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PROLOGUE

In The First Century AD

There was a full, yellow moon hanging low in the sky as if weighed down by its own heft. It bathed the scene beneath in a baleful light, as the ceremony reached its climax. Around the outer circle, Druids stood, each holding a torch that cast flickering shadows on the standing stones that loomed behind them. They watched in silence as the sacrifices were escorted past them, towards the two inner circles of larger standing stones; the Sanctuaries , as they were known. 

The sacrifices were both male, both Roman, and both stumbling unsteadily, dopey with the herbs they’d been given to stop them from trying to escape. Cormag said the herbs also made Roman flesh more palatable to the Celtic gods—to whom they were about to be sacrificed. 

Cormag stood waiting for them; resplendent in a white robe, embroidered with gold thread and embellished with knotted designs, dyed with blue woad. 

Cormag’s face was covered by a mask representing Gwyn ap Nudd , the God of War, Lord of the Underworld, Master of the Hunt, and King of the Sidhe Fae, whose power bridged the real world with

that of the Other Land. The mask hooded Cormag’s head, and a pair of stag’s antlers capped it, though the antlers were as much for show as they were meant to imitate the god. From beneath the mask emerged the dense thicket of Cormag’s black beard, streaked with grey by time and with blood from the earlier portion of the ceremony. 

Lit by the torches of those chosen five who stood within each of the inner circles, Cormag made a terrifying spectacle, and even through their drug-induced haze, the Roman prisoners pulled back, their eyes wide with fear. 

But there would be no escape. 

With the blood of the hind he had sacrificed earlier, Cormag smeared the faces of the Romans. They tried to twist away, but were held fast by their captors. 

“Take them,” said Cormag. His voice was bass and rough. It sounded as if it had been mined from the hills themselves. 

By the ropes around their necks, the Romans were separated, each dragged into one of the twin circles that occupied the space in the center of the larger outer circle of Avebury. Their minds were likely too fuddled to understand the specifics of what was happening to them; they understood only fear. Perhaps, somewhere in their deadened synapses, there was enough consciousness left to allow for the hope of being rescued. 

They both knew the regiments of Rome, under Governor Gaius Suetonius Paulinus, were closing in. The Governor himself wouldn’t care what had happened to a pair of captured scouts, but their commander might. Perchance. It was not out of the realm of possibility that a rescue party would be sent to free them. 

Perhaps they would soon hear the clatter of Roman armor. After all, the Druids were not the threat they once had been; their local support had all but evaporated in the last few months. 

Not even the Britons themselves—filthy, uncivilized barbarians though they were—really liked their religious leaders. There were only so many human sacrifices one could conduct before followers grew upset, before they began to notice the crops failing no matter the number of sacrificial victims, before they started to ask the question; if the gods refuse our sacrifices, why are we still doing them? 

The Roman invasion, under the Emperor Claudius, had briefly redressed the balance—nothing makes a population more suddenly and fervently religious than the prospect of death—and while the sacrifices continued, the Druids now offered Roman lives wherever possible. But the ritual bloodlettings failed to bring victory just as they failed to make the crops grow. The gods seemed to have abandoned the Druids, and the Druids were quick to blame the people’s lack of piety. That had been a mistake; the Britons

might not like the Roman invaders but, provided everyone did as they were told, the Romans ruled with a relatively light hand. 

They might treat the Britons as second class, but the Romans wanted only money and work from them, not blood. 

Without popular support, the Druid revolt would not have had a prayer. Were it not for Cormag, Raven’s Son. 

“ Arawn !” Cormag threw up his hands as he roared to the sky, invoking the god of regeneration. “ Danu! Manannan! Cernunnos !” 

He picked the gods he called upon carefully, for not all of them would be happy with his attempts this night. “I call on Morrigan

, the triple god, Spectre Queen! In three names I call you! In Nemain . In Macha . In Badb ! Bless us with your appearance!” 

Though most of the Druids had seen Cormag’s ceremonies before, and knew he possessed a power none of them could claim, a murmur still ran around the circle now as a crow landed on one of the stones of the inner circle—the stone they called Morrigan’s Head

. The crow had flapped in from nowhere, seeming to detach itself from the black of night. 

Cormag bowed deeply to the bird, and every Druid followed suit, competing to see who could show the most humility to their divine and terrifying visitor. No god was closer to the soul of the Druidic cause than The Morrigan , the shapeshifting goddess of magic, revenge and death. No god was more feared, and the fact that she came when Cormag called was just one reason he commanded the remnants of the Druid uprising. 

“The Goddess is with us.” Cormag did not need to shout to be heard across the whole of the large site of Avebury, his voice carried with ease, as if it were whispered by the stones themselves. “In sacrifice we ask her to bless tonight’s endeavor. 

In blood!” 

In the inner circles, they had been waiting for this signal. The Roman scouts were held on the stone slabs at the center, and as Cormag’s hand raised on the word ‘blood’, one knife fell, gleaming brilliantly in the moonlight. 

The crow cawed as the Roman’s blood oozed from his slashed neck, spilling out across the blank stone. 

“In blood,” Cormag repeated, raising his other hand. 

To his left, in the second circle, the knife fell, slicing across the throat of the second victim. For a moment, the Roman’s doped eyes seemed to regain clarity, as if in his last instants, he understood what was happening to him. But too late, as that clarity was quickly succeeded by the emptiness of death. 

The blood flowed and the crow cawed. 

“The sacrifice is worthy,” Cormag announced, to the general approval of the gathering. Most of those assembled didn’t know what the plan was or what tonight would bring, but they followed Cormag unquestioningly, as he was the most powerful Druid of the age, perhaps the most powerful Druid that had ever been. Yes, there were others who had power, who could summon animals and make the flowers bloom, a few could even command the spirits. But only Cormag could summon the gods. Only Cormag could speak to the gods. Only Cormag could communicate with the Other Land, that place the peasants called Faery. 

Cormag picked up his sickle-headed staff from where it leaned against one of the standing stones, and raised it into the air until the blade appeared to cleave the full moon. 

“To the hill!” 

With this command, Cormag strode across the site, his most trusted followers from the inner circles falling in behind him. 

As he passed through the entrance of the outer circle with his retinue, the other torch-bearing Druids began to file after them until a long procession formed, making their way along the avenue of standing stones that linked the ancient circles of Avebury to Silbury Hill. 

The hill wasn’t natural, it stood alone, towering over the flat ground that surrounded it, a perfect cone of earth, raised who knew how many centuries or millennia before. Only the gods knew what lay at its heart. Might they have whispered that secret to Cormag? 

What was known about it—what everyone knew about it—was that it was one of those places where the walls between the lands were weakest. No one brought babies or young children near Silbury Hill, for fear of bringing back a changeling. Simply turn your back for a moment, so they said, and that was all it took. Your child would be stolen and replaced with a fake. You wouldn’t know for days that the switch had been made. Even adults vanished. 

They would take a short cut home and never be seen again, having simply wandered into the Other Land. There were stories of strange, young men arriving in villages, asking after those who had died fifty years ago. The strangers reported that they had been lost in Faery and had not aged. Even Druids were cautious around Silbury Hill. 

The torch-lit procession, with Cormag at its head, now slowed to a more solemn speed, befitting its purpose. Even as Cormag treated tonight as another step on the road to victory, everyone knew he would not be attempting it if he hadn’t been forced to do so. Powerful though Cormag was, he was only one man, and his revolt was no match for the might and mass of the Roman legions. 

Word had it the Romans had brought their own gods with them; big, ugly, foreign gods with alien names like ‘Jupiter’ and ‘Mars’. 

But these Roman gods were powerful—they had to have been, as the Romans had conquered half the world. Some of the more free-thinking of the younger Druids wondered why the Roman gods seemed to be firmly on the Roman side, while their own gods had to be bribed and begged, and even then could not be relied upon. Yes, the gods of the Druids were capricious to the point of bloody-mindedness. But such questions were dangerous, and if they reached the ears of Cormag, the free-thinker would be given the opportunity to ask the gods in person. 

So, why was Cormag taking this step now? Aside from the Roman legions closing in on their west country stronghold from all sides, it was told that Cormag had performed a rite of prophecy. 

During this rite, he had seen the Roman victory over the Britons. 

And he knew the Romans were coming this way. 

There was a degree of safety to the mountainous north-west, where the magic was free and wild and where many had already retreated. 

It was also rumored to be safe to the far north, among the savages who painted their skin and from whom even the Romans retreated. But either option meant the Druids would have to give up their heartland and their sacred sites. This would mean giving up their power. More specifically, it would mean Cormag giving up his power. Without sacred sites like Avebury, or the barrow on the ridge, or the Henge to the south, or the old Fort at Bratton, then Cormag’s power, which seemed to come from the landscape itself, was meaningless, and he was not a man who would give up such power easily. 

An hour after leaving Avebury, the slow procession reached Silbury Hill. Looming above them, the fat moon seemed to hover above the hill’s summit. Leaving the Avenue, the line of Druids set out to circle the ancient monument, their torches still burning. Some of them cast wary glances about, knowing the Fae folk were said to dance here by night at the full moon, and that the fae were fascinated by torchlight. Others scoffed at this; the Fae would not dare come near—even they were frightened of Cormag. And rightfully so. 

The Chief Druid himself did not join the circle. As soon as his followers arrived, he cast aside the mask of Gwyn ap Nudd and begun to stride up the steep hill, jabbing his staff into the petrified earth with each step, using it to haul himself up. 

Cormag’s age was a matter of conjecture, but most put him at fifty years, though it was hard to age those craggy, monolithic features, hidden behind the mass of wild, tangled hair. 

No matter Cormag’s age, few would have dared to climb the hill, where the barriers between the worlds was thinnest. For this was the place where the Fae were said to reach through and pluck forth the unwary for sport. But Cormag showed no sign of fear. He appeared comfortable here, as if he had grown from the landscape, like a gnarled tree. Reaching the summit, he banged his staff against the ground, as if waking something that slept within. 

“Friends!” This was how Cormag always addressed them, a reminder that he was a shrewd politician as well as a skilled commander and powerful magic worker. “Our revolt against the Romans is doomed.” 

No one assembled here had expected him to say such words. A shiver of uncertainty ran around the circle of his devotees. 

“Defeat is imminent if we seek to fight this enemy,” he continued. 

Surely the great Cormag was not advocating surrender? Those of his tribe faced one another with doubt in their eyes. Confusion. 

“But let us now lose the battle, yet still win the war.” 

If any of the Druids had been close enough to see him, they would have seen the smile on their leader’s face, even through his beard. 

“We shall be defeated,” Cormag continued. “But that defeat will only be temporary. We will, I fear, have to wait a long time for the final victory I see in our future, the victory which The Morrigan herself has promised us. When that victory comes, it will not be against the Romans we know now—they will be long gone

—but against the ancestors of their Empire. We shall beat them by denying them their legacy.” 

Confusion had, by now, spread through most of the circle on the ground below the hill. What did any of this mean? Losing battles yet winning wars? Ancestors of the Roman Empire? 

“There is a place where we can go… to wait. To wait for the fall of the Roman Empire. And from this place, we will, eventually, return. It will not be easy. And the wait will be long. But our chance will come, many centuries from now. Yes, that might seem like a long wait, but time does not pass in this place such as it passes here. The place of which I speak is a place of death.” 

From his belt, Cormag drew a long, curved knife that was the sacrificial tool of the Druid, “and as this is a place of death, thus we must be in a spectral form to enter it. But we shall live again. Here, in this place, where the walls between the lands are but the blinking of an eye, death does not mean what it means elsewhere.” 

He paused as everyone shuddered to think of what would happen next. Yet, they did believe him, all the same. 

“I have communed with the gods of our land, I have spoken with the Morrigan , and our sacrifice has been accepted as payment on a journey to a new place; a realm of the dead where no mortal has tread. It will be our home until we return here again.” He threw

out his arms. “Draw your blades, my brothers! Stand with me! Fall with me! And be reborn with me!” 

It was a measure of the power of Cormag’s voice that, around the circle, the flashes of metal being unsheathed was instantaneous. 

There was fear and trepidation but no hesitation, because every man there knew what Cormag said was true, simply owing to the fact that he was Cormag. 

“Bold Friends,” Cormag continued, convincing the final stragglers, “look about you.” 

The Druids turned and even the bravest of them, even those closest to Cormag, could not suppress a gasp. Behind them, on every side, sitting in the trees and bushes that surrounded the hill, perched on the rocks of the Avenue, hopping along the ground at their feet, was an army of crows, rooks, ravens and jackdaws. They were the earthly incarnation of the Morrigan , the source of Cormag’s name ‘Raven’s Son’, and they were waiting. 

It did not do to keep the Morrigan waiting. 

“I shall see you,” said Cormag, as he raised his blade to his own throat, “in the Other Land, the land of the dead.” 

Like a true leader, the Chief Druid led from the front, and before his body hit the ground on top of Silbury Hill, there were others around the circle, slitting their throats. They seemed almost eager now, afraid if they did not act quickly, they might be left behind and would not take part in the great future Cormag promised them. 

Only a few minutes later, there was not a living soul left on the land that surrounded Silbury Hill. With a noise like a cascade of thunder, the waiting birds took to the wing and descended on the feast that had been provided for them, tearing dead flesh, plucking fresh eyeballs. On top of the hill, a single crow landed on the lifeless corpse of Cormag, Raven’s Son. The bird cawed, and a fanciful person might have said the crow was acknowledging that Cormag had held up his half of the bargain. 

While Cormag and his followers imagined themselves being taken on an adventure to the land of the dead, such was not their fate. 

Not quite. For the power and magic of Faery was upon them and with the spilling of their blood, another fate came calling. And this fate was known as the Abyss. It was here that Cormag and his followers, in their spectral forms, found their new home. And though it was not quite the land of the dead, it was yet dark and unforgiving. 

ONE

DUINE

“ Look at the pixies, Rand.” 

The words seemed to float to me from out of the ether in a voice I didn’t recognize but which still arrived on a tide of memory. 

It was one of those dreams that you know is a dream and yet still seems oddly real, despite the fluffy, pastel-shaded vagueness of it. 

The name ‘Rand’ would have been enough to tell me it was a dream. 

I was ‘Duine’ now, and had been for many years. The only people who continued to call me ‘Rand’ were the vampire, Sinclair, who did it merely because it amused him (actually, he insisted on calling me ‘Randall’ which was even more infuriating than the abbreviated version); and Bryn, who used the word like a lash on my back. She’d always been good at that sort of thing, the bitch. 

“ Careful, they have a mean bite,” I heard myself say in the dream. It was all so clear. Radiant. Had the sun been brighter back then or did it just seem so? 

There were the pixies, dancing on a blade of grass. Duine thought they were idiots, wasting their time like that, while Rand… Rand barely looked at them. He had eyes only for the woman beside him. 

And why not? My dreams clearly had impeccable taste; the woman was the most breathtakingly beautiful I’d ever seen, asleep or awake. Golden blonde hair; skin as smooth as silk; the dress she wore barely hiding her full breasts that rose to meet my gaze with the quickening of her breath as she watched the pixies. What a woman. And what I would give for one night with her…

And yet, even as I admired her and enjoyed drinking in the luxurious perfection of her body, I felt a strange sadness. A mourning sort of feeling I found difficult to comprehend. For I did not know this woman, nor had I ever. And yet… yet, there was something so incredibly familiar about her… something warm, soft. 

“ Today I’m going to teach you to find your inner beast,” I said in the dream. 

There seemed to be two sets of emotions within me; my own and those of the dream me. Duine and Rand. Duine lusted after the woman. Rand did too, but felt the need to keep himself in check, because he felt something else, something more, something Duine resisted. 

“ A red fox.” She had chosen the beast that dwelt within her, and I could see the mischief of the fox sparkling in her eyes and in that perfect smile. 

So, why didn’t I just have her? That was how my dreams of women usually went. I would dream of many beautiful women and feel myself sliding in and out of them. So, why not this one? I felt as if my dream self was letting me down by taking things so ridiculously and painstakingly slowly. 

If you’re going to have a dream about a beautiful woman, then let it be a sex dream, because sex, truly, is the only purpose for a woman. Companionship, yes, yes. But, what type of companionship can a woman truly provide? Nothing beyond the sexual, in my mind. 

Furthermore, when a red-blooded male dreams of a woman, he does not dream of bringing her coffee or taking her to a movie, he dreams of fucking her. That was how I dreamt. Usually. 

Yet, this dream… was frustrating me as I slept. I wanted to yell

‘ Just fuck her! ’ at this foolish ‘Rand’ character. And yet…

The dream slid on, out of focus, out of sequence, skipping ahead, skipping back, ignoring continuity, picking moments at random like a montage or a clip-show recalling the best bits of a series. The girl and I had both shifted into our animal forms now; I was a great bear, muscular, noble and powerful. (Why did I no longer become the bear? Why did that shape no longer come when I called it?) It was a mystery to approach on another day. For now, my attention was relentlessly upon the girl. 

