete halt. My classes had passed by in a complete blur, but my sessions with Lucas had become less frequent at least. 

	I paced up and down my room. Freya was my birth mum. The idea still seemed impossible for me to take in, even though I now had time to take it in. Why had she bothered to become my custodian when she could have just come out and admitted the truth? 

	None of it made any sense. I pulled out Freya’s grimoire, which I had brought with me. There had to be something in here to give me the answers I needed. I had no idea what to look for. As I stared down at the first page, I was surprised to find a message there I had never seen before. 

	“How can I see if I share the same blood as someone?” The pages moved on their own. It was a spell that said I needed someone’s blood to compare it to. “That won’t work,” I muttered. The page then flipped over.

	This spell called for a drop of my blood and it would reveal my lineage. It reminded me of the spell Tristen and I had cast together when we were at the library in Colchester. Why had I never seen this before? I had gone through this book dozens of times looking for answers about my unknown past. Maybe Freya had done something to the book so it would only reveal information to me when it felt like I needed it. That sounded like something she would do.

	I got out a blank piece of paper, pricked my finger, and let a few drops fall onto it. The blood pooled across the page as I focused on what I wanted to know: the name of my birth mother. The name Freya Goodwin appeared.

	I snorted. What did that prove? I wanted to see something more solid than that. Something tangible.

	Maybe I would find something in the healing ward tomorrow and could do a more accurate test. And then I could get something with Freya’s DNA and get a test done. But I couldn’t be sure if it would work with fae DNA since there were differences between the fae and human DNA.

	Wait, was I half-human? Was I still a faeling as I had always believed?

	Freya’s letter had made no mention of my father. Tristen had always said I had the powers of a full fae, but I couldn’t be sure. Only Freya could give me these answers. Had she hidden me among the humans because she’d been ashamed of having a faeling baby? Was I half-human, as I had always believed? Perhaps I was fae born after all and both my parents were fae.

	I got up, headed back to my room. To my surprise, Mel wasn’t there. She had been disappearing a lot the past few days and acting weird. Alec had suggested she might be seeing someone when I had mentioned it to him and asked him if she had been to see him. He had said no. I rummaged through the back of my wardrobe until I found the silk baby blanket I had been wrapped in as a new-born. It had been the only thing that had comforted me over the years. I ran my fingers over it. It still felt soft, and I clutched it to my chest. A tear dripped down my cheek and onto the blanket. The blanket shimmered with light. And on it appeared a crest of a Griffin: Freya’s family crest.

	What the heck? Why had that never appeared before? I had spent lots of times crying over the blanket when I was a child.

	Sighing, I turned back to the grimoire. I needed answers. I needed to talk to Freya. Only she could tell me what I needed to know.

	“How can I summon a spirit?” I asked the book and got up to make sure the door was locked. I didn’t want to risk anyone coming in.

	The pages flicked to another section. This one was titled how to summon a spirit.

	I read through it, then set some candles down on the floor. I pricked my finger again and let the blood drip onto the candle as I chanted the spell. The flames arced around the circle.

	I waited and stared at the book. It said nothing about what might happen.

	A cool breeze whipped through the room, then a dark figure appeared.

	It was a woman with dark hair and dark eyes. Not Freya.

	“Lily?” I gasped and recognised my old social workers. “Is that you?” I glanced at my still bleeding finger. “Wait, are we blood-related?”

	Lily snorted. “Hey, kid, and no we’re not.”

	“Then why are you here?” I frowned. “Wait, I heard you’d been killed a few months ago.” 

	“I…was. Now I’m a banshee.” Lily rolled her eyes. “Long story.”

	“You’re not here to warn me about my death, are you?” I drew back. I didn’t know much about banshees other than the fact they screeched and warned of impending death.

	Lily giggled. “No, kid. Banshees don’t just warn of death. We help to escort souls to the other side.”

	“I want to talk to Freya — my birth mum.”

	“That’s why I’ve come. You can’t see her, I’m sorry.”

	“Why not?” I demanded. “This book says I can summon the spirit of anyone. I need to see her.” I couldn’t believe Lily had come all the way here to tell me I couldn’t see Freya. That made no sense.

	Lily hesitated, then I noticed something. Her colours were gone. Although, my aura reading ability had been pretty off recently. Everyone had an aura. Hers had vanished. Was it because she was dead? Or was it something to do with me?

	“It’s complicated.”

	“Then make it simple. I’ve lost her twice and I need to know things only she can tell me.”

	“I’m sorry, kid. I only came here to give you a heads up.” Lily’s form flickered.

	“Wait!” I reached out to grab her and was surprised when my hand connected with solid flesh.

	Lily’s aura flashed back into existence. It swirled like a mist, but at least it was there. Good, maybe my power was coming back now that I was no longer repressing my emotions.

	Come on, show me what you’re feeling. Everyone’s aura gave away their emotions.

	Lily’s aura remained the same. I didn’t know if it was because she was a banshee or because she had died. Either way, it irritated me. I needed to know what she was hiding.

	“Whoa, how did you do that?” Lily asked.

	“I’ve no idea. Please, just tell me what you know. Why can’t I see Freya?” I demanded. “Forget the stupid rules. I need answers.”

	Lily bit her lip. “Silvy, I can’t just break the rules for you like I did when you were a foster kid.” She glanced around. “I see you have moved up in the world.”

	“I need to talk to her and if she is a spirit, there’s no reason why I can’t do that.” The grimoire had said the spell could be used to summon any spirit. Even if it was someone from the past. Damn it, I needed some way to make her give me answers. As I kept hold of her arm, energy jolted through me and my eyes snapped shut for a moment. I saw Lily standing on a street as she got struck by a bolt of lightning through a portal that had just formed. I flinched, but I didn’t let go of her arm. “Whoa, someone killed you, didn’t they? A warlock from the look of it.”

	I had no idea how or why I had just seen that. Maybe it was Lily’s magic. Or maybe it was a sign of my emerging powers. Since I had let all of that repressed grief out, I felt much freer. 

	Lily’s eyes widened. “How do you know that? What warlock? Tell me what you saw.”

	I shook my head. “Why should I? You won’t tell me why I can’t see my birth mum.” I still didn’t let go of her arm in case she disappeared on me.

	Lily sighed. “You always were a sneaky kid, Silvy. I’m sorry, I can’t tell you anything.”

	“Then you don’t want to know anything about the warlock?” I arched an eyebrow at her. “Like maybe his name… Or where he is?”

	“How could you know that?” Lily frowned. 

	“I have magic now — I think you’ve always suspected it. The only difference now is I’m starting to learn how to use it.”

	Lily shook her head again. “I can’t break the rules for you, as I used to when I was your social worker. You have no idea how much trouble I would get into. I wouldn’t just lose my job. My soul would be at stake.”

	I pulled back and crossed my arms. “I can’t give up on trying to find my mother. You know me well enough to know that.” I had asked her many times over the past couple of years to look for information about my birth mother. She had done her best but had never been able to find anything. Because there had been nothing to find. I had always known she was a witch, but using magic hadn’t been able to help either.

	Plus, I knew Lily just as well as she thought she knew me. If someone had killed her, she would want revenge on that person. It wouldn’t matter if it seemed to be an accident from what I had seen.

	Lily bit her lip and hesitated. “I don’t know where her spirit is, Silvy. I swear I don’t. None of the banshees escorted her soul on to the other side.”

	My mouth fell open at that. “Then what happened to her? That makes no sense. All souls are supposed to pass on when they die, aren’t they?”

	“Sometimes yes. But other spirits choose to stay earthbound. Especially if they have unfinished business.”

	“Then how do I find her?”

	Lily shook her head. “I have no idea. That’s not part of my job description. Now tell me what you know about that warlock.”

	“He opened a portal, which is what killed you. The portal opened up right in the spot where you were. His name is Jared, and he was in a house performing a ritual not far from where you were struck down. I swear that’s all I know.”

	Lily grinned. “That’s good enough.” Lily sighed. “I have to go. Don’t try summoning her spirit again. It won’t work.” Lily vanished in a whoosh of smoke.

	I slumped back onto my bed and scoured through the grimoire. Trying a couple of other spells had no effect either.

	Why wouldn’t it work? Did Freya not want to come and see me? Or was it something else? Maybe she couldn’t come to see me. Reading through the book further didn’t help either.

	“Mel?” I called and hoped she would appear again.

	Mel knew a lot about the fae and might know about spirits too.

	Mel blurred into the room. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

	“I need your help with something. Where have you been?” I frowned at her.

	Her aura flared to life, and I was relieved to have my ability back. It had been weird not being able to read people for several weeks. I guessed I hadn’t realised how much I relied on my ability without even knowing it. Her colours faded to yellow and dark grey. A sure sign of deceit and anxiety.

	“I’ve been on patrol. What do you need help with?” Mel put her hands on her hips.

	I frowned. “You’re hiding something from me. I can feel it and see it. So why don’t you tell me what’s wrong with you?”

	Mel shook her head and the dark grey in her aura turned even darker. “I’m not hiding anything. And if I am, then it’s not important.” She folded her arms across her chest. “So tell me what you need help with. Or I’m going back on patrol.”

	“What are you patrolling for? I doubt anything is going to attack us here on academy grounds.”

	“Nothing. I’m training. I have to practice or I’ll never qualify to become a tracker.”

	I decided she could keep her secrets. For now, at least. I told her how I tried to summon Freya’s spirit and ended up with Lily. 

	“Wow, you saw a banshee? Most people would freak out over that.” Mel sat down on her bed. “Banshees are like the fae version of the Grim Reaper. I think they have a reaper who is in charge of the banshees too. How did your social worker end up being one?”

	I shrugged. “She didn’t say. But do you know why I am not able to summon Freya’s spirit?” I considered asking my aunts, but I didn’t know them well enough to know how they would react. For all I knew, they would freak out at the idea of trying to summon Freya’s spirit.

	Mel shook her head. “Not much. Guardians usually only deal with evil spirits. Zoe might know more.”

	I scowled. “Zoe doesn’t want me looking into Freya’s death.”

	“Why not?” Mel frowned.

	“She said to let her and Nick handle it.”

	Mel leaned back on her bed. “From what I know, the only reason why a spirit would not answer a summon is if they couldn’t come or if they didn’t want to come.”

	Did Freya not want to give me answers? Just because she had left me that letter didn’t mean I had closure. I had too many questions left unanswered.

	“Do you think something could be stopping her?”

	Mel shrugged. “I have no idea. But I’m sure Zoe has books on it. We should have a look around at her house.”