She had now become the fox as promised, hiding that lithe yet curvaceous form from my greedy eyes. And yet I found her perhaps equally attractive as a fox. The shape suited her well, and I watched her run and jump about me, testing the limits of her new body with a vivacious abandon that was willfully sexual even in animal form. 

When she twitched her tail at me I thought I might burst, and when she sprinted around to nip at me through my thick fur, the pain came with a sharp side order of pleasure. I would have paid her to bite me again, harder this time. 

But, as I watched her, still longing to ravish her feral, animal body, the sadness came again. The more I saw of the joy she took in life, the almost child-like excitement she exuded at every new sensation she discovered, the deeper the melancholy clung to me. 

Was this someone I had known? Someone now dead? Was that why I felt such unaccustomed sadness? But how could I have forgotten her? I would never have forgotten someone like this. 

No, she was not a real person. I had never known her. She was just a wonderful dream, and my sadness was owing to the fact that I knew no one this perfect could exist outside my imagination. 

All the more reason to enjoy her here and now, while I had the chance. 

Suddenly there was a tumble of hairy limbs and somewhere in the confusion, we were both human again. And naked. 

Finally. 

My dream eyes took in the glowing perfection of her nudity. The full, round breasts, defying gravity; the slim waist curving to her hips then tapering to long, shapely legs. Her skin tinged a

delicious, modest pink as my roving gaze reached the junction of her thighs and I felt the inevitable rise of my own powerful arousal. Her lips parted with her increasingly heavy breathing as she looked at me with a heat equaling my own, taking in my muscular torso before going lower and lingering there with an expression I liked to think was a combination of admiration, desire and disbelief. 

She was splayed out before me; mine for the taking. No longer able to contain myself, I kissed her, tasting her mouth on mine, so warm and so willing. But still so goddamn sad. Yes. Fuck her now, I thought to myself. She is yours for the taking, Duine. 

“We can’t do this.” I heard the words but I could hardly credit myself as the one saying them. The dream Rand was letting me down again as he pulled away from the naked girl, re-clothing himself by way of magic and watching in impotent frustration as she did the same. 

What the bloody hell?! He wanted her as much as I did—how could he not? She wanted it too—hell, she was the one pushing! Why wasn’t he taking advantage? There was a fresh, lovely girl there for the taking, practically begging for it and he was backing away. What sort of man did that? I found it hard to believe any version of myself, past or present, real or dream, would walk away from an opportunity such as this one. What a daft fool! 

“ It’s my duty to protect you,” Rand said. 

What did that even mean? This wasn’t like an ordinary dream, but it wasn’t like reality either. In dream or real life, why would I say or act like this? It made no sense, and the confusion added to the heated frustration of denial that plagued me. Even as I slept, sensations scraped along my nerves that I could not identify; things half-there and half-forgotten. This girl awakened something in me that I ought to know and yet could put no name to. 

She was so beautiful. So very, very beautiful. But she was more than that… she was somehow… familiar. 

Apparently Rand thought her beautiful too because, as the dream danced on, he was on her again, pushing her back against a tree, he and I both feeling the firm pressure of that nubile, young body. She wriggled happily against me, deliberately teasing the erection straining for release at the front of my pants. She was as hot as I was; this time it was going to happen, the dream was back on track and I could stop worrying about it ‘meaning’

something. Dreams didn’t mean anything, they were just fun. 

Now the dream became a lust-fueled frenzy of sensation. She keened like the animal she was as I gathered her hands in mine to hold them above her head. I lunged for her and she bit back at

me, the spirit of the fox still strong inside her. I tasted her mouth, her neck, the upper slopes of her chest, and then…

“ Oh!” She gasped in excitement as, with my free hand, I tore the strap of her white sun dress from her shoulder, the garment falling to gather at her waist, revealing her bare breasts once more. For a moment I held back, savoring the sight. She looked like a Grecian statue; so fucking perfect. 

A broken breath fell from her lips, as if she was no longer physically able to contain the desire inside her. Her bright eyes burned with need, calling me, urging me, driving me on. With a grunt of animal arousal, I fell on her freshly bared body, I feasted on the flesh of her breasts, my tongue flicking her nipples into hard arousal, my lips caressing those full curves. 

With little nips of my teeth, I made her squeal in delight and she tried to grind herself against me. Somehow my hand was between her legs, caressing the secret lips there and finding her more than ready for me. 

Fuck her! Fuck her now! 

“ Fuck! Bloody fuck!” the ridiculous Rand character said. 

I almost fell away from her, limping slightly and awkwardly adjusting the front of my pants, turning my back on her so I did not have to look at that irresistible nudity. 

There were words—dream words—though I barely heard them through my own angry frustration. 

“ Whatever, Rand.” 

She was as pissed at Rand as I was, as frustrated as I was. The fox had been denied. 

But the most shocking thing was that I was almost glad! Something had not felt right about the situation. Something beyond that encompassing sadness. For the first time in a long time, I found I hadn’t wanted to simply satiate my desires on the woman, even if she was only a creation of my dreams. There was something about her too precious to sully, something that was gone from my life as it stood now. It seemed close enough that I could reach out and touch it and yet as soon as I tried to do so, it would evaporate. 

Who was she, this dream visage? Who was this woman who had captured my sleep on so many occasions most recently? 

“My Lord High Mage?” 

I awoke with a jolt to find myself in my own bed in the King’s Alliance Command Center. The sheets were creased and rucked around me, as if I’d been twisting and turning all night. 

“What? What is it?” I gasped, angry and confused at the same time. 

“Are you alright, High Mage?” The woman beside, whose name I had made no effort to learn, was eighteen or nineteen years old. She had curly, copper-colored hair, a button nose, freckles and a taut, firm body that spoke of her youth. 

“Of course I’m alright,” I snapped. “What do you mean by waking me?” 

“You were crying, High Mage.” 

Crying? What the… I did not cry, had never cried. “Nonsense.” 

But, as I touched my face, I realized she was right. My cheeks were wet with tears that still flowed from my eyes. 

Yet, I did not cry. I hadn’t cried for longer than I could remember, perhaps ever? More pointedly, I couldn’t imagine any circumstance that would make me cry. What was there to cry about? 

But questions like that could wait, more important right now was that tears were not a good look for High Mage Duine, the Dark one. 

“Nonsense,” I repeated, grabbing the girl’s face in my hand and levelling a stare into her frightened eyes. “Any more of that—a word of this to anyone—and you’ll regret it. Understand?” 

“Yes, High Mage.” She cowered appropriately, rightly fearing what I might do to her in punishment. Her eyes remained wide, frightened. “High Mage?” 

“What now?” 

“Would you like me to… take care of you?” 

Her eyes nudged shyly down the bed to where the silk sheets were tented by the substantial erection my dream had produced and which showed no sign of going away without help. 

“No.” I rolled over to return to sleep. She was not the woman I wanted. What I wanted was…

“Wait.” Thinking again, I turned back to the girl. “Yes. Go ahead. But don’t speak. Not a word. Or you’ll feel my hand and you won’t soon forget it.” 

The girl nodded dumbly and went beneath the sheets to take me in her mouth. 

I lay back on my pillow, and closed my eyes, trying to call to mind the face of the woman in my dream. It had only been moments ago, and yet I was having trouble recalling the lines and planes

of her face. The dream had been almost painfully vivid, I’d seen her as clearly as if she had been there in front of me. But now I could not recall her! And it was infuriating! 

I knew she was blonde with blue eyes. I knew her figure and form. 

I could describe her face in practically every particular. Yet, I could not see it. When I tried to put those elements together to conjure up that same image of perfection, the picture in my mind was not the same, it wasn’t as good. Why couldn’t I remember her? 

As I mentally struggled to picture the lovely mystery woman, I realized I was crying again. I felt nothing, but the tears came all the same, as if the physical reaction had bypassed the emotions. Losing the woman seemed to have affected me in this stupid, pathetic way all over again. 

Blast it! Here I was, with a comely girl sucking my cock and tears were streaming down my face? Double blast it! 

Consciously I stopped trying to think of her, casting her aside as nothing more than a dream—which was all she had been. 

That’s a lie, I heard the voice inside my head. She is real. 

Even if she had been real then what of it? Women were common enough, and all the same when you came down to it. They were fun for an idle hour, but not worth getting excited about and certainly not worth crying over. Only fools did that. 

As if to prove my point, to prove that I was still the same man I had been when I went to bed last night, I reached beneath the sheets, grabbed a handful of the girl’s hair and began to drag her up and down on my frustrated weapon. She struggled a bit at first, no doubt choking on my effectual length, but soon got the message. I didn’t loosen my grip until I finally spent in her mouth, holding her head down hard. Finally, I released her and she coughed and choked a bit before sitting back up, looking contrite and worried. 

“Was that alright, my Lord High Mage? Did I please you?” 

“I told you not to speak.” 

Grabbing the girl’s wrist, I dragged her across my lap, ass in the air, fully intending to punish her severely for this minor infraction. I had no belt or other useful implement nearby, but my hand would serve well enough to teach her a lesson. But as she cringed, face buried tearfully in the sheets, awaiting the first blow, the idea suddenly held no appeal to me. It even felt wrong somehow. 

I pushed her off me. “Go. I tire of you.” 

“Yes, High Mage. Thank you High Mage.” 

She was so panicked that I might change my mind, she did not even pause to collect her clothes before running out. 

I pulled the sheets over me and closed my eyes. Though I would not have admitted it, even to myself, I wanted to get back to sleep, in the hopes that the blonde girl with the cornflower blue eyes might still be there, waiting for me. 

But, instead, I lay awake, hating myself for not sleeping, and hating this dream version of myself, this Rand, as he was called, who had the girl. Was he with her now? 

I shook my head. This was crazy talk. What the hell was happening to me? 

TWO

BRYN

After stepping out of the portal from the land of Faery, I was in Brazil. At least, I thought I was. I slipped my phone into my pocket. The sidewalk was crowded, but I could see a line of taxi drivers standing at the edge. There was some fire-code protocol with smaller airports that disallowed more than a certain number of people at the inside gate. 

There were a few men in black suits holding signs with long, calligraphy names written on them. Just to the left of those men, I saw my name in thin pencil on a frayed sheet of white paper. 

Unlike the many drivers around him, the man holding my sign wasn’t scanning the crowd for a passenger. He stared straight forward, his dark eyes empty, and his scraggy dark beard almost touching his waist. 

He wore a faded leather vest over a sturdy beige shirt. Dusty black jeans covered him down to his boots. From beneath the wide-brimmed black cap, I could see a nasty scar splitting his lip. 

The jagged white line ran slantwise across his mouth, and a chunk of missing flesh exposed the yellow canine on his left side. 

I pushed my way toward him. 

“Hello,” I said, extending a hand. “I’m Bryn.” 

He looked at me from the corner of one eye, as if trying to catch a glimpse of a fly on his cheek. 

“Mmm,” he mumbled something that sounded like dim recognition. He then turned around and jerked his head to indicate I should follow. So I did. 

We walked across the sunny parking lot to a low-seated jalopy. He opened his door and got into the driver’s side. I struggled with the rusty handle of the passenger seat. Apparently this guy didn’t travel with company very often. 

The door flew open, and a small avalanche of fast food wrappers, plastic straws, and crumpled receipts fell out over the parking lot’s faded yellow lines. I bent down to gather the trash—it was his property, after all, disgusting as it might’ve been—but he stopped me with a wave of his hand. 

“ Solo déjalo ,” he said. 

I searched my mind for the remedial Spanish I’d learned, but I came up empty. Judging from the gesture, it was something along the lines of “just leave it.” 

Environmentally unsound as it felt, I was in too big a rush to disagree. 

I closed the door and when it didn’t seem to shut properly, I opened it and slammed it again, this time harder. Then I tried to situate myself on the remaining trash. By the sound of it, it was mostly paper wrappers. 

“Do you speak English?” I asked him, feeling bizarrely rude for asking. 

He answered with a swiftly muttered “ no hablo ingles .” 

If I hadn’t known what that meant, judging by his tone, I would’ve guessed it was “ please just shut the fuck up and let me drive .” 

This communication barrier was an issue for me. He clearly didn’t want to talk, but I wanted to know what he knew about the Abyss and, more pointedly, if he knew where it was located. He was surly, clearly less than enthusiastic about being assigned my transport detail by the King of the Fae. 

Was he just an unsociable guy? It was possible, but I had a feeling there was more to his steely silence. He knew something, and I needed to know what that something was. 

I didn’t know what Odran had told this man about me. Did he even know I was a witch? 

Well , I thought with a sense of stern resolution, If he doesn’t, he’s about to find out. 

“Tongue and cheek, yours and mine, on this hour, intertwine. 

Destroy what makes our words oblique, to knowing ears, now freely speak…” I whispered the spell so rapidly, it almost sounded like a rap verse. 

The man in the driver’s seat barely seemed to notice. 

He threw the ‘car’ into reverse, the duct-taped bumper scraping against the concrete. It faded to a dull whine by the time we were on the road. 

“What do you know about the Abyss?”  I asked, turning to face him. 

The man’s uneven eyebrows lifted, just barely—like he was surprised. 

“I didn’t know you spoke Spanish.” His voice was low with a thick, Brazilian accent. 

I didn’t, but now, thanks to my little spell, we could hear each other in our own languages. 

I’d meant to learn Spanish, as one intends to do all sorts of important, cultural things. But there are only so many hours in the day. Ahem, not that I had a whole lot to do. Life at Kinloch Kirk wasn’t exactly… busy. Oh well, no purpose for regrets, right? 

Not to mention that when a girl’s got magic to do some of the more heavy lifting, pursuits like new languages, artistic skills, and relaxing hobbies sort of fall by the wayside. 

On second thought, no need to tell him I’m a witch , I thought, in case he didn’t know already. Better to just let him think I’m incredibly cultured. 

“Pablo Barbosa,” he said.  “My name, in case you need it.” 

“Nice to meet you, Pablo,” I said. “I’m Bryn, but you knew that already.” 

“I didn’t, actually” he said, still staring straight forward. 

“But, the sign,” I started. 

He shook his head. “Odran told me to write the sign and hold it up. Other than driving you to the place you wish to visit, I will do no more. As soon as we reach our destination, I’m turning around and getting the fuck away from that hellhole.” 

“You don’t sound very eager to go there,” I said. 

“And once you’ve been there and seen it for yourself, you won’t be eager to return,” Pablo said gravely. 

The solemnness in his tone unnerved me, but I was determined to get more out of him. “You’ve been to the Abyss before then?” 

He looked at me and laughed. “No. And I never will. I take you to the entrance, then I’m out.” His words were stern and clipped. 

“Are you afraid of the place, Pablo?” 

“I am.” His hand tightened on the steering wheel. “Anyone with a brain fears the shaman and what she guards.” 

“The shaman?” 

He nodded. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 

The mouth of the Abyss was guarded by a shaman in the Peruvian Amazon Basin—that much, Odran had told me, but where exactly the shaman lived seemed to be a closely guarded secret. Apparently, even Pablo didn’t want to discuss it. 

I was anxious to arrive, and he was plainly frightened beneath his stony exterior. As we drove, something became clear: I really had no idea what I’d gotten myself into. 

Of course, that only hardened my resolve to find out. 

I closed my eyes and sent a slew of encouraging thoughts to Jolie. There was no answer, of course, but maybe she could feel my thoughts, the feelings behind them. Even if she couldn’t respond, maybe she would realize I was coming, that I was close. 

Or maybe I was sending my thoughts to a ghost. 

Not knowing was the worst of all. I sat back in my seat with a sigh and asked Pablo to drive a little faster. 

#

ROWAN

Where could she possibly be going? I thought. 

Visiting an old friend in Faery? Yes, that’s what Mum had said but who was this friend and why had she decided to go now? 

I knew it wasn’t in my mother’s nature to lie. Especially not to me. We were closer than that, always had been. But something about her story wasn’t sitting right with me. I was worried, too worried not to ask any questions, but Mathilda was nowhere to be seen. 

She was probably in her garden, tending to the herbs for our quickening potion (I’d been complaining about the overly-long microwave time for hot pockets a lot lately—she’d found a proactive solution). There weren’t a lot of people in our lives. 

For as long as I could remember, it had been, me, Mum, Mathilda, and Emma. 

I checked my watch. 

Damn . Emma was in the middle of her afternoon potion lecture. 

And that meant she’d be busy for the immediate future. 

I sat up, swinging my feet down off the chaise lounge. I’d dozed off in a warm sunbeam while reading in the den, a few hours

earlier. I took a deep breath and stretched my neck as far as it could go in both directions, trying to get rid of some stiffness. 

Who can I call to ask where Mum might have gone and who this Fae friend of hers is? I asked myself. 

There was Rand... 

But the man was barely—if ever—available to his own daughter, the only child he had, and all that remained of the love in his life. 

If Emma couldn’t reach him, I doubted a phone call from his ex-sister-in-law’s kid would get much of a response. Furthermore, it wasn’t like he was my dad…

My dad… I could call Sinjin . 

It was a ludicrous thought. But I needed someone to make sure Mum was okay, wherever she was. From what I knew about my father, he was a Master Vampire and one of the remaining few. And if that was the case, he’d be powerful enough to protect Mum. 

Now to find Dad’s phone number…

I remembered the letter I’d intercepted from Mum a few days earlier. It was from Dad and addressed to me. I hadn’t read it, but I was fairly sure Mum hadn’t thrown it away. I’d checked the trash. And that meant she’d kept it, just like she’d probably been keeping all his earlier letters. Because I was more than sure if Dad had sent this one, he’d sent others. 

Now, it was just a matter of finding them. 

The thought hit me like a slap in the face, and I was hurrying down the hall in a matter of seconds. I swung open the door to Mum’s room, not bothering to close it. I didn’t know where she would keep letters, but—if I knew my mother—she had them locked away somewhere she didn’t think I’d find them. 

First, I walked across the length of the room, making swift, vacuum-like strides across the hardwood. Loose floorboards were a gold-mine for kleptos with collections (not that Mum was a klepto, but if it walks like a duck and hides letters like a duck... maybe it’s a klepto duck). 

I didn’t hear any squeaking, so I dropped to my stomach—the first half of a burpee. I think that’s what they were called anyway—I’d watched an exercise video with Emma once and the psychotic instructor had ordered us to do twenty in quick succession. I think I made it to eight…. 

I scooted forward, my cotton t-shirt sliding against the hardwood. I banged on the floorboards—nothing. 

Next I went for the dresser. I came up empty-handed on the first five drawers, no false bottoms or hidden compartments. The very bottom drawer wouldn’t open at all. 

Maybe it’s just jammed , I thought. 

I yanked and pulled on the metal handle with everything I had. 

The entire dresser screeched a millimeter toward me. I lost my grip and fell back on my butt. 

Nope . I popped up. That’s definitely locked. 

I leaned forward on my knees and squinted at the drawer’s outer panel. I didn’t see anything at first, so I ran my palm along it slowly. The wood was perfectly smooth except for a single circular divot in the center. 

“And, by golly, she’s found it!” 

I’m not really sure who I was trying to imitate but I laughed at myself, all the same. 

The little keyhole was less than an inch in diameter, and invisible to anyone not touching it. Yep, the door was magically fortified. 

“You’re a sneaky one, Mum,” I said as I folded my legs beneath me and held out my palms, pressing them to the wood on either side of the keyhole. 

I muttered an incantation and a soft glow emanated from the keyhole. The light brightened, and expanded until the entire bottom drawer of the dresser had a hazy, eerie white light surrounding it. I focused and tried to bend my energy, waiting for the sharp clicking sound. But, no sound came and the light died. 

Yep , I thought. Magically fortified, and by a pretty strong charm too. 

A simple unlocking charm wouldn’t do, apparently. I searched the recesses of my mind for something stronger. An old enchantment popped into my head. It required a physical shift, which would mean more energy exhaustion once I was done. But Mum didn’t lock things away for no reason. 

The letters had to be in there. I readied myself for the stronger spell. 

“Treasures which you hide away, through the night, into the day, multitudes I long to own, take your secrets, make them known.” 

With a muted clack, the door swung open. It was stuffed. As in…

to the brim. The entire drawer was filled with sideways stacks of

envelopes. It looked more like a filing cabinet than a dresser drawer. Not wasting a second, I grabbed the first envelope and read the back. There was a return address with a zip code I didn’t recognize. 

After a moment’s hesitation, I ripped open the letter, breaking the red-wax seal. The paper was thick and white. It looked expensive. It was addressed to mom and written in calligraphy quality penmanship, with thick curlicues. It felt wrong to read it, but I couldn’t help myself from scanning the page. 

My dearest tempest, 

I am at a loss as to what to say to you. I have poured all that is left of me into these letters, and you still refuse to answer me. How can I ever make things right if you will not allow me the chance to explain myself? Do you have any pity for me at all? My heart has bled all these years I have been apart from you and Rowan. Please just tell me you both are alright? Please tell me about our daughter and the girl she is growing up to be. 

Please tell me anything, Bryn. Anything at all. 

Yours forever, 

Sinjin

He’d included a phone number which was printed in small scrawl at the bottom of the page, right below seven other potential means of getting back to him. It was oddly touching. I looked at the drawer. There were just so many of them. So many unanswered letters. As I sorted through them, I realized none of the envelopes had even been opened. She’d just… just shoved them into this drawer to be dealt with later. And later had never come. 

I wasn’t sure how to feel. Angry towards my mum for not even giving Dad a chance? Or maybe she had it right and he didn’t deserve a chance. If what Mum had said was true and Dad had traded me for Aunt Jolie…

I had so many questions... I couldn’t read just one letter, not when others might have the answers to some of the questions plaguing my mind. 

I slid the first letter back into place, resealing the wax with a hasty heating charm and plucked another from the drawer, randomly selected. It was dated three years later than the other. Mum’s name was written lovingly on the front. Trying to preserve the seal, I slit the top of the envelope open with my pinky. 

Dearest Bryn, 

I am in agony. You have ripped my heart out. I know you hate me. 

I know it, and it kills me, but I do not have any hate to lean on. Only the loss of you and our lovely daughter, and this pain

is killing me. You are a necessity to me, Bete Noire. And without you, I cannot go on. Not when I have known true happiness. 

I long for your touch. Every night I lie awake and I burn. I imagine your body beneath…

Nope. Nope, nope, nope. 

I shoved the letter back in its envelope and flicked through the rest. The first hundred or so were addressed to Mum, all unopened, all unanswered. 

At the back of the drawer was another stack of envelopes, all bound together with a hastily tied bow. And they were addressed to me. 

For some reason, I paused after pulling the wad of envelopes out. 

They were all addressed to me, yes, but somehow I had a harder time thinking of opening them than Mum’s. After all these years, I wondered what Dad had to say to me. 

And she’d kept them all from me. Mum had never told me Dad had ever sent me letters. She’d just hidden them here, the same as the letters addressed to her. She’d never even given me the option to read them or respond. She’d taken the choice away from me. 

And I was angry about that. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t her choice to make. 

Maybe she was going to give them to you at some point, I argued with myself. Why else would she have kept them all this time? 

Deciding to give Mum the benefit of the doubt, I tore open one of Dad’s letters. I didn’t bother to read it. Instead, I spotted the phone number at the bottom of the page and reaching into my pocket, I pulled out my mobile. 

And I dialed Dad’s phone number. 

“Sinclair,” he answered after the third ring. 

And it was strange to hear his voice. For the first time ever. 

The dark, rich tone on the end of the line was foreign to me, of course, and yet somehow it was also familiar. 

I opened my mouth, trying to say something, trying to will words to form on my tongue but nothing happened. 

“This is Sinjin, how many I help you?” he said, sounding more impatient this time. 

Unable to think of anything else, heart pounding in my ears, I said, “Hi… Dad.” 

There was silence on the other line. And my heart started pounding in earnest, feeling like it was going to beat right through my ribs. 

“Rowan?” 

His voice sounded pained, deeply. And yet, there was a note of something else there—hope. I felt tears starting in my eyes. 

“Hi… Dad.” 

“Rowan,” he repeated my name and then he laughed and the sound was the most wonderful sound I’d ever heard. Deep and so… happy. 

“Is it really you?” 

“Yes,” I answered immediately. “It’s really me.” 

“How are you?” he began and then made a strange sound and I imagined him shaking his head on the other line as he sought the right words. “No, that is entirely too… mundane a question to ask you. Tell me about you… I have… my god, Rowan, I have missed you so much.” And then a quick pause. “Are you well, Rowan… is your mother… is she alright?” 

“I need a favor,” I said quickly, my nervousness taking the reins. I was about to apologize for being rude, to ask how he’d been, to ask where he was, what his life was like, but before I could, he simply said, 

“Of course. Anything.” 

And then I wasn’t sure where to start. I wasn’t sure what to say next or how. There was a long beat of silence. 

“Rowan, is everything okay?” 

“No, er yes…” I sighed. “Erm, I don’t know.” 

“Can you start from the beginning?” 

I nodded. “Mum went on a trip to… to Faery.” 

And there was a deep and long inhalation of air on the other end of the line. And that’s when I realized my instincts were spot on

—Mum going to Faery wasn’t a good thing. Dad’s reaction was proof enough. 

“Why did she go there?” he asked. 

“She said she had to visit an old friend.” 

“Did she say why?” Dad asked. 

“No, but I have this bad feeling and I was… I was worried about her which is why I… called you.” And then I thought of all the

letters he’d sent me, all of them unopened, all shoved into this dresser drawer. “Dad, I never knew about the letters you sent me. 

Mum kept them all hidden.” 

“Rowan, it’s okay,” he said and there was a smile in his voice. 

“And your mother is going to be perfectly safe,” he said, his voice strong and reassuring. I thought it a little odd he didn’t sound surprised. 

“How do you know that?” I asked. 

“Because I have made it my mission in life to ensure that you and your mother are always well,” he answered. I didn’t fully understand what he meant, but I took his word for it, all the same. I wasn’t sure why. 

“Will you go after her to make sure she’s okay?” I asked. 

“I have already packed my bag, my dear,” he said. 

“But, how did you…” 

“Ears and eyes in many places,” he interrupted with a chuckle. 

“Then you knew?” 

“I did.” 

“Dad,” I started and it felt so good to call him that. I’d wanted to talk to him for so long, to ask him one question that had been burning me since Mum had explained what happened all those years ago. I couldn’t possibly wait another second without bursting. 

“Yes?” 

I took a deep breath. “Is it true that Aunt Jolie’s death was your fault?” I asked. 

The silence on the other line was deafening. In reality, it was probably somewhere between one and three seconds. But it felt like a whole miserable eternity, a black hole of nothingness, just crippling doubt. 

“Yes and no,” he answered. 

I didn’t understand. What kind of an answer was that? 

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. “What… what does that mean?” 

“It means the Fir Darrig tricked me,” he answered. 

“How?” I remembered the Fir Darrig—Mum had explained it was a creature of the Unseelie Fae—a creature that had kidnapped me when I was just a babe. 

“The Fir Darrig made a deal with me when your mother and I retrieved you from Faery.” 

My heart continued to pound in my chest, echoing in my ears. 

“What was the deal?” 

“That in return for freeing you, it would come for one of your blood line whenever it so chose.” He paused for a moment. “And when I agreed to this deal, I believed it was referring to me. I had offered myself in return for you and the Fir Darrig agreed. 

But, in actuality, it had agreed to a different arrangement, altogether.” 

“It came for Aunt Jolie.” 

“Yes,” he answered and I could hear the truth in his words. 

“And mom believed you made the deal with the Fir Darrig for Jolie, that you knew it would come for her.” 

“Yes, that is what your mother believes.” 

“And it wasn’t true. It was never true.” The tears started to roll from my eyes in earnest now. 

“No, that was never true, Rowan,” Dad said. “I would never have risked Jolie’s life. I was her protector, just as much as I was your mother’s protector and yours.” 

My heart could’ve burst with relief. 

“I knew you weren’t responsible,” I said. My voice wasn’t as small as before. For a few seconds, I was actually too glad to be nervous. 

We were silent again. A door opened after a while. Someone yelled

“Sinclair!” in the distance. 

My dad must’ve lowered the phone, so I wouldn’t hear what was going on but I could still make out the fast, frantic voices in the background. 

“Rowan, I apologize profusely, but I have to go now,” he said. 

“Dad, is everything alright?” 

“I am not quite certain, my dear,” he answered as it sounded like things were happening in the background. “I do have your phone number though and I will call you again as soon as I am able.” 

“After you go after Mum?” 

“Yes, quite so, my dear. After I locate your mother and ensure her safety, you will hear from me.” 

It sounded like there was an explosion in the background. 

“Goodbye, Rowan,” Dad called out. 

I said goodbye and then was greeted with the beep beep beep of the call disconnecting. I kept the phone against my ear for another few seconds. 

THREE

EMMA

“I can’t believe Clark asked you out again!” Jupiter squealed. 

“Not so loud,” I said, giggling through the words despite myself. 

“I don’t want Ellenora to hear you and wig out again—under the radar is where I need to be right now.” 

Not that I was afraid of Ellenora, but I wasn’t exactly someone who encouraged confrontation. 

“Well,” she said slyly to Kevin, elbowing him in the ribs as he pulled away in mock pain, never taking his eyes off his cell phone. “If Emma’s gonna be ‘under the radar’ at least she’s gonna be under there with Clark!” 

Kevin pointed to himself without looking up from his phone. “See this face? This is the choir, and you are preaching to it.” 

“Guys, you are making way too much of this,” I objected. 

Jupiter laughed at me. “The lady doth protest too much, methinks.” 

I frowned at her. “Okay, Hamlet.” 

“Actually the line is spoken by Queen Gertrude in response to the insincere overacting within a play created by Hamlet to prove his uncle’s guilt in the murder of his father.” 

“File that under ‘who gives a shit?’” Kevin said, his eyes still on his phone. 

I laughed and shook my head. “Clark and I went to the dance together, and it was…” The memory of Stone buzzed around my peripheries. I shook my head, trying to refocus. “The dance was great,” I finished lamely. “But Clark asking me to get coffee with him after class isn’t a big deal. It’s hardly a marriage proposal.” 

Kevin turned to me, apparently finding whatever he was about to say important enough to warrant eye contact. “In all seriousness, Emma, this is the social development of the century,” he started, eyebrows reaching for the ceiling. “A dance date can be a one-

off. No one wants to show up to a formal alone, but a coffee date? That is a boyfriend waiting to happen.” 

“I think you’re being a little presumptuous.” I was trying to be mature, not get too excited about any possibilities before I knew how Clark felt about me, but I had to admit, the idea did send happy little butterflies flying around my stomach. 

All of a sudden, the giddy feeling turned slightly cold. I knew whatever was transpiring between Clark and me couldn’t be simple, not with everyone’s eyes on us. Not with Ellenora and her vengeful streak. And, certainly not to mention the Stone of it all. 

Speaking of…

Is he looking at me? I wondered. I kept my eyes on my desk, but I felt Stone’s presence, all the same. After a moment, I cracked under the curiosity, glancing up through hooded eyes. 

Ugh! Stone really was just like the sun. 

I knew I shouldn’t look—the light was too much, too painful—but I couldn’t help it. He drew me in. His back was turned when I looked up. He ran his hand through his hair, started to turn around. My attention snapped immediately back to Kevin. 

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, Em, but Clark is a pretty big deal at this school.” Kevin waggled his eyebrows suggestively. 

Thankfully, he hadn’t noticed me staring at Stone. “You can try to lay low all you want, but I’m pretty sure everyone and their mother’s sister’s boyfriend’s cousin’s goldfish…” 

“I get it.” I held up a frustrated hand. “Everyone everywhere already knows! You’re probably right, but that doesn’t mean I want to start drama.” And yet drama seemed to follow me like a swarm of moths around my head. 

“Drama for who? Ellenora?” Jupiter asked, her voice incredulous. 

Kevin answered my nod with “Are you actually insane? Like certifiably certifiable?” 

“I just don’t want anyone to get hurt,” I started, shaking my head. I just felt… overwhelmed and I couldn’t explain why. “This romantic stuff is complicated enough; there’s no reason to petty…

“No reason!” Jupiter burst out. “Are you forgetting the Bitch Quarters Ellenora put on your door?” 

“I’m not saying she’s my favorite person in the world. I just…” I sighed. “As awful as she is, Ellenora was with Clark for a really long time. It can’t be easy for her to hear about him going out with someone else…” 

“Question!” Jupiter started, brushing back her sparkly purple bangs. “When you say ‘go out’, do you mean, like, you guys are going out or just, like, ‘going out’ to the alley behind the green house with no strings attached and just going at it like a couple of recently paroled baboons?” 

Kevin and Jupiter stared at me. 

Wait... I thought to myself, unblinkingly. Are they seriously expecting me to give an answer? 

It was such a ludicrous question, I almost laughed out loud. But I managed to tamp the urge down. As insane as it sounded, the concern was coming from a good place. My friends were weirdos, but they’d always been weirdos who cared—really the best kind of weirdo there is. 

“Is neither an option?” I asked. 

Jupiter gasped and grabbed my forearm. Her eyes went wide. “Wait a sec, are you saying you don’t want to be Clark’s girlfriend? 

That’d be a hot take for the ages.” 

“Real talk,” Kevin beckoned me closer with a lithe flick of his wrist. 

I obligingly leaned in his direction. 