	 


Chapter 18

	I hadn’t believed Mel when she had said we should sneak into Nick and Zoe’s house. I already knew they had a place on the academy grounds, but I’d never been there. Mel had told me she had been there many times since she had Guardian training with them outside of classes.

	My heart pounded as we approached the enormous house, and I wondered why I felt so nervous. I had broken into houses and stolen food in the past just to survive. But I had never done it to people I cared about. It felt like a huge betrayal.

	“Are you sure you want to do this?” Mel asked for about the millionth time. Anxiety swirled in her aura, as did green for excitement. I could tell she was torn over this whole thing.

	“Yes, I need to know why I can’t summon Freya’s spirit. No one else can give me answers, or they aren’t willing to.”

	Tristen hadn’t been able to tell me anything either. We had scoured the academy library too, but hadn’t found anything. Mel had offered to go in search for the books in Zoe’s house by herself, but I didn’t want her to get into trouble. So, I’d gone along with her.

	“Let’s go then.” Mel motioned for me to follow and headed straight to the back door.

	“Wait, aren’t we going to climb through a window?”

	Mel snorted. “Of course not. All the doors and windows have heavy wards on them. Plus, I’m allowed in. They gave me this.” She held up a key and turned it in the lock. Mel shoved the door open, and we headed inside. We trudged through an enormous kitchen. All stainless-steel and fancy appliances.

	I scanned the house with my mind. Good thing I was getting better at it.

	Mel headed to the kitchen and down a long hall with wooden flooring.

	I didn’t pick up on any sign of Nick or Zoe — much to my relief.

	“Where are the books?” I whispered to her.

	“They have a library.” Mel stuck to the end of the hall and pulled open a set of double doors. “This is it.” Mel switched on the light.

	I winced, both at the brightness and at how she had announced our presence. “Why are you turning the light on? Someone might see us.”

	“How else are we going to search?”

	Now that I could see better, I gasped at the number of books. There had to be at least hundreds of books in the library alone. 

	“Let’s get moving.” I headed over to a shelf. Most of the books had no titles on them. How the heck would we find anything?

	Mel scoured along different titles too.

	I picked up books one by one and checked the different titles. This would take forever. “We need to hurry,” I hissed.

	“Zoe and Nick won’t be bothered if we are here. They told me I could come over at any time.”

	I sighed. I soon realised the library had been split up into different sections. That was one good thing. I headed over to a different section and finally spotted something about spirits.

	Perusing the titles, I picked up several volumes. “Mel, over here.”

	Mel headed over and flipped a book open. “Anything specific you’re looking for?”

	“Yeah, an answer as to why I can’t summon Freya.”

	“That narrows it down. Not.” Mel rolled her eyes.

	“Focus on summoning spirits from the end of the other side. The afterlife — whatever they call it.”

	I knew we probably couldn’t take too many of the books with us or it would raise suspicions. Maybe one or two would be okay.

	I spotted another book and flipped it open. I skimmed through it until I spotted a section about Limbo. The place that existed between life and death. The book said lost souls often went there.

	This book and another couple sounded promising, so I shoved them into my bag. “These will do. Let’s get out of here.”

	I knew I wouldn’t breathe again until Mel and I got back to our room.

	 

	I studied the books in-depth and discovered spirits got trapped in Limbo and couldn’t cross over. There was a spell to crossover into Limbo, but I knew it would be too risky to do it on academy grounds. Plus, Mel had freaked out when she had read the spell. It involved taking a poison cocktail that stopped someone’s heart for a few moments. Doing that at the academy would be a straight road to expulsion. This was pretty high-level dangerous magic. I’d need somewhere safe to do it in private.

	Maybe I’d get the chance to do it this weekend when I went to stay with my aunts. I had gone there to see them every weekend since finding out Freya was my mother, but I had never stayed over so far. It would be nice to have a break from working in the healing wing, too. But at least Madam Leticia seemed to trust me now, and I enjoyed working there.

	After my session with Lucas, I headed out to the Goodwin estate. I’d made good progress for the day and felt like I had got more control of my powers. Lucas had given me a book on auras to study. Though I doubted I’d have much time for that. My aunts and I had a lot of lost time to make up for.

	After stuffing some clothes into a bag along with the books, I headed out to the transportation circle with Tristen, who had offered to walk me and activate the circle.

	“Wow, what is in this bag?” He frowned as he picked my case up. “Not planning to move in with your aunts, are you?”

	I snorted. “No, this is my first official trip to see them. I had to make sure I had everything. Heck, I used to carry my entire life around in this bag. Now I have more stuff than I know what to do with.”

	We reached the circle sooner than expected. A pang of sadness made my chest ache. We’d been together every day since the term had started. Then I reminded myself it was stupid. We’d see each other in two days. “Will you be okay while I’m gone?” Holy crackers, I sounded more and more like a clingy girlfriend now.

	“Oh, whatever will I do without my snarky girlfriend?” Tristen grinned.

	I rolled my eyes. “I guess I’m nervous.” I tucked my hair behind my ear. “Pretty much all of my foster families never wanted me.”

	“This one does, and they are your real family. Just go and be yourself.” He gave me a quick but passionate kiss.

	“I think I’ve got this phone thing figured out, so I will call you while I’m gone.”

	Maybe the mobile would come in handy.

	Tristen laughed. “Stop being so afraid of it. It won’t bite you. Anyway, you can use it to take some pics with your family. Have fun and be yourself.”