“Let me enrich the question with a luscious hypothetical: You go to the dance with Clark, dressed to the mother-effing nines in an illusion-magicked Kevin-Anderzaak original, you have a magical time…” 

“This isn’t hypothetical,” I said. “That’s actually what happened…” 

“I’m getting to the hypothetical part,” he said, rolling his eyes. “After that magical night, he asks you out for coffee.” 

“Still not hypothetical,” Jupe chimed in. Kevin held up a finger and made the face that meant patience, ladies . 

“Now…” Kevin brought his hand together with a muted clap, then placing it thoughtfully under his chin. “You two are at the coffee shop, sipping macchiatos, discussing art and culture, and all the finer things in life when, suddenly, Clark reaches over, takes your hand, looks deep into your eyes, and then, against all odds, the Casting Captain Golden Boy Clark effing Kirkwood asks you to go steady with him.” Kevin raised his eyebrows skeptically. “Under these hypothetical circumstances, are you saying you wouldn’t say yes ?” 

“I’m not saying anything,” I said, holding up my hands in surrender. “Clark and I went to the dance together. After class, we’re getting coffee. For right now, that’s all we’re doing.” 

Jupiter nodded, apparently placated enough—Kevin, not so much. 

He made a second’s worth of sour face and folded his arms across his chest. 

“All right, then.” He smirked, looking slyly sideways. “Keep your secrets. But the second there’s a new development in Clark-land, I better see the group chat lighting the eff up!” 

I made a cross over my heart. “Scout’s honor.” 

“Kevin,” Jupiter laughed and rolled her eyes. “Your mom isn’t here, and you aren’t in Missouri. It’s okay to say fuck .” She whispered the word like a secret and waggled her hands in a spooky motion she named “ghost fingers.” 

Kevin rolled his eyes back. 

“Maybe it’s okay for you , but my ears, madame, are not a toilet.” 

“You’re every mother’s dream, Kev,” I said. 

“I’m a man of many talents.” 

The door swung open, and Kevin swiveled around. 

“Speaking of which...” He looked mischievously between me and Jupiter. He nodded back, and we turned to see Stone walking down the steps to the center of the room. 

Jupiter looked back to her notes, not particularly interested in Stone as a specimen. But Kevin took a second to look away. Almost as long as I did.... 

“Hot damn that man is fine,” Kevin said. 

I concurred. But I said nothing. Instead, I groaned. Somewhat involuntarily. 

“We can’t help it, Emma,” Jupiter said, apparently believing the groan had everything to do with their snooping and nothing to do with the fact that Stone Draper was by far the sexiest man I’d ever seen. 

“It’s okay, Jupe,” I said. 

She wiggled a little in her seat, restless with excitement held in a tight leash. “It’s just so exciting! And romantic!” 

I was starting to get a little annoyed with Kevin and Jupiter’s prying, but then I stopped. I tried to think through the situation from their perspective. A good exercise in times of mild annoyance with the ones we love. 

To their credit, we three had considered ourselves a perma-single friend group for some time (all our documented time up until this very week, actually). It was true what Kevin said about flying under the radar: Clark was the talk of the town on quiet days. 

There was no sidestepping the spotlight with him on your arm. 

Still, it was different when the scrutiny came from my friends instead of strangers. The stakes seemed oddly higher To them, Clark and I were not only breaking news; we were the whole damn paper. 

“And the way he asked you!” Jupiter squealed. “With the water lilies! Agh!” Jupiter threw her hand over her heart and swooned, falling into her seat. Her elbow clunked against the desk. She winced, but the mooney twinkle didn’t leave her eyes. “It’s just so romantic!” 

“Disgustingly romantic,” Kevin chimed in. “Like, I’m having trouble keeping my breakfast down. That’s how disgustingly romantic it is! I’m gonna be up all night fashioning the color story for your dress—I’m thinking Grecian moon princess, blue for your drop dead gorgeous...” 

“Ooh, fun!” Jupiter perked up, leaning over to Kevin. “What’s my color story gonna be?” 

Kevin didn’t have the chance to respond because Stone’s voice boomed out from the center of the classroom. 

“Memory is the foundation of our lives,” he said, hands clasped behind his tweed jacket as he paced in front of the class. “What we choose to remember, what we unknowingly forget, these cornerstone experiences that stay with us after the moment’s gone…” Our eyes locked for a second, and his gaze hovered. Was he remembering our kiss too? 

You’re imagining things , I told myself. But even as the weak defense formed in my head, I caught myself wishing he would look back. Stop it! He’s your teacher! Nothing… romantic can happen! 

I looked at my desk, tried to make my expression stern, and looked back up. Stone was even better looking this time. 

God, I’m an idiot. 

“Your homework, as you recall, was to memorize the incantation on page 567,” he said. “Today, we put the thing to work. Who wants to go first?” 

We all stared blankly. 

“Uh... Professor Draper?” Marlene McGillicutty pushed her glasses up with her unraised hand. “We’ve never practiced cognitive manipulation spells before.” 

“So?” Stone asked. 

The boy next to her raised his hand too. “I think she means we might fuck up each other’s brains, sir,” he said. 

We all murmured our agreement. 

“Yeah, I don’t know about that,” one of the casting guys said. “I know Seth didn’t practice for shit, so he’s not doing any brain spells on me!” 

“I did practice, asshole!” Seth said, his heavy forehead creased. 

“Class,” Stone said, a knowing look on his face. “I share your concerns. You are all very capable young witches and warlocks, no doubt, but I agree, it would be careless and reckless to have you all mucking about in each other’s brains so early in the semester.” 

“So…” Jupiter mused loudly. “Who do we practice on? Our imaginary friends?” 

“Simple,” he said. “You practice on me.” 

My eyes went a little wide. Kevin and I exchanged a nervous glance, and the rest of the class seemed equally unnerved. Everyone was quiet. 

“But what if we fuck up your brain?” Seth asked and the class all nodded, clearly thinking it a fair point. 

Stone waved off their concern. 

“I’ve gotten plenty of use out of my brain already,” he said with the most handsomely boyish charming smile I’d ever seen. “So, who wants to go first? Miss McGillicutty?” 

She nervously stepped out of her chair and walked to the front of the classroom. 

“Wh… what do I do?” 

“The spell,” Stone said simply. 

She frowned and looked like she was ready to cry. “But... what should I make you forget?” 

Stone shrugged. “Whatever you like. My name, my age, the members of the Spice Girls…” 

“You know the members of the Spice Girls?” Jupiter asked, frowning. 

The class laughed and Stone treated us to a mischievous grin. “I do indeed, but perhaps, not for long. I leave that to your discretion.” 

Marlene thought for a second, then lifted her hands to Stone’s temples. She muttered the spell, but she said it way too fast and Stone told her to try it again, this time slower. So she did and her magic passed into him. You could see it. It was like this mist of white dust that seemed to hesitate around his head before it disappeared into either of his ears. After a moment, she backed away and looked at him questioningly. 

“Go ahead,” he said. “Test your handiwork.” 

“Okay,” she said. “Who wrote the song Wannabe ?” 

“Oh, that was…” Stone’s eyes went searching, his face blank in focus. The look was replaced by an encouraging grin. 

“Can you remember?” she asked him. 

He closed his eyes and scrunched them up tightly. And then tapped his fingers on one of his thighs. Then he opened his eyes again and smiled. “Well done, Miss McGillicutty,” he said. “It appears I’ve forgotten.” 

Marlene looked incredibly proud of herself and I was happy for her. In general, she tended to be a quiet person who was smart but overlooked. It was good to see her shine. 

The class applauded and laughed. We were all in the spirit of it now. James volunteered next; he made Stone forget who Tom Hanks was. After that, Jupiter went up and made him forget what to call the color yellow. Almost everyone made Stone forget some hilarious trivia by the time he got to me. 

And once his jovial eyes landed on mine, I felt like I wanted to barf. Not sure why. 

“Miss Balfour?” Stone said, looking at me like we were the only two people in the room. I swallowed hard. 

“Yes?” 

“It would appear it’s your turn.” 

I nodded and walked down the steps slower than a turtle. My heart was hammering in my chest and I was starting to feel dizzy which made zero sense. There was just… something about Stone. About the way he made me feel. About the way he felt when our lips touched. 

“Miss Balfour,” he said, eyebrows drawn. “What do you wish for me to forget?” There was weight behind his words, and in his eyes. I wondered if anyone else noticed there was more behind his

question than could be taken at face value, but I couldn’t look away from him to check. I was trapped in his gaze. 

“Anything you want gone from my mind, now’s the time to clean the slate,” Stone said. 

I realized what he was offering—that I could wipe our kiss from his mind. He was letting me off the hook. Clearly, neither of us had forgotten it, but now, if I wanted to, I could make it as though it had never happened. And maybe Stone would offer to clean my own mind of the memory. 

To clean the slate... I thought about Clark. I liked Clark… a lot. He was cute, smart, funny, my same age… Clark was the logical choice. A few months ago, before Stone had ever come into my life, I would have jumped at the chance to date Clark. He was like the dream guy all the girls wished they could date. 

So, yes, dating Clark was the smart thing to do. And that meant getting that kiss out of Stone’s mind and out of mine was also the smart thing to do. And not only the kiss, but the feelings that went along with it. We could each wipe those feelings away and get on with our lives. So what if Stone smiled like sunshine and made my heart punch through my chest? He was my teacher. My teacher . 

Sure, he looked young, but it didn’t change anything. Stone and me… just... wasn’t possible. The thought deflated me. 

“You’ll have to touch me,” Stone offered. I nodded, remembering the way Marlene had touched his temples. I did the same. But my fingers brushed across his cheeks on the way to his temples and I swear he inhaled when they did. 

Or maybe I’d just imagined it. 

“Do you have the memory in mind?” he asked. 

I nodded. 

There was something in his eyes that I couldn’t place. An expression of… hope? But to what end? Hope that I would remove the memory? Hope that I wouldn’t? 

I touched Stone’s face and reached for the memory of our kiss. 

It swept me in like a current. 

I was there at the dance, but I was looking at myself from a foot above. There was an overwhelming feeling of longing, fondness, admiration, lust... The feelings Stone felt that night surged through me. These were… his feelings towards me. And I couldn’t believe he was allowing me access to them. He was showing me exactly what and how he felt about me. 

Then, the memory Stone leaned in. Our bodies pressed together, our lips touched and all hell broke loose. I felt everything so strongly. Almost as if they weren’t feelings but facts, tangible things I could cling to. I saw him kiss me, feeling his sensations rather than my own. 

When he kissed me, the ember of his emotion turned to a raging fire. For reasons I couldn’t understand, I found myself—in the current moment—wanting to burn with him. 

At the very last moment, just before my magic ran out, I latched onto a different memory—one of Stone talking to Professor Gazor in the faculty room. Something about Stone not giving his classes enough homework. It was a memory that, on the surface, seemed safe enough to delete. Not to mention I didn’t want any more homework! 

I took a deep breath and recited the spell, simple and straight to the point. 

When the last word left my mouth, I stepped away and dropped my fingers from his temples. 

“Well, Miss Balfour?” A twinkle came into Stone’s eyes. I hadn’t made him forget our kiss, because deep down, I didn’t want him to forget it. And now he was well aware of that fact. And he was grinning. 

The tension between us was so thick, it could’ve been cut with a knife. Not having one handy, I cut it with a question:

“Who was the first president of the United States?” I asked, wanting to cover up the fact that the rest of the class might have thought this whole exchange between us was odd. 

Half Stone’s mouth turned up, but he caught himself and returned to his confident, care-free self in a matter of seconds. 

“I haven’t the foggiest.” 

#

“Hey, Rowan, what’s going on?” I asked. 

“Um... well, I’m not too sure exactly…” She sounded worried. When I asked her why, she mumbled to herself a bit more before answering. “I just…um… I just talked to… my dad.” 

“What?” I was so surprised I almost dropped the phone. Uncle Sinjin wasn’t a subject I’d heard in a long time. “Why? I mean…

how did you get in touch with him? When did you?” 

“I found his number in one of the letters he sent,” she said, sounding pretty casual, all things considered. 

“One of the letters he sent?” I repeated, at a total loss. 

“Oh, right, you don’t know about those…” 

“No,” I started. 

“So, Dad has been sending Mum letters for like ever and she never opened them but, instead, she shoved them into one of her drawers. And I managed to find her… stash.” 

“Which I’m sure she’s not happy about...” 

“Well, she doesn’t exactly know that yet…” Rowan said. 

“But you’re going to tell her…” 

“Eventually but that’s part of the reason I called Dad.” 

“What is part of the reason you called Uncle Sinjin?” 

She paused and I could hear the gears working in her brain. “I was worried about Mum, and I didn’t know who else to call, so….” 

“Why were you worried about Aunt Bryn?” I asked, feeling like there was a whole load of shit she wasn’t telling me. 

“She said she had to go to Faery to go see an old friend and it just… seemed weird to me. So I called Dad to tell him where she’d gone and that I was worried about her.” 

“And how’d it go?” I asked, putting aside the fact that Aunt Bryn had traveled to Faery to see an old friend. It sounded weird to me too because Aunt Bryn hadn’t left Kinloch Kirk for as long as I could remember. “What’s your dad like?” 

“He’s great,” Rowan said, sounding a little distracted. “He said he’d make sure Mum was protected wherever she went.” 

“That’s a relief,” I said. “What more do you know about this mysterious trip she took?” 

“That’s it. I just thought it sounded weird.” 

“It does sound weird.” 

“But I feel way better knowing Dad is going to make sure she’s okay.” 

“Is he going after her?” 

“I think so?” 

My feelings about Sinjin were complicated, but I wanted Aunt Bryn protected as much as Rowan did. Besides, I knew what it was like to live without a dad—I mean, I had one but he was so absentee, 

it seemed like I didn’t. If Uncle Sinjin could take away some of that pain for Rowan, I wasn’t going to stand in the way. 

“There’s something else,” Rowan said. 

“Something else?” 

“Yeah…” 

“Okay…” 

She cleared her throat. “I overheard Mathilda on the phone; I think she was talking to Mercedes... but, anyway, she said she thinks Mum might be going crazy.” 

“Going crazy?” I repeated, shaking my head. “That doesn’t sound like Mathilda.” 

“I’m paraphrasing,” Rowan said and there was a shrug in her voice. “She basically said that…” And then there was silence for a few seconds. 

“What Rowan?” 

She exhaled sharply. I could practically see her nervously chewing her bottom lip. “I don’t know if I should say.” 

“Oh my God, Rowan, I’m going to come through the phone and wring your neck in a minute,” I said with a laugh, slowing my walk to a halt near an oak on the quad. She laughed. “Spit it out.” 

Rowan took a slower, deeper breath, and said, “Mum thinks… Jolie is still alive.” 

I was sure I misheard her. My heart started pounding. “What?” 

Rowan didn’t miss a beat. “On the phone, Mathilda was saying that Mum went on her trip to find Jolie.” 

“In Faery?” 

“Yeah, that’s what I gathered.” 

“Um, why does Aunt Bryn think my mom is alive?” 

“Apparently she got this idea in her head that Jolie was trapped somewhere. From like a dream or something and Mum set out to find her.” 

“But you said she was visiting an old friend!” 

“Well, that’s what Mum told me and even though I can’t believe she’d lie, I’m wondering if that whole bit was a lie, you know? 

But I also know Mum’s not crazy.” 

“No, she’s never struck me as even remotely crazy.” 

“Then is Mathilda wrong, do you think? What if… what if it’s true…” 

“And my mom is really alive?” My voice was tight, strained. I tried to cough some normalcy back into it. “I just… I don’t see how it could possibly be true.” 

“Why?” 

I felt my heart drop. “My mom’s been dead for a decade, Rowan, why would Aunt Bryn suddenly decide…” I shook my head. I sighed. 

I could hear my body shaking in my breath; the exhale had a tense vibration I’d never heard before—my shock was swiftly turning to anger. 

“I’m just telling you what I know,” Rowan said. 

My heart sped up. I was hit with the inexplicable urge to throw my phone across the quad and run in the other direction. My stomach was uneasy. A hollow bubble, starting small in my chest, expanded as Rowan spoke. The sudden rush of emptiness was crushing. I recognized the feeling as grief, a palpable sorrow, but I had no idea what to do about getting rid of it. 

As if completely oblivious, Rowan kept telling me details of Mathilda’s phone call. She wasn’t sure it was Mercedes on the other end. We hadn’t seen the prophetess in years. Most of my memories of the woman came from pictures, but I knew she and Mathilda had been close, and Mathilda was always careful with the company she kept. That’s what Rowan’s theory hinged on. 

“It’s crazy to think about, but…” Rowan started. “I don’t know. 

Maybe it’s possible! Wouldn’t that be amazing? If your mum was actually alive?” 

“Rowan,” I’d never wanted anyone to stop talking so much in my life. But when Ro needed to get something off her mind, she was un-fucking-stoppable. 

“Hear me out,” she interrupted. 

“I’m listening.” 