	I hugged him, tight. Even though we had only been going out together for a few weeks, he understood me better than anyone and knew how nervous I felt. I’ve never had a family before and still didn’t know how to react around them. Heck, I didn’t even know how to be part of the family.

	The transport circle flared to life and Elsa appeared. “Silvy?”

	My cheeks flushed bright red, and I pulled away from Tristen.

	Her aura flared with blue and green anxiety. “Elsa, is something wrong?” I frowned.

	“No, no, I just — couldn’t wait to see you.” Excitement flashed in her aura too. “So, I thought I’d come to get you… In case you didn’t know how the circle works.”

	“Oh, I’m ready to go.” I grabbed my heavy bag. “See you later, Tristen.”

	Tristen gave my aunt his usual dazzling smile. “Hi, Lady Goodwin.”

	Even my aunt melted under his gaze. I had to refrain from rolling my eyes. “Tristen, I was going to ask, would you like to join us for dinner tonight?” Elsa asked.

	Tristen’s smile grew bigger. “I’d love to. See you later, love.” He gave me one last kiss then turned to go.

	I’d never been so embarrassed in my life. Bloody show off! I gave him a quick glare, and he chuckled as he stalked off.

	“He’s quite the charmer, isn’t he?” Elsa laughed.

	“He’s something alright.” I rolled my eyes but smiled to myself.

	 

	We reappeared inside the garden. To my relief, the gargoyles were still and silent, unlike they had been at my last visit.

	“Now we can do whatever you want whilst you’re here,” Elsa said. “Your room is all made up and ready for you.”

	“You could show me around the castle and tell me about Freya.” 

	“We will tell you whatever you want to know.” Elsa beamed.

	Zinea stood on the front steps. Her aura swirled with blue and green so bright it was almost blinding. Excitement.

	It surprised me to see how much they wanted me here. Pretty much every foster home I’d stayed in hadn’t wanted me. I’d be devastated if Freya’s sisters decided they didn’t want me there. They might be the only blood relatives I had left, and I wanted to know them. To have them in my life and finally know what it felt like to have a family.

	“Silvy.” Zinea threw her arms around me. “We’re so happy to see you.”

	I’d never been a huggy-type person, but I didn’t mind it so much with my aunts. They were the only part of Freya left now.

	“I’m happy to be here too.” I smiled.

	I dropped my bag off in my room. The opulence of this place still astounded me. After we had broken the ice, I felt more at ease around my aunts. They showed me around the estate, and I couldn’t believe Freya had left all of it to me.

	The castle proved much larger than I had expected. Next, we moved onto the gardens and outbuildings. We went into the cellar last. There was a vast underground network of three wine cellars and a dungeon in another area.

	Elsa opened the door to another chamber. Inside, a huge spell circle covered the floor.

	“Freya used this room. But, neither Zinea nor I practise ceremonial magic. I thought I’d show it to you. You can use it when you want somewhere safe to practice.”

	Maybe I was in luck. I’d found the perfect place for me to cast the spell in. I would get to go into Limbo and find Freya’s soul.

	 


Chapter 19

	First, I had to get through dinner with my aunts and Tristen being there. I’d loved spending time with them, but now I wanted time to focus on the spell and to be ready for it.

	I had the ingredients ready. Working in the healing ward had come in handy since I had managed to smuggle the ingredients from there. Now I just needed to cleanse the circle and make sure I wouldn’t be disturbed. I’d almost called Tristen to tell him not to come to dinner, but my aunts were excited to get to know him too. Tristen would have understood if I had told him I wanted to enjoy time alone with my aunts. But then I remembered he didn’t have much of a family either. His parents were so cold towards him, so it would be good for him to join us. I asked my aunts if they were bothered by the fact that he was a Thornwood. They’d made it clear they despised Maeve and Forrest, but they liked Tristen.

	I rummaged through my clothes and found a dress that looked smart enough for dinner. A blue sleeveless dress that fell to my knees and some ballerina flats. I pulled my long hair half-back and then video called Mel to ask her how to use the makeup she’d given me. I still didn’t know how to use half of it. Makeup was another luxury item I’d never been given and never wore.

	Mel laughed when I made a mess of things. Then assured me I look fine. Why women made themselves look so fancy, I would never understand.

	I headed downstairs and sensed Tristen as he headed up the path.

	The butler, Simmons, was there by the front door. “Good evening, Miss Silvana.”

	I blanched. The guy creeped me out. So, I gave him a quick nod.

	Simmons opened the door and Tristen came in carrying a huge bouquet and several boxes.

	“What the hell is this?” I asked.

	“Mel said I should make a good impression on your aunts,” Tristen said as Simmons stalked off.

	I rolled my eyes. “You don’t have to buy their affection.”

	“I’m not. It’s dishonourable to come for dinner in a fae’s home without bringing the hostess a gift. Plus, one of these boxes is for you.”

	“Follow me.”

	We headed in from the foyer into the drawing-room as my aunts called it. Tristen set the flowers down and the boxes on the table and pulled me in for a kiss. “Wow, you look beautiful.”

	“Not so bad yourself, prince.” I smiled.

	He had on a dark jumper and black trousers. Even though he lived in jeans and T-shirts.

	“So, Miss Eldry, will you allow me to escort you to dinner?” Tristen grinned and held out his arm.

	“You may.” I slipped my arm through his. “Holy crackers, everything here is so fancy and formal. I feel like a complete peasant.”

	“Silv, your aunts don’t care if you know proper dinner etiquette and fae customs.”