“Okay, so I found this book in my mom’s room; I recognized it from Mathilda’s bookshelf…” 

“What book?” 

“It was all about this place called The Abyss,” Rowan answered. 

“I think Mum was doing, like, research. What if Mum is onto something… What if your mum really is alive and she’s stuck in some horrible place and my mum went after her? What if your mother really is out there, Emma?” 

Words tumbled out of her mouth, a never ending waterfall. She talked faster and faster, her voice crashing down and trapping me against the rocks, crushing me between the water’s weight and the stone’s hard surface. 

“It just doesn’t make any sense!” I burst out, feeling the dam inside me finally crumbling. A blissful second of silence from the other end—I capitalized. “I mean… why now? Even if it’s true, which it isn’t because it is impossible, why would my mom wait all this time to contact Aunt Bryn?” I shook my head as any hope I’d felt deflated out of me. “No. No, Rowan. I’m sorry, but it doesn’t add up. It’s gotta be in Aunt Bryn’s head; grief does strange things to people, you know.” 

My dad’s face appeared behind my eyelids. That split second left a heavy sinking feeling in my gut. He hadn’t always been the way he was now. I could remember a time before Mom died, when Dad was so different. When he loved me…

Rowan’s voice was softer when she spoke again. “Well, Mathilda thinks Mum just needs to get the idea out of her system,” Rowan slowed down for a moment. “Mathilda told Mercedes...” Rowan paused like she was figuring out what to say. “That she thinks Bryn is ‘mad with grief’ that’s been building up for too long.” 

“And... you don’t think that’s true?” My voice was flat as a prairie, and getting icier by the second. 

“I don’t know what to think,” Rowan admitted. “I don’t know to believe. I guess I just thought… you should know.” 

I was quiet, trying to focus on the sound of my own heart, anything to steady my breathing. 

“Emma are you, okay?” 

“I... I don’t know.” I swallowed hard. “But, I have to get going. 

I have a class I need… to get to.” It was a lie but I needed to be alone. I needed time to think and process. 

“Emma, I…” 

“I gotta run. I’ll talk to you later, Rowan.” I hung up, shoved the phone in my pocket and practically stormed across the quad. 

So many emotions were swirling around inside me, emotions that had no place to go. 

I was worried about Aunt Bryn and why she thought my mom was possibly alive. 

But mostly, I was angry. 

Angry that Rowan had reopened an old wound. Angry that Aunt Bryn kept her struggles with grief a secret—always so strong, standing alone, protecting me and Rowan from anything and everything. 

But, above everything else, I was mad at myself for believing—

just for a second—that maybe it was possible. That maybe my mom was alive. 

It wasn’t possible though. 

The thought left me cold, almost like I’d lost my mother all over again. 

FOUR

SINJIN

“Sinclair!” 

It was Teri’s voice, calling for me from the corridor, although at first I barely heard it, or recognized the panic in her tone. 

It intruded rudely into the first conversation I had had with my daughter in ten years and I could have happily strangled Teri for interrupting. 

On the other hand, Teri was not a woman who panicked. She was a professional undercover agent, and professional undercover agents who panic easily have the life expectancy of cream cheese in an incinerator. 

That is quite a fitting comparison, if I do say so myself. 

Regardless, if Teri was panicking, then it meant something was genuinely wrong. Blast and blast again. Why did whatever was going wrong have to be doing so now? Nothing ever happened on this damn ship, yet on the one day… at the one time…

I was about to yell at her that whatever it was could wait, in order to return to my conversation with Rowan, when my door burst open! The gall! Teri stampeded in. Just the look on her face told me this was not something I could brush off. 

“Sinjin, we’re under attack.” 

“Under a…” Damn it all to hell. I held the phone back to my mouth and made my apologies to my darling daughter. 

The pause from the other end of the line seemed endless to me. 

“Yeah. I’ll call you back.” Was that uncertainty I heard in her voice? Or might it be emotion? 

“Goodbye, Rowan.” 

“Goodbye… Dad.” 

In my life I have stood before monsters and demi-gods without a tremor, but hearing my daughter call me ‘Dad’ again was enough to break me. Truly, it was only owing to the presence of Teri that

stopped me from collapsing into an undignified puddle of tears. 

Instead, I rounded on her, my face as stern as I could make it. 

“Teri, the damned boat better be on fire.” 

Teri met my gaze. “It might be. I don’t know what the hell is going on up there. But you need to come with me and you need to come now.” 

I followed her. Perhaps it was good I had something to do, some immediate crisis to attend to that would stop me from picking apart the conversation with Rowan. So many thoughts and emotions whirling around in my brain. It was quite uncomfortable, to say the least. 

“Sinjin, are you smiling?” 

I had not realized I was. “I will explain later.” 

We burst onto the deck. 

“Well?” I asked in acid tones, after a few moments of standing in silence. 

“Listen,” said Teri. 

I heard nothing. But that, in itself, was unusual on the party boat. Usually it was anything but silence that rang through the air. Still, this did not seem like a ‘can’t wait another second’

crisis! I was about to rebuke the bloody twit when…

“What was that?” she asked. 

Something had passed behind us. I caught a glimpse of movement from the corner of my eye and there was a sound of rushing air. 

Teri was correct. Something was out there, and whatever it was, it was moving damn fast. I turned slowly about, my vampire eyes cutting through the dark of night, searching. 

From nowhere, I was hit—hard enough to knock me to the ground as screeching laughter echoed in my ears. A half-second later, clawed fingers gripped my shoulders. Twisting over onto my back, I kicked up, but my attacker was already gone, soaring up into the night in a flash of violent pink. 

Pink? 

Blast! 

The Vryloka were said to have pink skin and to fly on wands of witch hazel. 

Bloody hell. Bloody Shit. Bloody fuck. 

Teri was at my side, helping me up. “What the hell was that? It had red hair.” 

“I feel the pressing urge to retort with a comment about step-children of the same hair color.” 

“Don’t,” Teri said, frowning at me. “Just tell me what it was.” 

“I believe it was one of the Vryloka.” 

Her mouth dropped open, quite uncomely. “I thought they were just a myth?” 

“They seem to think otherwise.” 

I had not told many people about Laucian’s warning because I did not want to create panic amongst a crew that was ill-prepared to deal with it. Furthermore, I believed we were safe out here in the middle of the ocean. Yes, it was true: I had not taken the threat seriously. Something which had clearly been a colossal error on my part, and consequently, my fleet was unprepared and unprotected. 

“Get down.” I dragged Teri to the deck as a howling Vryloka swept down from the sky. We felt the air rush over us as it passed within inches of our bodies. 

Looking up, I could now see them high in the night sky. They were moving too quickly for me to count how many there were, twisting and turning, spinning and circling, and apparently enjoying all this very much, as if it were a grand night out. 

The attack had sent the majority of my vampire passengers scurrying for their cabins like the cowardly rats they were—that was my fault too. My vampires had grown too accustomed to a life of hedonistic decadence and now could, quite possibly, suffer the consequences. It was just as Laucian had pointed out. 

Blast it—I quite hate eating humble pie. 

The Vryloka continued to dive down at the open deck, threatening any who dared set foot on it. 

“I have had quite enough of this insolence!” I said as Teri looked at me in question. 

Over the years I have learnt to control my anger, but it is always there, boiling inside me, waiting for some release. Now seemed like a good time to release it. 

I stood up, unafraid. 

“Sinjin, what the fuck are you doing?” Teri yelled from behind me. 

“I am defending this sex ship,” I responded. 

A pair of the creatures sighted me and streaked towards me, fast enough to split the air, cackling wildly as they went, glad to find some new victim to play with. But I was not like the other vampires on this ship. 

I did not move as they flew towards me. I simply stood, watching their hell for leather approach. Then, just before they reached me, I sprang up fast to meet them , both hands out. I got the ankle of one and the throat of the other, dragging them down off their hazel wands, which went berserk for a few seconds, jumping erratically before clattering to the deck, their magic gone. With a thud, I brought the bodies of the two Vryloka to the deck. The one whose neck I held was dead on the instant as its neck had snapped. The other I swung back and forth until it was limp, at which time, I dumped it overboard. 

Teri watched me. “You always did have a temper.” 

“This is my ship,” I growled. My eyes were red, my fangs extended. “We need to warn the other ships.” 

“Too late for that.” Teri pointed. 

I followed her gaze and a cold shiver passed over my skin. Out across the water, I could see the two other ships of the Vampire Coalition, the Apuseni and the Calimani, the hulking shapes black against the deep blue of the night sky. But now they were haloed in red. The fleet was on fire. 

I spun around to Teri. “Raise the alarm.” 

“For what purpose? No one is prepared to fight, Sinjin…” 

I shushed her with a look. “I do not care if my people, my vampires , do not know how to fight, they are going to learn tonight.” They had all enjoyed the pleasures and privileges of the Vampire Coalition, and now they were going to have to earn them. 

Teri nodded. “What are you going to do?” 

“A little clay pigeon shooting.” 

As long as the Vryloka were up there, there was not much I could do about them. I needed to bring them down to my territory, where I had the advantage. I was not certain of the rules where killing Vryloka was concerned; they were a kind of vampire, but if memory served, it did not take a stake through the heart to kill them. 

After all, they were living vampires, which took away one of the key things that made a vampire a vampire. Furthermore, it stood to reason that if they were living, they could be killed by nice human things, like bullets, for example. 

And even if the Vryloka were not able to be killed by bullets or the like, similar to vampires, they were not invulnerable to pain. A vampire cannot be killed by an ordinary bullet, but it still hurts and can knock you on your arse. And when your arse is currently seated on a stick, sixty feet up in the air, being knocked on it is pretty damn serious. 

Thus, I did not care if the bullets killed the Vryloka, knocked them off their hazel wands, or just irritated them enough that they came down here to fight me, whatever got them out of the air and onto the ship was good enough for me. 

Busting into the bridge, I found the first mate, cowering in a corner. He was human so was probably not the Vryloka’s principal target, but he did not know that and I could not blame him for his fear. 

“What’s going on, Master Sinclair?” the poor man begged. 

“Have you got the keys to the gun cabinet?” 

The man tossed me the keys without further question and I unlocked the cabinet. 

I deplore fire arms as I deplore any weapon that makes killing easier. It should be difficult to take a life and when I fight a person, I like us to be on equal terms. Anything that negates the strength and fighting skills which I have spent several lifetimes honing seems like an unfair advantage. But, at times like these, only a gun will do, though I must confess to having little experience in using them. 

“Which of these will be the most use to someone not accustomed to aiming?” I asked the frightened first mate. 

“The shotgun. Scatters pellets.” 

“Thank you.” 

Though I was by no means an expert, my acquaintance with the country houses of England had at least taught me how to load, aim and shoot. Unfortunately, although I had been invited to numerous shooting parties, I was unable to attend as they never took place at night, so I had the theoretical knowledge but no practical experience. 

But, as they say; how hard could it be? 

Back on deck, and with a good supply of ammunition, I shouldered the weapon and aimed for the area in which the Vryloka were thickest. The kick of the gun as I fired both barrels was of little concern to a vampire, but the report of the weapon was deafening to my sensitive hearing and the world was temporarily reduced to a tinnitus whine. While it was worth it to see the consternation my firing caused amongst our attacker, I had not

managed to take any of them out. Instead, their speed increased and I could see the confusion and chaos as they tried to figure out what had happened. 

I wasted no time before reloading and firing again. I daresay that someone expert with the weapon could have done more damage, but I was happy enough to have caused anger and chaos. Two of the creatures peeled off and were heading my way. Good. Now to see if I could get the rest of them to follow. 

With quick fingers, I reloaded and raised the shotgun, pointing it at the Vryloka, which were now screaming towards me at high speed. Not even I could miss at this range. 

The one to the right took both barrels to the chest, flying backwards off its hazel wand. I could not tell if the blast had killed it, but if it had not, then falling into the sea would do the trick. Its companion kept coming at me, traveling even faster now, and I quickly swung the butt of the gun around to meet it with a satisfyingly bone-cracking noise. The Vryloka was lifted off its stick, its body somersaulting in the air before it landed awkwardly, its own momentum carrying it into the wall. I strode across to the body and casually snapped its neck, hoping the other Vryloka were watching. 

It seemed as if they were. The skies were no longer filled with dispersed Vryloka, frolicking and enjoying terrorizing the ships. 

Now they were massing. I steeled myself. I had got what I wanted: they were about to come for me. 

The first to reach me attacked as a trio and were more circumspect than the others had so far been. They had seen what had happened to their fellows and were not keen for the same fate to await them. In a way, the other vampires on the ships had done me a favor by running off the way they had, because the Vryloka had become complacent and assumed we would be a pushover. Now they were learning what a vampire could do if provoked. Of course, that meant they would come for me more furiously and they would not just want to kill me, they would want to turn me into one of their own. I could not blame them for that. Who would not want Sinjin Sinclair on their team? 

But, alas, I could not imagine myself as a ginger. 

The three Vryloka divided, trying to split my attention. But I had played this game for too many years to be fooled by such antics. With a lightning lunge, I grabbed one, yanking it off its stick and then hurled its body at one of the others, knocking him off, as well. I grabbed the hazel wand from the deck, where it had fallen, and threw it like a javelin, hitting the third of my attackers directly between the eyes and sending him tumbling backwards into the sea, far below. 

Their ability to fly gave the Vryloka a big advantage in attacking, but in the fight itself it made them ungainly. I did not have to beat them, all I had to do was unseat them and down they went. The other two were trying to get back up from the untidy heap in which they had landed. I did not give them the chance. 

“Sinjin?” Teri was back on deck. “You’ve got an army.” 

“Good. My gut tells me these bastards are not up for a battle. 

Show them a bit of fight-back and they run.” 

Teri nodded. “Got it.” 

“You take charge here.” 

“What? Why?” 

“I am going to the Apuseni.” This would be a hell of a lot easier if the fighting was centered on one ship, true. Furthermore, I did seem to be succeeding in drawing more of the Vryloka to the Carpathia, away from the other ships, but I could not just let two-thirds of my fleet burn. 

“Good luck.” 

For a moment I did wonder how the hazel wands worked and if just anyone could ride one, but I quickly came to the conclusion that attempting such was crazy and went for the speedboat instead. 

Bryn would have tried the hazel wand. But then Bryn could use magic. Though I tried to keep myself in the here and now, once I was in the speedboat and dashing across the waves towards the Apuseni, I suddenly found myself with a few minutes of respite between fight scenes and my mind immediately returned to the phone call earlier. 

Rowan had called me. 

I was still in shock regarding that fact. 

And she had sounded… genuinely pleased to speak to me! 

And I had been able to tell her the truth about Jolie’s disappearance—that I had not played the crowning role. The relief that confession had brought me… and Rowan had believed me! Yes, there was one person who believed in good ol’ Sinjin Sinclair. 

And that one person’s belief in me filled me with a vigor I had not felt in many long years. 

Yesterday I had not been certain if I would ever speak to my daughter again. A lot can change in twenty four hours. 

The sound of rushing air from above my head yanked me back to the here and now and I ducked as a Vryloka whipped over my head. 

Out here on the speedboat, I was suddenly very vulnerable, and the Vryloka seemed to have identified me as a possible threat—

which was quite accurate. The one that had attacked was now wheeling about for a second pass, and I could see more gathering to join it. 

At the back of the speedboat, I spotted a small anchor on a chain. It was more for show than any practical purpose in these deep waters, but it would do. Picking it up, I spun the anchor at the end of its chain, getting up a good head of steam as the Vryloka tore back towards me. Then I let go. The anchor smacked the Vryloka in the head and down it went. I reeled my new weapon back in and began to spin it again as the others circled in the air above me. 

“Come on then! Who else wants a piece of Sinjin Sinclair?!” 

Maybe it was crazy, but I was smiling again. Between Rowan’s call and the fight, I was actually having a pretty good night. Bad stuff was happening as well, but… I had missed this! I had missed the thrill of the blood pumping through my veins, the uncertainty of it all. I had missed the fight! 

Another Vryloka decided to try its luck. This one got the chain wrapped around its neck, strangling itself as its body was tugged off its stick. Now I had to stop to unwind the chain and the other creatures took advantage, diving down at me. On the narrow boat I had little room to maneuver, but I took them on, holding my ground as they tried to make me fall. They had already got the message that if they got too close, they were no match for me, and were now trying to off-balance me and send me overboard, where I would be less able to defend myself. 

Now, four of them leapt off their wands in mid-flight, landing on the boat and attacking me all at once. I fought them back, fists flying, fangs bared. One by one, I knocked them down, threw them overboard, broke their bones, until I was alone again. 

“Is that all that you’ve got?!” I roared at the sky. 

Let them come. I could take them. Now I had something to live for

—my beautiful daughter. And, yes, her stubborn and infuriating mother. 

Regardless, Sinjin Sinclair was back. 