	I froze. “Wait, what etiquette? Why didn’t you tell me there was etiquette? What do I have to do?” I’d already made a complete fool out of myself at the legacy reading, I didn’t want to do it again at my first dinner with my aunts.

	Tris chuckled, and I gave him a shove. “You’ll be fine.”

	Fine? Why did no one bother to tell me all this stuff?

	I’d grill Tristen later about fae customs.

	We headed into a smaller dining room rather than the great hall where the big table was set up. This room felt more intimate and homier.

	Tell me about fae customs, I said to Tristen. I needed to make sure I wouldn’t offend anyone with my lack of etiquette. No one had ever bothered to teach me such a thing in any of my foster or group homes.

	You don’t need to know them. They’ll —

	Tell me!

	Tristen rolled his eyes and got to work telling me about table setting and stuff.

	Elsa and Zinea came in and greeted Tris with warm smiles.

	Dinner went a lot better than I’d expected. Tristen charmed my aunts, of course, and any reservations they had about him soon melted away.

	I relaxed, and my nerves faded. In some ways, it felt like I had known my aunts for years. Being with them felt natural, but it also made my heart ache to not have Freya there.

	After dinner, we played fae board games, and I knew I needed to get to work on the spell.

	I said goodnight to my aunts and Tristen, then headed up to my room. Finally!

	I yanked the book out of my bag.

	A knock came at the door. I groaned when I sensed Tristen’s presence. What did he want now? I needed to get the spell done. I shoved the vials back into my bag and headed for the door.

	“Hey, you okay?” He frowned.

	“Yeah, why?” I arched a brow.

	“You seemed weird after dinner and you kept glancing at the clock. What’s wrong?”

	Why did he have to be so damned observant? Weren’t men supposed to be oblivious to everything?

	“Nothing. I’m tired — it’s been a long day.”

	Tristen came in before I could block his way. “I know you’re still hurting over Freya. It’s okay if you want to talk.”

	I shook my head. “I’m fine.”

	“Silvy, I knew you were repressing things before. You don’t want a repeat of last time, do you?”

	I sighed. “I’m not repressing anything. Today’s been good. I don’t want to focus on my grief.”

	Tristen froze when he spotted the book on my bed. “Goddess, is that a book on spirit magic?”

	I flinched. Crap, I should have shoved that in my bag too.

	“Yes, but it’s not what you think.”

	“You’re not trying to summon Freya, are you? Spirit magic can be dangerous. It’s not something you mess with.”

	“I-I already tried. Lily told me I couldn’t see her.”

	Tristen furrowed his brow. “Lily? Do you mean that social worker you told me about?”

	“She’s a banshee now.” I hadn’t told Tristen about trying to summon Freya or about Lily because I knew he’d freak out. Plus, he would have lectured me about using such magic.

	“A banshee. Holy —”

	“It doesn’t matter. It didn’t work.”

	“Good, because you never know what might come through. Promise me you won’t try to summon Freya again.”

	I sighed again. “I promise. Now I’m going to bed. See you in the morning.”

	My aunts had said it was too late for Tristen to travel back to the academy, so he’d have to stay overnight. I’d have been happier if he had left. I wouldn’t let him interfere with the spell. 

	“Good.” Tristen gave me a quick kiss. “I know how much you miss Freya, but you can’t let grief take over your life.” He turned and then left.

	I climbed into bed and waited until I heard my aunts head down the hall to their rooms.

	Finally! Tristen was wrong. Seeing Freya wasn’t about me missing her. I needed to know what had happened to her. If that meant going into Limbo, then I’d do it.

	 

	I used the secret passageway that I found the last time I stayed at the castle. It took some navigating, but I finally found my way to Freya’s old magic room.

	After I sprinkled salt all around the circle to cleanse it, I mixed the potion ingredients together into one vial. The brew looked a disgusting mix of green and black. My stomach recoiled at the sight.

	Next, I flipped open the book and read through everything one more time. I’d done everything it had suggested. Now it was showtime. Here goes nothing. Elsa had said this place could anchor anyone to it. It would anchor me here so my soul wouldn’t get lost on the other side.

	“In this time, take my spirit from this place. Let me cross to the other side, across the great divide,” I chanted the spell and gulped down the potion.

	The acrid taste made me gag. I gasped as I struggled for breath. Shadows danced around my vision as I collapsed, and light blazed around the circle.

	When my vision cleared, I found myself surrounded by thick mist. Gnarled, gruesome shadows of trees loomed in every direction. I hadn’t expected Limbo to look like this. I had to focus. I knew I couldn’t stay here long, or I’d end up paralysed, or worse.

	The book had told me to focus on what I wanted to find and to have something of the person I was searching for. I’d put on a necklace Freya had owned that I had found in her room. Spirit magic was dangerous, so I knew I had to keep my guard up.

	Instead, I focused on Freya. As much as I wanted to call out, I didn’t want to attract any unwanted attention. “Come on, Freya. I know you’re here somewhere.”

	I moved deeper into the mist and shivered. Freya, where are you?

	Shadows stalked in every direction. I ignored them. They were a distraction.

	“Freya, where are you?”

	Time would run out soon, and I doubted I’d be able to make this journey again. It would take too much toll on my body.

	I hurried past the trees and the mist became so thick I couldn’t see anything.

	She had to be here somewhere. The book said it was much easier to commune with spirits here than in the physical world. I didn’t want to venture too far in case I got lost.

	“Come on Freya, where are you?”

	Shadows crept close and whispers echoed around me.

	I shivered but kept moving. “Freya Goodwin, where are you?”

	The mist grew so thick even the shadows disappeared along with the outline of the trees.

	I sighed. Maybe this had been hopeless to begin with.

	But I pushed back further into the mist.

	Up ahead, a woman stood rocking back and forth as she wandered around, dazed.

	I gasped.

	Freya.

	I had finally found her.

	“Freya?” I hurried over to her, but she didn’t seem to hear me. “Freya, it’s me.”

	She continued walking around, oblivious to my presence.

	“Freya!” I said, louder this time.

	Why couldn’t she hear me?

	Still, she didn’t respond.

	“Freya… Mum.” I had never called her Mum before. It made the loss even greater than losing my mentor.

	Freya looked up. “Silvy?”

	“Freya.” I rushed over and wrapped my arms around her. My arms made contact with something solid.

	Her face turned white. “Silvy, what are you doing here? You’re not supposed to be here.”

	“I cast a spell, but we don’t have much time. Freya, you need to tell me who poisoned you.”

	Freya shook her head. “No, you have to leave. It’s too dangerous.”

	My temper flared. “I know I’m your daughter. Don’t you think you at least owe me the truth for once?”

	“The truth is more complicated than you can imagine. Everything I did was to protect you.”

	“Why are you here? Why haven’t you moved on?”

	Freya shook her head, and I realised her aura had vanished too. Maybe my powers didn’t work here. “I was removed because I knew their secret.”

	“What secret?” I had no idea what she could be talking about.

	Freya covered her face with her hands. “I knew my past would catch up with me. It’s why I hid you among humans.”

	“What secret? You have to tell the truth.”

	“It’s buried in my past. I did something terrible. I didn’t stop them. I should have stopped them.” Freya wrung her hands together.

	“Who are they?” I knew my time here would be up soon, and I had to get answers from her before I lost the chance forever.

	Freya froze. “He’s here. Silvy, you have to go. Now!”

	“No, you haven’t told me who killed you.”

	“Oh, Silvy, it’s so much more complicated than that. Please go. I won’t let him harm you.”

	“Who? Tell me who —”

	Freya gasped and shoved me. “Go now?”

	“No, not until you give me a name. Did Lucas Melrose kill you?”

	“No, it was —” Freya vanished in a flash of light.

	I gasped. My body struggled for breath. Someone else was here. Someone with power.

	Figures moved towards me.

	I gasped for breath and my eyes flew open as I found myself back in Freya’s old magic room.

	Tristen knelt beside me. “Silvy, what the hell were you doing?”

	I clung to him, still gasping for breath.

	I had found Freya, but now I had more questions than answers.

	 


Chapter 20

	After my adventurous weekend, it was good to be back at the academy. After a long day of classes, I had another session with Lucas, but first I had to find Mel. I’d been getting more control over my power recently. So I hoped the sessions would be over soon. The council had finally relented and agreed to let me stay at the academy.

	Mel had been acting weird and disappearing even more often than before. And she’d been taking loads of extra food and bottles of water from the great hall at every meal. I’d asked her about it, but she instead ignored me and did not give me any real answers. So I decided to follow her. I had some time before my next session with Lucas began.

	I cast a shielding spell and decided to follow Mel to see what she was up to. She stopped off at our room to grab some clothes, her stash of food, and stuffed them into a bag.

	I remained hidden in the bathroom. My cloak in place.

	Mel swung the bag over her shoulder and headed out. I waited a minute, then hurried after her. To my relief, Mel hadn’t used her speed yet.

	Outside, I unfurled my wings and took to the air. Exhilaration rushed over me. At least from up here, I’d be able to see whatever direction Mel went in. I’d been practising with my aura reading too and Mel’s neon blue glow came into view as she headed towards the woods then back around to the academy. Weird, had she known I might follow her? Where was she going?

	I flew around the academy and landed outside the door she’d gone through. This was an entrance I’d never seen before. How had it appeared out of nowhere? I’d walked around the academy several times and only ever seen the usual two entrances. Runes flared around the door — ones for concealment. Guardian runes. I’d seen Mel use them a few times. Either she had created a door, or it was an old, concealed entrance. Yanking the door open, I headed inside and found a spiral staircase leading up to the first floor. Mel’s aura was close, I could feel it.

	I stopped when I came to a door that stood ajar. I edged closer and spotted Mel inside with another girl. The girl’s long blond hair fell around her shoulders and pointed ears peeked out. She had to be some kind of fae. Her aura shimmered with a rainbow of colour.

	“Evie, you need to tell me who is after you,” Mel urged.

	I pushed the door open. “Mel, what’s going on?”

	The other girl froze, whimpered, and backed away. I couldn’t imagine why she’d be scared of me. I was no threat, and I hadn’t done anything that might have scared her.

	Mel yelped. “Silvy, what the hell are you doing here?” 

	“I came to find out what you’re hiding. Who is she?” I frowned when I spotted the glowing light around her throat. “What is that around her neck?”

	“This is Evie. I found her in the woods a few days ago,” Mel explained. “There’s nothing on her throat. She is in trouble, but she can’t talk.”

	“I’m not surprised by that spell around her neck.”

	“There’s a spell on her?” Mel’s eyes widened.

	“Yeah, can’t you see it?”