FIVE

EMMA

The rushing river smelled like lilacs. I kept the phone to my ear with one hand while, with the other, I reached down to a cleft in the brook where moss covered a small mountain of wet rocks. I crawled out, over the stony ledge, and laid flat on my stomach, 

fishing my arm around to feel for the fuzzy tips of Gardosia leaves. 

“What do they look like again?” I asked. 

Rowan made a thoughtful sound. I readjusted the phone against my ear, tightening my grip. “It’s kind of like a heart-shape but with less of a dip in the middle. The leaf should be soft and variegated…” 

“Variegated? I need you to speak English please, Ro.” 

“Color-patterned,” she explained with a laugh. “There should be this white filmy stuff—like lines over the green part.” 

“Hold on.” I inched forward on the rocks, most of my torso leaning down toward the river. “I think I see them.” 

“Are they sort of bunched together like a bundle of twigs?” 

“Uh…” I squinted. “... yeah, I think so.” 

“That’s them!” Rowan squealed. “Get as many as you can! Be sure to leave at least one connected by the root—those should be a grayish brown. That way they can still germinate the next generation.” 

“Hold on…” My left hand struggled with the phone. I submerged my right up to my mid-bicep. “I... gah... Ro, I don’t think I can reach them with you on the phone. I’ll call you back when I get them, okay?” 

Rowan sighed but agreed, signing off with a quick, “Mind the roots!” 

I slid my phone into my back pocket. 

Salem was home to a lot of rare herbs. The well of magic left by the witch trials changed the entire environment of the city. 

Plants grew differently here, faster, and their effects—whether they were medicinal or psychedelic—were more potent. 

I’d been sending cuttings and uprooted plants home to Rowan since freshman year. She used them in potions and salves, sometimes adding them to charmed potpourri that Aunt Bryn placed around the house. She said the potpourri gave the house a more peaceful energy. Personally, Rowan’s potpourri made me feel like a meadow of wildflowers attacking me from inside my nostrils. But that probably just meant it was working—doing whatever it was she’d charmed it to do. 

My stretched arm went limp, sagging lazily in the water. I relaxed against the rock for a moment with a muted “Oof.” I needed a break from stretching. Getting these things wasn’t exactly easy. 

The patch of ‘variegated’ water flowers was just out of my reach. 

And every time I fished through the water, it changed the shape of the leaves as it moved, like glass in a haunted house. Which made figuring out just how far down the plant was even more difficult. 

If I roll up my sleeve to my shoulder I might be able to get it

, I thought. I shifted and felt the pull of my strap, its lowest buckle caught under my hip. But not without my messenger bag falling into the water. And Gilda wouldn’t exactly appreciate a cold bath at the moment. 

I crawled backwards, away from the lip of the water. Gently, I listed the strap of my messenger bag off my chest and hung it over a sturdy looking tree branch. Gilda, my familiar, slept peacefully inside. I tried to drop the bag softly, but it thumped against the tree trunk when I let go. 

“ Hsskhiss! ” Gilda poked her diamond shaped-head out of the flap. “ Gently, if you don’t mind! ” 

“Sorry, Gilda!” She didn’t have eyelids, so she couldn’t narrow her eyes. But I definitely felt her emerald orbs get more piercing for a second. She really wasn’t a morning person, er, snake. “It won’t happen again—pinky promise.” 

“ Forgiven ,” she said. “ In lieu of a pinky, I think I’ll go back to sleep .” 

“Dream of dead mice!” I said. “Or crickets—dealer’s choice.” 

The snake hissed her thanks, slithering back inside the bag. 

The bag bulked backed up as she coiled herself into the bottom. 

Her breath settled into a soft hissing snore. I turned reluctantly back to the river. 

“These better be some fucking top-shelf herbs,” I muttered, rolling my long-sleeve yellow shirt all the way up to my arm. 

I wasn’t particularly grossed out by river muck. 

Growing up with Rowan, I saw a lot of gross shit go into a lot of even grosser potions; my tolerance for disgustingness was pretty high. I was however, a little dubious about getting my hand snapped off by a camouflaged hob-turtle. They were enchanted offshoots of snapping turtles; big, sharp beaks, the ability to camouflage, and a taste for any and all kinds of flesh. They were endangered (thank God), but I still had a ridiculous fear of them. Some creepy crawlies were just too creepy and crawly to ignore. 

I flattened myself and plunged my bare arm into the river again. 

This time, I got the whole thing down to the mucky bottom. I almost had my hand around the stem when a branch snapped across

the river. My heart jerked and my head snapped up. For a split second, I was certain the turtles were coming to get me. 

I scanned the forest on the other side of the river. Approaching from a decent distance away, was a heavy set man in some kind of off-white uniform. Almost like an orderly’s outfit. 

“Oh, thank God!” I sighed in relief. No hob-turtles at all. Just a person, walking toward the river. Not looking to snap off any part of me whatsoever! 

I really have to get over this turtle thing , I thought with a shake of my head. 

A human person made much more sense than the hob-turtle, come to think of it. Humans were much more numerous in these parts. There was a popular hiking trail through the forest that crossed the river somewhere around here. 

The path crossed over the river a couple hundred feet over. A narrow railed wooden bridge connected the north side of the trail to the south. And the river ran a straight line through it. 

This guy had wandered a little far off the path, if the other side of the river was his destination. But, some people preferred to walk along the river because the path wasn’t as flat—a little trickier to navigate if you were the sort of person with an actual destination in mind. 

I didn’t recognize the man, but owing to his uniform, he was probably one of the live-in faculty members. 

He approached with dead eyes, greeting me with a toneless

“Hello.” His voice was odd, sounding both far away and oddly watery despite being only a river’s width away now. 

If an atomic bomb went off in a nineteen-forties barber shop, the result would look something like this guy: large, bald, bearded, and holding a massive pair of rusty silver scissors. And the scissors grabbed my attention, of course. They were too odd a hiking accessory for me to ignore—unless he was out here collecting plants, just like I was. 

His heavy jowls hung low. Loud, panting breaths rocked his bowl-belly back and forth. The apron’s string was tight, straining against his gut. It was blotted with brownish red stains, making him look like a butcher. I wasn’t sure how I didn’t notice the dark stains the first time I saw him. A few bright red streaks lined his chest and arms. Blood. The stains were unmistakable. 

For a minute, I was ready to jump to my feet and high-tail it the fuck out of there. But then I remembered the chuck mill down the hill. 

Elmington had an onsite butcher at the farmhouse and, in general, I took great pains to avoid the entire area because it just gave me the creeps. If this guy was any indication of what I was missing, I was happy with that decision. 

“Hello,” I said back. I wanted to be polite, but even I could hear the uncomfortable strain in my voice. Is this guy lost or something? I wondered. He had no expression on his face whatsoever. 

On second glance, there was a filmy quality to his skin, a milky haze that blurred his outline into the forest. His unblinking stare and his emotionless expression was eerie, not to mention the menacing look on his heavy-set face. 

There was something odd, almost... unearthly about him. 

The man didn’t say anything. He and his filthy, scraggly beard simply turned and walked toward the bridge, looking like a pre-programmed automaton. 

Herbs on the brain, I didn’t give the walking man another thought. 

“Come on, little buggers.” I grunted with effort as my hand closed around the stem. At the same time a large hand closed around my throat. 

“Ah!” I managed before his meaty hand prohibited me from saying anything else. 

My heart made a break for my throat, as I was dragged away from the river. The panic was instant. It clouded my head. My limbs shook, and all I could feel was fear. 

My muscles burned under the merciless strain of my attacker’s vice-like fingers. I clawed at his grip, but it was iron tight. 

So I kicked out with my legs and thrashed with my arms and upper body.  I tried everything I could think of to get him off me. 

I tried to open my mouth, to call for Gilda, but his grasp around my throat tightened, closing off my windpipe. 

He pulled me up and off the ground, holding me out in front of him by my throat. He was incredibly strong. As I dangled in the air, I desperately tried to kick myself free as I clawed at his arms. I swung my legs forward, certain that I was about to land a kick to his bulbous gut, but my right leg went straight through him. Yet, his hold around my throat was as solid as I was! 

He gets to pick where he’s solid? I thought dimly. What the hell is he? 

Adrenaline pumped through me and my blood was screaming out for air. I felt myself starting to lose the fight—there were stars

dancing before my eyes and dizziness was beginning to take control of my brain. The light around me was getting dimmer, as the man’s grip grew stronger. My vision blurred. My head throbbed. Darkness crept in around the edges of my eyes like a burning piece of film. 

Gilda! I screamed inside my head. What kind of protective familiar was she anyway? Not a very good one, it would seem…

The shackle around my neck showed no sign of tiring and the strength was leaving my body fast. 

From the corner of my eye—now just a thin slit—I saw him lift the rusty silver scissors. He snapped them rhythmically like an alligator’s maw stalking its prey. 

I couldn’t magick him off me. On the best of days, I needed all my strength and wits about me to manage a spell. But now, I was completely drained, trapped by a monster, who was slowly suffocating me. 

His fat, ugly face screwed up into a smile. He held me at arms’

length, examining me. 

Then, he brought me closer. His breath was rank. His teeth were yellow, rotted, and chipping. I tried to swing my arm out and punch him in the flab of his exposed double chin. He lifted the scissors to my scalp, that cracked-out mad hatter grin widening even further. 

“ Please… ”  I wheezed, but it was no use. He clenched his fist tighter, pulled me even closer to his face and let out an agonizingly long breath. With thick, meaty fingers, he ran the scissors under my hair, as if the rusty edge of the blade were a fine-toothed comb. His crooked nose wrinkled when he grinned, watching in rapture as the blonde waves fell. 

Then, he started cutting. 

I saw a wisp of green and a second later, recognized Gilda as she sprung onto his shoulder, sinking her fangs into his hand. 

The man panicked, trying to throw her off him but her fangs weren’t budging. So he turned his hand unsolid. I fell to the ground and clamored away from him. With his other solid hand, he grabbed Gilda and threw her away from him. Her body slammed against the tree trunk where my messenger bag hung. 

The man charged me, his anger growing. And even though he was heavy, he was fast. 

I had only a few feet’s distance, and only a few milliseconds to make a decision. 

I got up and turning for the cover of the forest, I ran. I ran faster and harder than I’ve ever run before, darting through the woods like a bullet from a gun. And I could still hear him behind me. I jumped over a log, through a thick brush of trees and then glanced back over my left shoulder. He was gaining, but Gilda was slithering behind him—quickly. 

Look where you’re going, Emma! I reprimanded myself when I started to trip over the underbrush. My head snapped forward. 

Sweat dripped down my forehead. Wind rushed by me as I ran, cold and harsh. But I couldn’t stop. 

Where am I supposed to go! The thought screamed at me. I didn’t have a destination. No way to escape him other than just to continue running, but at some point, exhaustion would take over. 

My magic wouldn’t do shit against an evil spirit with a pair of rusty shears. 

Why did I waste Jupiter’s vial of magic to be on time for a class! 

I would’ve given anything for that vial now. If Jupiter were here, she’d know what to do. 

Think, Emma! I thought, jumping over another mossy log. What gets rid of spirits!? 

If he even was a spirit. I mean, part of him was solid but part wasn’t… so was he or wasn’t he? 

I burst through the treeline into an empty field. I’d never wandered this far outside school grounds so I didn’t know the lay of the land here at all. Yep, I had no idea where I was going. I burst into the flattened field anyway, plowing down tufts of grass and bushels of plants. In the full brightness of the field—

no longer shaded by the trees—I could see clearly what I was running through. 

If I’m gonna die, at least it’ll be in a fucking botanical garden! 

There were roses, parsley, tulip patches, garlic cloves, fiddle-leaf figs, sage, hornwicks, thaddle-fikes…

Sage! The thought pierced through my panic. A moment of clarity! 

I remembered a lesson from a few weeks ago. It was a class about herbs, an especially dull one, but the guest lecturer had demonstrated a way to get rid of an unwanted visitor from the beyond using sage. She’d used a hastily summoned spirit to work as her example. 

Unlike the asshole behind me, who was currently gunning for my hair, that spirit had been much more agreeable. But the delightful dead fairy sprite from class wasn’t important right

now, only the principal she’d demonstrated—Sage got rid of spirits! 

Finally, I had an idea. 

All I had to do was find a way to burn it. 

I made a beeline for the healthy and robust sage plant which was directly in front of me. It wasn’t far, and the run was probably six seconds, but it felt like a million years. I didn’t stop running until I reached the plant, just leaned down, grabbed a handful of fuzzy greenish-blue leaves and yanked them free by the roots. 

Okay , I thought, I’ve got the sage... now for the fire. 

My eyes flitted across the vast field, looking for anything that might help me. I tried to remember anything else from the class. 

Thornwick leaves were sprouting up ahead. The lecturer said something about them being volatile, but I couldn’t remember the details. On a hunch and a prayer, I grabbed a handful of that too. 

“Here goes nothing,” I panted, sprinting still further away from the demented half-ghost. I looked back; he was right on my heels. 

Not sure what else to do, I turned to face the fleshy spirit and smashed the plants together. Then I said a silent charm to summon fire and watched as the foliage between my hands immediately went up in flames of blue fire. 

And then I looked at the flesh ghost. A ball of fire consumed his face. Meanwhile, the fire between my hands went out. Yet the ghosty guy continued to burn—the fire moving from his face to encompass his whole body. 

I was shocked and took a step back. So did Gilda—er, rather, she slithered back. The heat smothered me, and I fell back on my ass, trying not to get burned. The ghosty guy screamed in pain. His ugly face screwed up into a tight expression of anguish. He dissolved slowly. It was almost like the fire was melting him, but instead of ash, he turned to air and then disappeared completely. 

Gilda slithered around me. She had a gash in her head from the flesh ghost throwing her into the tree. Her movements were a little sluggish, but still, she was trying to protect me. I was touched. Frazzled, panicked, amazed and scared out of my mind, but touched nonetheless. 

I gasped for breath and fell back into the field, trying to make sense of what in the fuck had just happened. 

#

Gilda skidded beside me on the walk back to the dorm, turning her head this way and that, making sure there wasn’t anything else out there with my name on it. 

I was still completely shocked and freaked out of my mind. I felt small, scared, helpless—which was weird given the fact that I’d defended myself. And then there was this certain feeling of…

pride that washed over me. 

I’d finally gotten something right. As far as school went, I wasn’t exactly a gifted student. And yet, I’d proved to myself that I could do magic when I badly needed to. 

My feet picked up speed. A wind chill struck me from the left. 

Gooseflesh rippled across my arms. I shivered. For a second, I crossed my arms tighter across my body, trying to ward away the sudden cold. 

I heard a sound in the dark, somewhere far behind me, but not nearly far enough. 

Not again, I thought as I uncrossed my arms and ran. 

I was so close to my dorm and I wasn’t going to let anything keep me from reaching it. I could hear Gilda slithering along beside me, keeping up, even as I let go in an all-out sprint. 

I reached the front door and threw it open. Gilda was right behind me. I let it crash closed after she pulled her tail in and then I locked it, leaning against it as I caught my breath. 

“Something was… out there,” I panted. 

Gilda didn’t respond. Instead, I took another deep breath and sprinted for the second floor. 

I ran all the way up the stairs, taking them two at a time. 

Patricia squawked at me, but I couldn’t make out what it was she was saying. The stairs passed in a green-carpeted blur. I opened the door to my bedroom and slammed it behind me, falling against it, my chest heaving as I desperately tried to catch my breath. 

My window was open. The evening darkened, and the wind turned colder. A violent shiver wracked my body. I couldn’t be sure whether it was the sudden cold or my own memories of what had just happened lashing out at me. 

I charged the window, yanking the sliding glass down. The metal latch on the bottom of the window cell locked with a metallic clink as I fought to catch my breath. 

What if he comes back ? The thought played in my mind like a broken record. I wanted to lift the needle, but it weighed a ton, and the scratching question only got stronger, shifting from fear to full-blown dread. 

What’s wrong with me? I thought. Why do bad things follow me wherever I go? Am I cursed? What the fuck is going on? 

I got a text and looked down. It was Rowan asking if I’d been successful getting the herbs. 

What a fucker of a day. 

SIX

DUINE

I spread the map across the table and lit the black candles about it, muttering the words of power to summon the spirits necessary for the magic. From the table behind me, I reached for a flask of blood. This blood had ties to the place; not strong ties but recent, and maybe that would be enough. 

Naturally, I’d tried to use the blood of some of those whom we’d captured from the Order of the Templar, during the Tintagel attack, but doing so just confirmed that Pagan had moved on from his old haunts. None of them knew anything. Then Pagan did me a favor by sending a message, via one of my men whom he had taken prisoner. Of course, the man did not know where he’d been held—

Pagan was not a complete idiot. Unfortunately, the man could get me no closer than the Gower in South Wales, where he’d been dumped. 