	Evie motioned to her throat, then mouthed the words help me. 

	“I don’t see anything,” Mel added.

	I went over and touched her neck. Energy sizzled against my fingers. I motioned with my hand. The colours in Evie’s aura swirled. I caught hold of the threads and pulled. Evie doubled over and coughed as light exploded around her.

	“Now that’s better.” I breathed a sigh of relief when I realised the spell had faded.

	“Evie, are you okay?” Mel went over and placed her hand on the other girl's shoulder.

	“I… I can talk.” Evie grinned. “Thank you, Silvy. You have no idea what you’ve done for me.”

	Mel narrowed her eyes. “Silvy, how did you do that?”

	I shrugged. “I saw it in her aura. Evie, I can tell you’re terrified of someone. What happened to you?”

	“My father — they killed my father. He – he refused to kill you, Silvana Eldry.”

	“Whoa, what are you talking about?” I gaped at her. “Who is your father?”

	“The Unseelie king’s adviser. They killed him. He said he never wanted to be involved in Freya’s death. That’s why I came here. I had to warn you.”

	“Wow, this is huge. We need to go and find Zoe,” Mel remarked.

	“Wait, are you saying your father killed Freya?” My blood went cold.

	“No… I don’t know.” Evie’s aura shimmered with confusion. “The person who killed my father did it. I couldn’t see them.”

	“Zoe might be able to help us figure out what happened,” Mel said. “Let’s go find her and tell her everything we know.”

	“I’ll be right there. I just need to let Lucas know I can’t make it to our session today,” I told them.

	 

	This was huge, but I had to let Lucas know I couldn’t make it to our session. I had more important things to deal with. I reached the classroom and gasped for breath as I stopped running.

	Lucas stood waiting behind his desk. But something about him struck me as odd. His aura had a silver glow to it. His aura had always remained hidden to me somehow.

	“Silvy, finally you are here. We —”

	“Silvy? You never call me Silvy.” I frowned and took a step back.

	“We need to discuss something important. Come here.”

	I shook my head. “I can’t. I have to go to a meeting with Zoe.”

	“Silvy, you need to control your powers or the council —”

	“To hell with the council. I’m going. Our session will have to wait.”

	“You’re not going anywhere.” Lucas’ expression darkened and the door behind me slammed shut.

	What the hell?

	“Lucas, what are you doing?” I demanded.

	“I’ve had just about enough of you, girl.” Lucas’ form shifted into that of Maeve. 

	“You! I should have known you were the one who killed my mother,” I snarled, and power crackled between my fingers. “Why would you do that? Was it because of me?” I didn’t know if I could live with the guilt if that turned out to be the case, but I had to know.

	“Freya didn’t know how to keep her mouth shut. She was about to expose my secret and I couldn’t have that.”

	“What secret?”

	“The secret that was instrumental in bringing about The Change. She had always felt guilty about that. She wasn’t a coward like that, Lucas at least.” Maeve snorted.

	“The Change? How could Freya…”

	“It doesn’t matter. I should have known you were her daughter. I can’t have you exposing my secret either.” Maeve raised her hand, and I gasped as an invisible noose tightened around my throat.

	Maeve was going to kill me all because I had proven Freya’s death wasn’t an accident.

	“No!” Lucas burst into the room and flung out his arm. Waves of energy slammed Maeve against the wall.

	Maeve grunted and scrambled up. “Stay out of this, Melrose. This has nothing to do with you.”

	“Doesn’t it?” Lucas demanded. “I warned Freya not to help you all those years ago after we found that stone,” Lucas snapped. “That’s why you killed her, is in it? To find that stone again?”

	I rubbed my throat and wondered what the hell they were on about. “What stone?”

	“An ancient artefact that we found here at the academy. It’s what destroyed half of the Ever Realm,” Lucas replied. “Maeve wanted to use it to wipe out the humans, but it didn’t work the way she intended.”

	“I know Freya had that stone,” Maeve snapped. “Gerard and I will finish what we started.”

	“Why are you trying to kill my daughter?” Lucas demanded.

	I gasped. His daughter? No, he couldn’t be my father, could he? Although somehow it made sense. That was why I couldn’t read him.

	Maeve’s eyes widened. “Your daughter? I should have known. You always were besotted with Freya. I’m sick of this girl getting in my way. I know she has Freya’s power — the very thing I need to find that stone.”

	Maeve raised her hand, but Lucas beat her to the punch. Maeve screamed as the colours around her swirled like a tornado.

	Zoe and Nick blurred into the room as Maeve collapsed to the floor. “She killed Freya and tried to kill Silvy,” Lucas told them and came over to me. “Are you hurt?”

	I shoved his hand away. “No.” I rushed into Tristen’s arms when he appeared in the doorway.

	Somehow, I doubted this nightmare was over yet.

	 

	Maeve ended up being arrested and taken into custody. Tristen appointed one of Maeve’s advisers, Louisa, to act as regent for now. The Unseelie king had gone underground, but I knew he’d be back. Evie had been taken in by Mel’s grandmother for now and had been offered a place at the academy next term. I was happy for her.

	I hadn’t been able to bring myself to talk to Lucas again over the last few weeks, but with the end of term coming up, I knew I had to face him. Our sessions together had ended since I had control of my powers now.

	I found Lucas in his now empty classroom. “Why didn’t you tell me you’re my father?”

	Lucas looked up from where he’d been packing his things. “I never knew about you until the night Freya died. She called me to tell me about her fears with the king and queen,” he explained. “That’s when she told me about you.”

	I frowned. “Why wouldn’t she have told you before?”

	“Because if I’d known, I would have insisted we got married and had a family together.” Lucas sighed. “I loved Freya more than anything. I would never have let her leave you among the humans, and I still don’t know why she did that.”

	I didn’t know how to feel about that.

	“Why didn’t you tell me who you were?”

	Lucas hesitated. “Because I knew how angry you were at Freya for abandoning you. I didn’t think you’d welcome me into your life.”

	I didn’t know how I would have reacted. I’d never thought much about my birth father and assumed he must’ve been a human. And probably hadn’t wanted me either.

	“Freya gave me away to protect me, didn’t she?” I hadn’t wanted to believe that before. But after this messed up situation with Maeve, I understood now. It didn’t make it any easier, though.

	Lucas nodded. “Yes, and I’m sorry about that.”

	I stood there, feeling awkward. Despite all the time we had spent together, I barely knew this man. “So, what happens now?”

	Lucas hesitated. “That’s up to you. If you let me be a part of your life now, I’d love the chance to know you. I can’t change the past, Silvy. But I’ll do whatever I can to make up for it.”

	I bit my lip. “You… You read auras too, don’t you?” Oddly, I’d never expected to meet anyone with the same weird abilities as me. “That’s why I can’t read you.”

	Lucas smiled. “It’s a family trait. I suspected you had it too.”

	“I guess we can get to know each other.” Despite everything, he had saved my life and helped me. I wrapped my arms around him and hugged him.

	Lucas hesitated, then hugged me back. It felt natural somehow.

	I might not have a mother anymore, but I did have a family at last. Maybe a father, too. No matter what came next, I wouldn’t lose any of them again.

	Continued in Fae Light, book 3.

	 


Afterword

	 

	Dear Reader,

	Thank you for reading Fae Born, Everlight Academy Book 2.

	I hope you enjoyed this book. I’d love it if you could post a review about it on a review site of your choice. Getting reviews for my books gives me a big thrill and I look forward to hearing what you thought. Perhaps you can mention who your favourite character was and which parts you liked best.

	For updates and news about my books signup for my author newsletter and get a free gift at tiffanyshand.com/newsletter

	I look forward to hearing from you.

	Tiffany Shand.

	 


Also by Tiffany Shand

	ANDOVIA CHRONICLES

	Dark Deeds Prequel

	The Calling

	The Rising

	Hidden Darkness

	Morrigan’s Heirs

	ROGUES OF MAGIC SERIES

	Bound By Blood

	Archdruid

	Bound By Fire

	Old Magic

	Dark Deception

	Sins Of The Past

	Reign Of Darkness

	Rogues Of Magic Complete Box Set Books 1-7

	ROGUES OF MAGIC NOVELLAS

	Wyvern’s Curse

	Forsaken

	On Dangerous Tides

	EVERLIGHT ACADEMY TRILOGY

	Everlight Academy, Book 1: Faeling

	Everlight Academy Book 2: Fae Born

	Hunted Guardian – An Everlight Academy Story

	EXCALIBAR INVESTIGATIONS SERIES

	Touched by Darkness

	Bound to Darkness

	Rising Darkness

	Excalibar Investigations Complete Box Set

	SHADOW WALKER SERIES

	Shadow Walker

	Shadow Spy

	Shadow Sworn

	Shadow Walker Complete Box Set

	THE AMARANTHINE CHRONICLES BOOK 1

	Betrayed By Blood

	Dark Revenge

	The Final Battle

	SHIFTER CLANS SERIES

	The Alpha’s Daughter

	Alpha Ascending

	The Alpha’s Curse

	The Shifter Clans Complete Box Set

	TALES OF THE ITHEREAL

	Fey Spy

	Outcast Fey

	Rogue Fey

	Hunted Fey

	Tales of the Ithereal Complete Box Set

	THE FEY GUARDIAN SERIES

	Memories Lost

	Memories Awakened

	Memories Found

	The Fey Guardian Complete Series

	THE ARKADIA SAGA

	Chosen Avatar 

	Captive Avatar

	Fallen Avatar

	The Arkadia Saga Complete Series

	 


About the author

	 

	Tiffany Shand is a writing mentor, professionally trained copy editor and copy writer who has been writing stories for as long as she can remember. Born in East Anglia, Tiffany still lives in the area, constantly guarding her work space from the two cats which she shares her home with.

	She began using her pets as a writing inspiration when she was a child, before moving on to write her first novel after successful completion of a creative writing course. Nowadays, Tiffany writes urban fantasy and paranormal romance, as well as nonfiction books for other writers, all available through eBook stores and on her own website.

	Tiffany’s favourite quote is ‘writing is an exploration. You start from nothing and learn as you go’ and it is armed with this that she hopes to be able to help, inspire and mentor many more aspiring authors.

	When she has time to unwind, Tiffany enjoys photography, reading, and watching endless box sets. She also loves to get out and visit the vast number of castles and historic houses that England has to offer. 

	You can contact Tiffany Shand, or just see what she is writing about at:

	Author website: tiffanyshand.com

	Business site: Write Now Creative

	Twitter: @tiffanyshand

	Facebook page: Tiffany Shand Author Page

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


cover.jpeg
A COLLECTION OF FAE TALES 2

TIFFANY SHAND