Even though his brain could not comprehend the place where he’d been held, his body still held an echo of such a location, an echo that was retained in his blood, even after death. I wondered at Pagan being foolish enough to give me such an advantage. 

Perhaps he was not as well-versed in this shade of magic as I had assumed? Or perhaps he’d not believed me ruthless enough to kill my own man? Foolish on either account. 

I poured the man’s blood from the flask onto the map of Wales spread out before me. 

“Seek.” 

For a moment, the blood just puddled there, but then, as the magic gathered, it began to stir, tracing rivulets of red across the paper as if hunting something out. It reached out east all the way to the border with England, but then retracted: no, not that way. Some trails tried north, heading for the mountains, but they again retreated. West seemed the most promising direction, the pool spreading a delta of bloodstreams out towards the Irish Sea, searching, searching, searching. And then…

All at once, the blood quickened, all the streams running together and rushing towards the Gower peninsula and beyond it—to the narrow outcrop of land called Worm’s Head. There the blood settled, still moving slightly of its own accord, but clearly marking this out as the place. 

“Summon the guard!” 

Time was of the essence. 

#

My hopes were not high as we approached, but there was a part of me that hoped Pagan would be just that stupid. It would be nice if things were easy, for once. Worm’s Head was a stupid place for a hideout; vulnerable on all sides and practically indefensible. 

It was convenient for anyone fleeing from the south-west coast of England by boat, and it was remote, but no one with any sense would make it a long-term base. So, the question remained: did Pagan have any sense? 

I threw out a haze of mist to shield our boats from detection as the forces of the King’s Alliance stole in, across the Bristol Channel. I had men on land, as well, cutting off any escape into the Gower. This time, I had the bastards trapped. 

If they were still there. 

As the boats slowly drew closer, there was no sign of life on the spit of land, but that did not mean anything. Though it pained me to admit it, a warlock as skilled as Pagan could easily hide from our eyes. I might be able to lift his spell (if there were one in effect) but that would likely give him notice that we were on our way. 

Beneath my breath, I muttered a spell of far-seeing and my vision telescoped to the battered and windswept land. There were no buildings on Worm’s Head, no trees or bushes either; just a crest of rock, like the back of a sleeping dragon protruding from the sea, with a sparse fringe of hardy grass growing on the top. 

Still no sign of Pagan or his men. I looked up into the air for any sign of smoke—he would have shrouded the fires, but a magical cloak could only extend so far. Still nothing. A sinking feeling started to settle in my stomach. Well, it had always been a long shot. 

“Close in.” I spoke quietly, but every soldier of the Alliance heard me as if I had spoken directly into their ears. 

A few minutes later, my force landed and were searching up and down Worm’s Head. It would not take them long, and I’d already come to the sad conclusion that my bird had flown the nest. Damn the man! It had always been a lot to hope Pagan would stick

around when he knew I was hunting for him but still, this had been a rare chance. This was why Tintagel had been so important, because tracking Pagan down was the hardest part. He didn’t have a huge army to call on; if we could just pin him down, that would be it, it would be over in one bloody fight! But finding him was another matter entirely. 

“Bring me a map.” 

My second in command hurried to obey. 

Normally, I would find a man by magic, but without some definite link, like blood, then Pagan’s spells protected his location. He used the magic of the landscape to hide himself and his party. 

But for that to work well, he needed a certain type of land. Just maybe I could make an educated guess and then test the theory. 

“Here you are, High Mage.” 

The soldier offered me the map and I took it from him. Unfolding the map I cast my eye over the landscape and… “We’re not far from the Brecons?” 

“No, High Mage.” 

Now there would be a place to hide. The mountains of the Brecon Beacons were filled with forgotten caves, hidden valleys and secret paths. More importantly, they were riven with magic. Many a legend of Celtic mythology began in those valleys and there was a reason for that: the land was knotted with wild, natural magic. 

Just the sort of place where Pagan would be at his most powerful. 

The more I thought about it, the more likely it seemed such was exactly the place where I would find him. 

The problem was that the Brecons covered over five hundred square miles. Unless I could narrow down the search then it would be like looking for the proverbial needle in a haystack. And with Pagan’s magic as well, then it would be like looking for a needle that could disguise itself as a piece of hay in a haystack. 

“Leave me.” 

At my command, the soldiers hurried back to the boats. I wondered if Pagan got such instant obedience from his men. 

Removing one of my gloves, I held out my hand in the scouring wind that whipped in from across the sea, blowing salt spray in my face. With my other hand, I drew my knife. Sometimes in magic, the sacrifice must be your own. I sliced the blade across my palm, allowing myself to feel the hot pain, gritting my teeth against it. Squeezing my hand into a fist, I watched the blood drip to the ground, one ruby drop at a time. 

“Reveal.” 

The sudden flex of power almost knocked me off my feet. There was magic here, magic so strong, it was resisting me. But I was Duine, the Dark One, Lord High Mage of the King’s Alliance, and no tree-hugging, nature boy had the power to stop me. 

“Reveal.” 

This time I was ready, and when the magic pushed at me, I pushed back. Warlocks like Pagan believe in working with the natural magic, coaxing it to your intent. I prefer to kick the door in and force it to do as I insist. 

Up ahead of me, I saw the land shimmer and shimmy, as if reality was having an identity crisis. I hurried towards the flicker and grinned at what I saw. 

This was the location where Pagan and his men had camped. The signs were all there, the marks of their tents still staining the grass, the burnt patches where their fires had been, even a few footprints remained. It had all been hidden by a strong spell, but not strong enough. 

If they had not been gone too long then it might just be possible to…

I laid a hand on the earth and counted the vibrations—two days at most. Borderline, but it might still be recent enough. 

I laid the map over the blackened ground where the fire had been. 

“Seek.” 

At first there was nothing. Two days was a long time for the land to retain the impression of the people who had walked it. 

“Seek.” I growled through gritted teeth as the power eked out of me, fueling the spell. “Give it up, Damn you!” 

Slowly, right in the heart of the Brecon Beacons, a burnt mark began to appear on the map, igniting from the dead fire beneath. 

A burnt mark that noted where they were. 

Got you. 

#

The idea of sneaking up on the Order of the Templar’s camp was a short-lived one. One of my careless squad leaders took his men down a dry stream bed and triggered one of Pagan’s magical alarms. From the ground where they stood, the flowing outline of a giant bird rose into the air, issuing a loud cry that echoed through the valleys and mountain passes. At the apex of its ascent, it executed an elegant loop and dived back down again, 

faster and faster, aiming for the little group of King’s Alliance soldiers who had woken it. 

From where I was standing, coming up on the camp from a different direction, I saw the burst of violet flame when the magical bird crash-landed. The men could consider themselves lucky that Pagan’s magic had given them such a quick, clean death. If they’d lived, they would have had to face my wrath for their carelessness, and their deaths would not have been so speedy. 

“He knows we’re coming now.” I had held off using magic so far, for fear of alerting Pagan, but it was too late for such concerns now, and I spoke to all my men scattered across the landscape. 

“Move fast. Kill all you can, but do not let Pagan escape.” 

I didn’t care if he was dead or alive, as long as he was no longer a threat to me. 

Now we moved more quickly through the rough terrain of the Brecons, picking our way up steep slopes, strewn with loose rock, struggling down muddy slopes. Pagan had picked his hideout well, the place was inaccessible, even before you took magic into the equation. Getting to him was a physical trial first and then a magical one. 

Screams sounded somewhere in the distance. Too much to hope they belonged to the Templars—more of my men who had found another of Pagan’s magical traps? Was it possible Pagan wanted to be found and lured us here to die? 

Cautiously I tested the magic, wondering if I could take down his traps and alarms from here. But, no. I was as powerful a magic user as there was, and, one on one, I was confident I could take Pagan down. But this magic was not his own, he was borrowing from the bones of the earth, and in a wild place like this, the power was too much for me to even make a dent in it. My only consolation was that Pagan could not fully control it; the power wasn’t his to command. But we would need to get close for that to matter. 

“High Mage.” The man was a long way distant, but I heard him clearly. “We can see them! There are more than we expected.” 

Pagan had been recruiting. I hadn’t allowed for that—the man moved fast and that meant he was planning to move against me. 

“How many?” 

“Maybe forty or fifty.” 

Still nowhere near the size of the King’s Alliance force. We would crush them with weight of numbers. “What are they doing?” 

“They’re moving about, High Mage. I think they’re preparing for battle.” 

“Can you see Pagan?” 

A pause. “No, High Mage.” 

“Keep looking. Tell me the instant you see him.” 


I didn’t like this. Tintagel had seemed cleaner, a better chance to cut the rebel Templars off. The landscape of the Brecons made this messy. Too many potential escape routes for us to be able to cut them all off, and now they knew we were coming. What would Pagan do? It was too much to hope he would not have planned for this. 

The one thing I knew about the man was that he put his followers first. That was his weakness and it was one I could use against him. Now that our approach was discovered, creeping in slowly only gave them more time to find us in a landscape they knew far better than we did, amongst traps they had set. I sighed under my breath. I wasn’t going to get my hands on Pagan today. He would have to do something incredibly stupid for that to happen. But I could still hurt him. I could wear him down. 

“Attack.” 

There must have been many amongst my people who thought attacking now was a terrible idea. There were still so many traps to bypass, and if we gave away our position now, we gave them time to escape. But not one of my men dared to question me, which is how it was supposed to be. They feared me more than they feared death itself. 

I had not gone into battle with my men, not yet. And I was not about to start. A man could get himself killed out there and dying was their job, not mine. 

As if to underline my point, a flash of vivid colors went off not far from my position; another of Pagan’s traps, claiming the lives of more of my men. But not all of them. I had too many men for that. I could afford to lose soldiers and Pagan could not. He could kill three times as many as me and I would still walk away the victor. In a war of attrition, there was only going to be one winner, and it wasn’t going to be Pagan. 

Casually, I walked up the steep slope, always on the watch for any traps around me. Once I reached a convenient vantage point, I turned to look down into the conflux of valleys where Pagan had located his new camp. 

I could hear the sounds of battle, the cries and the clash of weapons, the explosions and roars of magic. And I smiled to myself. Pagan would run with his surviving followers, and he would hide again and his group would grow again. But more slowly this time. People flocked to the banner of the charismatic Templar leader. But word soon got about that it was a death

sentence and then all their idealism took a sudden holiday. This wasn’t the war I had intended to fight—I had hoped to finish it in one battle—but it seemed like a war I could win, even if it took a while. And I had the pleasure of knowing that every life lost cut Pagan to the bone. He felt everything. I felt nothing. 

Those words seemed to hang in the night air before me; I felt nothing . 

But the other night I had felt something . The woman, whoever she was, dream or real, had made me feel things I didn’t understand. 

That dream had seemed like a memory, although one I didn’t recognize. A memory from before I was Duine. Back then, things had been different and, presumably, back then I had felt things. 

I knew this to be true, but now all those days seemed like a dream, like something that had happened to someone else. 

As it now was, I felt nothing. 

Until that night. Until that dream. Until I saw her. 

How did people manage? How did they go on with life, constantly experiencing things akin to what I’d ‘felt’ in that dream? It seemed impossible. To be encumbered by such emotions all the time, surely no one would even be able to get out of bed in the morning. 

The sounds of battle from the valley lessened and I now judged it safe to go and play my part. Hastily I made my way back down, following the path my men had taken towards the camp. As I went, I passed their bodies to the left and right of the path, pierced by a weapon or split by magic. 

“High Mage.” One of the squad commanders, perhaps the highest ranking still left alive, hurried up to me. “We have lost many men. They were ready for us. They had powerful magic and…” 

I slapped the man briskly across the face. “How many of them did we kill?” 

“We haven’t counted yet, High Mage.” 

“Then stop wasting my time.” 

The man’s head dropped. “Sorry, High Mage. What should we do with… with the bodies of our own dead. There are so many.” 

“Do?” I shrugged. “There’s nothing you can do for them now. But bring me the blood of the Templar dead. Did we take any prisoners?” 

“No, High Mage.” 

That was no surprise. I didn’t have a good reputation for the gentle treatment of prisoners and Pagan had clearly prepared his people for the worst. 

“Is Pagan amongst the dead?” It seemed too much to hope, but his loyalty to his people might have been the death of him. 

“I don’t know, High Mage.” 

I leveled a venomous stare at the man. “Then I suggest you find out! Unless you want our death toll increased by one.” 

The man rushed off to check the bodies. Pagan wouldn’t be there. 

He was too wily for that. 

The death toll for the Order of the Templar was less than I would have liked. They had been better prepared this time, both for our attack and for their own escape. They weren’t hanging around to fight, they were moving from hideout to hideout, building their following until they could hit me. They would only fight on their own terms. 

I would need to hit them again, and hard. 

It didn’t matter how many men it took, I would have Pagan’s head. 

SEVEN

SINJIN

“What the hell happened to you?” asked Teri as I returned to the Carpathia. 

“I was in a fight,” I pointed out. “What the hell do you think happened to me?” 

“Were you fighting with your face?” 

In her defense, there was a lot of blood on me. 

By the time I had reached the Apuseni, word had got around the Vryloka regarding how I was so expertly taking them down. Thus, they had changed their tactics accordingly. They landed on deck rather than attacking in mid-air, so I was no longer able to knock them off their hazel wands. Then they attacked me en masse, five or six at a time, clawing at my skin, trying to overwhelm me as I fought back with brute strength, and cunning instinct. 

“You’re grinning by the way,” added Teri. 

“Well why shouldn’t I? We won, did we not?” 

Once I was able to get the other vampires to stop running around like frightened idiots and to actually concentrate on repelling the attack, then the Vryloka lost both the element of surprise

and their stomach for the fight. Few of them were a match for a true vampire and I had more people than they did. Furthermore, they had not come here to take over the ships or destroy the Vampire Coalition, they had simply wanted to wreak as much havoc as they could then leave, and they had done that. So, yes, it was a victory, but rather a hollow one. 

But Teri was right; I was smiling. 

“That’s not the smile of man who won a battle,” Teri replied. 

“That’s the smile of a man who’s been having… fun.” 

“I do not usually end up with this much blood on me when I am having fun.” 

“And you call yourself a vampire.” 

“Other people’s blood is different.” I frowned. “I am going to get cleaned up.” 

Though I was lithe to admit it, Teri was not wrong. She knew me well and there was a spring in my step as I headed for my stateroom to take a much-needed shower. There was much to think about and more to be despondent about. Also, there were numerous reasons to be angry at myself; Laucian had warned me about this exact situation and I had done nothing, smug in my certainty that the Vryloka could not reach my fleet out here. How wrong I had been! And how we had paid for it. But even knowing all those things, I could not silence the bright rushing of adrenalin that surged through me, making me feel something I had not felt for too long. The time for self-analysis would come, and I would not go easy on myself, but right now, I felt like my old self again and it felt good. 

Standing beneath the shower, I relished the sharp sting as the hot water washed the blood away from my wounds. I felt the well-earned ache in my muscles and the pain in my bruised and bloodied knuckles. Yes, I could heal myself post-haste and yes, I would. 

But, for now, I wanted to enjoy these battle wounds. They felt…

good. 

“One battle down and one yet to come,” I whispered to myself. The battle of which I spoke was less a battle and more a rescue mission. Yes, I was going after Bryn, to ensure she did not ensnare herself in a dangerous situation. The Abyss, whether it was a place of fiction or reality (and I was not quite certain which it was), was no place for my tempest and the mother of my child. 

As I closed my eyes beneath the stream of water, flashes of the fight played through my mind; a well-delivered punch that had sent a Vryloka reeling; that kick that had knocked one over the rail; the satisfying roundhouse that had taken out two at once. 

But the moment I kept coming back to, the one that had made me

feel the most alive, occurred when one of the creatures nearly took my head off with an axe. I ducked just in time, but I felt the rush of air on my ear, and the blade came close enough to move my hair. One inch lower and it would have drawn blood. Two inches and it probably would have killed me. 

Yes, I had been two inches from death and it felt wonderful. 

Was there something wrong with me? Did I really miss risking my life? 

Perhaps not that exactly. But I missed the excitement. 

By the time I finished my shower, I had managed to wash away most of the adrenalin high and was more or less ready to start chiding myself, when I heard my mobile ringing. 

As I scrambled for the phone, I checked the caller ID and realized it was Rowan. What another wonderful surprise! First the Vryloka and now my lovely daughter. 

“Hello, my dear.” 

“Dad?” 

“Yes, it’s me.” 

“Have you gone after Mum yet?” She sounded hurried. 

“Not yet. I am afraid there was a rather pressing… incident I first had to take care of.” 

“Okay, but you are going after her?” 

“I am just out of the shower and preparing for my immediate departure… as we speak.” 

“Oh, good,” she answered and I could hear the relief in her voice. “I just… wanted to make sure.” 

“I will be leaving within the next twenty minutes.” 

“When we spoke earlier,” she swallowed, “maybe it was my imagination, but it sort of seemed like you knew Mum was going to try to find Aunt Jolie? I mean… you didn’t seem exactly…

surprised.” 

My turn to pause. How much did I want her to know? This was our second contact in over a decade and telling her I’d been spying on her mother and her might not land well. But I wanted to be honest with her. I had to be honest with her and let the cards fall where they fell. 

“I did know.” 

“How?” 

“I have been keeping an eye on her. On both of you.” 

“You’ve been spying on us?” Her voice was flat so it was difficult to gauge how she was reacting to this news. 

“Spying it such an ugly word. I prefer ‘watching over’.” 

“How is that different from spying?” 

“They are spelt differently.” 

That earned me a giggle, and I felt a broad grin taking over my lips; it was the same giggle she had had since she was little, since I had seen her last. At least some things had not changed. 

“Why have you been spying on us?” Rowan continued, her voice still non-judgmental. 

“I have been watching over you because… Because there was nothing else I could do,” I admitted and sounded quite defeated, though I could not help it. 

“Nothing else you could do?” 

“Your mother did not want me anywhere near you, but I still cared and worried about you. About you both. So I sent some friends of mine to watch over you and make sure you were both safe.” 

“Safe?” 

“Yes.” 

The pause that followed was so long, I wondered if we had been cut off. 

“Dad?” 

“Yes?” 

There was another pause and when Rowan spoke again, there was a knowing tone to her voice. “Two years ago, Mum started… dating a local guy. You knew about that?” 

I cleared my throat. I did not appreciate the reminder. Bryn had dated the human for two months and they were two months too long, not to mention the worst two months of my entire existence. 

“Yes.” 

“He left her abruptly. No warning at all.” 

“I recall,” I said, glaring at the wall. 

“Did you have anything to do with that?” 

“No.” 

“Do you swear? Because Mum was pretty bummed about it.” 

“I swear,” I answered honestly. “I never interfered with any of the relationships your mother was in since… I left Kinloch.” 

There had not been many, thank the dark prince. 

“I thought maybe you… killed him or something.” 

“Good Lord, Rowan!” I said in offense, my mouth dropping wide. 

“What do you take me for?” 

She giggled. “Well, you are a master vampire…” 

“Yes, but I am not a suitor killer!” 

She giggled again. “Okay, well I just wanted to make sure…” Then the laugh dropped from her voice. “Are you ready to go now, Dad?” 

I loved the sound of the word from her mouth. 

“Yes, I am ready, Rowan.” 

“And you’ll call me as soon as you find her?” There was a pleading tone in her voice and I cannot explain how much it meant to have my daughter asking me for something. 

“If there is phone service, you will be the first call I make.” 

“Thanks Dad.” 

We stayed on the phone another two minutes or so. After we both hung up, I was set to leave. First, though, there was one other thing that needed to be sorted. But, it could be sorted as I left the large ship and headed for the mainland. I called the captain and asked him to prepare for my departure. 

Then I called Laucian and told him what had happened to my fleet. 

“I do not like to say ‘I told you so’, Sinclair…” 

“Yes, you do.” 

“Perhaps. But in this case I do not really need to, do I?” 

“No.” 

The conversation with Rowan had kept my spirits buoyed, but it had also given the adrenalin a chance to drain away and I was now angry with myself. The attack of the Vryloka had been my fault. 

Well… not the attack itself, but our pathetic response to it. 

I should have taken the threat seriously and my fleet had paid the price. The vampires of the Coalition were a bunch of lazy, self-indulgent hedonists who had forgotten the fighting

traditions of our kind and who probably thought unarmed combat was a type of cocktail. 

I had stopped them from fighting each other, but in the process, I had made them useless when it came to defending themselves. 

Perhaps it was just as well that this had happened, because if it had not been the Vryloka, then it would have been the King’s Alliance under the uptight prick Duine (the name Rand had adopted for himself after Jolie’s disappearance sent him off the rails), and that would have been a much harder fight. And one I still believed was coming. 

“You have called to apologize then?” suggested Laucian. 

“Partly.” 

“Well, do not let me stop you.” 

“I am sorry.” 

“What was that, Sinclair? I did not quite catch it.” 

He was going to milk this, and I guess he had earned the right. 

“I am sorry, Laucian. I did not take your warning seriously.” 

“And?” 

I breathed out. “Bloody hell.” 

“Keep on with it.” 

And much though I did not want to keep on with it, I had to. 

Mostly because I needed a favor. “And you were right about the Vryloka. You were right about the state of my vampires. But the threat is not going anywhere, so how about we stop scoring points off each other and work together?” 

“I do not see you scoring any points off me,” commented Laucian, 

“but yes. I think that is an excellent idea.” 

“Good.” 

“In principal. In practice, I need to know what you have in mind.” 

“I need a favor.” 

Laucian scoffed. “Of course. Why am I not surprised?” 

“I do not believe you will object to this favor,” I replied. 

“What is it?” he demanded, sounding quite irritated and impatient. 

“I need you to take over from me as leader of the Vampire Coalition.” 

There was a pause from the other end of the line. 

“I am sorry, Sinclair. I must have misheard you.” 

“No, you heard me right.” 

He cleared his throat. “You want me to take over the Vampire Coalition?” 

“For a while at least,” I clarified. 

“A while?” 

“I know the concept of the Coalition is something you abhor…” 

“No,” he interrupted. “I do not abhor the concept . The concept is in and of itself, quite a good idea. I just abhor what you have done with it.” 

“Regardless,” I grumbled as I stepped into the speed boat that would take me to the shore. I took a seat and we were off. “I thought in the circumstances, and since you did already suggest you would be a better leader than me…” 

“Well, there is no question about that,” Laucian dismissed. “I am just slightly surprised to hear you make the offer. It is good to know you can put your ego aside for the sake of all vampires and make this sort of sacrifice. Do not worry, Sinclair, I shall have your people trained into a crack fighting force in a matter of weeks.” 

“Glad to hear it,” I nodded. “I might be back by then, but I am not certain.” I paused for a moment. “And if I do not return, I should hope you would take control and provide for my people… our people.” 

“You are going somewhere?” 

Time to burst Laucian’s bubble. “I have a journey to make.” 

“A journey?” 

“Yes! Why do you insist on repeating all my words?” 

“Because you have shocked me to my core more than once this conversation and I half doubt my wits at this point.” 

“Well, do not doubt them. I am leaving and I do not know how long I will be gone because I… do not actually know where I will end up.” 

“So… You are only making this offer because you have other places to be?” 

Drat. I figured he would discover the truth in my motives. I just hoped he would not be overly offended. I needed Laucian for this plan to succeed. I could not go after Bryn and leave my vampires unprotected. “That is correct.” 

“Then you are not handing responsibility to me because you think I would be better at preparing for the next Vryloka attack?” He sounded perturbed. 

“No. But second best is still pretty flattering?” 

“I am not interested in being flattered, Sinclair.” 

I chuckled to myself. “Laucian, how many years have we known each other?” 

“Too many.” 

“My point exactly.” 

“And what point was that?” 

“Did you really think I would yield my control to you without fair cause or reason?” 

“I thought the Vryloka were fair cause and reason.” 

“I single-handedly defended my people. Yet, I know that if I am not here to do the same the next time the Vryloka attack, they will all be doomed.” 

Laucian sighed. “Hence why you asked me to babysit.” 

“Not babysit. Protect.” I paused for dramatic effect. “I expect you to do an even better job, just to prove you are better than me.” 

“I have never considered that to be something that needs proving.” 

I paused before speaking again. “In all seriousness, Laucian, there is no one else I would trust with this responsibility, and no one who I think would do a better job than you.” 

“That is accurate,” agreed Laucian. “But where are you going? 

Little respect though I may have for you, it is very unlike you to run off during a crisis. Let alone run away from a fight.” 

Everyone seemed to know how much I enjoyed a fight. 

“I would not be leaving now if it was not of the utmost importance.” 

“And what constitutes the ‘utmost importance’?” 

“Family.” 

He was quiet a moment. “I understand.” And from the tone of his voice, I knew he did. 

“Take care of them Laucian, I know they are not your kind of vampires, but they are good people.” 

“You will not recognize them when you return.” 

Perhaps that would be for the best. 

By the time I hung up on Laucian, I had reached the mainland. And I was quite pensive. The events of the night had shaken the Vampire Coalition to its core. Which was a good thing; when Laucian arrived, he would find vampires who were eager to learn, who recognized their own deficiencies and were keen to remedy them. I was confident they would be good students; they might be a little flawed but they were basically good vampires, and who among us was not a bit flawed? 

For myself, it had been an eventful night. This time yesterday, I had still been on my private island, sunk in my own self-indulgent despair. Teri had given me the news about Bryn, then I had received that earthshattering call from Rowan, then the Vryloka had interrupted and I had been thrown suddenly into a life or death struggle I had won. Then my conversation with Rowan and to round off the day, I had abdicated my position as head of the Vampire Coalition in favor of Laucian. 

A full day. And a damn fine one at that. 

I missed days like this. I missed being active. I also missed looking forward to tomorrow, and right now I was more enthusiastic for what tonight might bring than I could remember being in a very long time. 

I was proud of the Vampire Coalition and I prided myself that there was not another vampire who could have created it. But while I had been the right man at the right time at the start, I was no longer the right man to run it, and perhaps I never would be again. I wished my successor well, but my path lay in a different direction… at least for now. 

EIGHT

PAGAN

How had the bastard found us? 

For a moment, I wondered if there could be a traitor in my camp. 

We’d taken on many new recruits in the last week, building our numbers again in anticipation of a strike against Duine and the

King’s Alliance. It wasn’t impossible that Duine would try to infiltrate us—in fact it was exactly the sort of thing I expected him to do. And he’d have no qualms about accidentally killing his agent during the ensuing fight. But that was why I’d been so careful about who we took on. And thinking of the men in my ranks now, it just didn’t seem possible. 

“He’s going to keep coming,” said Matherson, my friend and loyal second in command. 

“Tell me something I don’t know.” 

“Hey, I’m just trying to start a conversation. You’ve been sitting there, sulking for the last hour.” 

“Sulking? We lost people tonight, Matherson.” 

“It’s war,” he answered with a shrug of his immense shoulders. 

“And we lost fewer people than we did at Tintagel. And we killed more of Duine’s men. We were better prepared and it paid off.” I looked at up at him and he shrugged again. “I’m not saying it’s time for celebration, but we could have done worse.” 

I sighed. “If all we can do is lose fewer people, then we’re just stringing out the inevitable. We can’t be forever on the defensive, and the King’s Alliance outnumbers us by a lot.” 

It was a vicious circle. We didn’t have enough people to attack the King’s Alliance so we brought in more men, then Duine would hit us, and we wouldn’t have enough men again and so on and so on. We could only accumulate so many people without drawing attention to ourselves—the rebel network was secretive but not secretive enough. 

The only other option was to play the game Duine’s way; to put an undercover agent or assassin into Duine’s army. That had worked badly for us before and it wasn’t how I wanted to operate. Taking down Duine ought to be a public thing. It shouldn’t be done behind closed doors like a crime; it should be out in the open like the justice it was. 

“Mind if I join you?” Eirin came over and sat with Matherson and me. “It was smoothly done, Pagan,” she said, unable to look me the eye while giving a rare compliment. “Don’t beat yourself up about those we lost.” 

“That’s my job.” 

“You got the majority out and I’ll bet Duine doesn’t know how or where we went.” 

“I didn’t see him there,” said Matherson. 

“He was there.” I answered, grimly. “He was watching. He let his men face the dangers, but he was there.” 

Although I’d hoped that our hiding place in the Brecon Beacons would be well-hidden enough to avoid Duine’s notice, I wasn’t a fool and so I’d set-up an evacuation plan and drilled my followers. The caves that riddled the Brecons were thick with magic, and it was easy enough for me to twist some of it to suit my purpose. Even if the King’s Alliance were to search the caves, they wouldn’t find the turnabout loop that had taken us to another cave in the range, far from the old camp. Duine was strong, but he was in my territory here. 

“If we can keep dodging him like this, then we’ll build up enough men to hit him good and hard where it hurts,” said Eirin. She was all fire and courage and I admired her for it. 

“How long will that take?” I growled. 

“It takes as long as it takes,” Matherson responded. 

I scoffed. “And how do we keep getting new recruits if they see how Duine keeps hitting us? Last night could have been worse, yes, but we still lost people. Next time, we’ll lose a few more, and then a few more, and then maybe he gets lucky and we lose a lot—like we did at Tintagel—and then we’re back to square one again. It’s not going to be easy to keep getting people to join us as long as we’re Duine’s number one priority. People like being part of a glorious rebellion. They don’t like having to run and hide every other week.” 

“We’ve done well,” Matherson started. 

I nodded. “We’ve had some good hiding places, but he keeps finding us because he keeps looking. No defense we mount is going to be enough because Duine doesn’t care how many of his own men die in the attack.” 

“So, what are you saying?” asked Matherson, cautiously. 

“I’m saying…” This was harder than I’d expected. I knew the right thing to do and yet something inside me was rebelling against it because… Well, because I was the leader. I’d always been the leader, and although being the leader often sucked, it was what it was. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized how invested I was in my own ‘mythology’. I liked the fact that people flocked to Pagan’s banner. I liked it that I’d become the symbol that stood against the magical oppression of Duine and the King’s Alliance. 

I liked it that people saw me as emblematic of freedom. God forgive me, but I liked being the center of attention. “I’m saying that maybe it’s us who should be doing the joining.” 

Matherson frowned, Eirin looked thoughtful. 

“If we can’t get a big enough force by attracting new followers,” 

I went on. “Then maybe we should join another group… one that already has numbers.” 

“No,” Matherson’s rejection of the idea was instantaneous. “We follow you . You’re our leader.” 

“And look where that’s got us.” I shook my head. “People follow me because… I don’t know. I’ve always had a way with people. But let’s be honest, they’re not following me because I’m the best person to lead this rebellion.” 

“You make it sound as though we’ve suffered only losses,” Eirin said, her lips tight. 

“We had some early victories and I’m proud of those,” I answered. 

“We said some important things that needed saying and people responded. But that also got us the attention of Duine and he’s been kicking our ass ever since.” 

“I wouldn’t say he’s been kicking our ass,” Matherson argued. 

“But back to your point.” 

“My point is that I’m just a figurehead. But we need a war-time leader. And I’m not ruthless enough for that. There are better people than me.” I shrugged. “Besides, we need more people and this is the easiest way to get them.” 

“But your people believe in you ,” Eirin started, but I shook my head. 

“This isn’t about me, it’s about bringing down Duine.” 

“Spoken like a true leader,” said Matherson. “That’s why we want you in charge.” 

Eirin smiled at him before facing me again. “Who did you have in mind?” asked Eirin. 

I grinned ruefully. “We’re looking for numbers and we’re looking for safety. Someone with a stronghold that Duine wouldn’t even try to attack.” I paused and I could see the answer settling over both of their faces. “There’s really only one place to go.” 

Matherson’s jaw dropped. “The Samhain?” I nodded. “You want to team up with Nyx?” 

“Rumor has it, she’s got three times the followers we have,” I started. 

“That’s cause she’s not picky about who she takes in,” Matherson pointed out. “They’re a band of criminals and psychopaths.” 

I held up a finger. “That’s not fair. They’re a band that includes criminals and psychopaths. They have genuine freedom fighters, as well—people who would be equally at home with us. If people escape from Duine, then Nyx is where they go. Because they know they’ll be safe with her. There’s a reason Duine doesn’t attack her.” 

“There are several reasons,” corrected Matherson. “Yes, the Samhain are strong. Yes, their hideout is damn near impossible to find and brutally well-protected, even if you can find it. But Duine also ignores her because she ignores him.” 

“Yet they are a rebel group, just as we are,” I argued. 

Matherson glared at me. “We blithely refer to the Samhain as a

‘rebel group’, because what else would you call them? Yet, when was the last time they made an attack on the King’s Alliance? 

When was the last time they actually did something?” 

“They don’t follow Duine’s rules. They don’t follow anyone’s rules,” I said. 

Matherson sneered. “Oh, yes. They don’t follow the rules. But they don’t make trouble for him either. He can suppress every other witch and warlock in the land for all Nyx cares, as long as he doesn’t bother her. Call it passive resistance if you want, I call it not giving a shit about anyone but yourself.” 

“He has a point,” Eirin said. 

I shrugged. “Then it sounds like she needs someone to encourage her to do the right thing.” 

Matherson laughed. “You’d have better luck getting Duine to do the right thing.” 

“Nyx has no love for Duine,” I said, firmly. “Or the King’s Alliance. One day, when all the groups like us have been quashed, then Duine is going to come for the Samhain. Nyx knows that. All we have to do is convince her that attack is the best form of defense. Which should be an easy sell because it happens to be true. Duine is growing in power all the time. With every victory he grows stronger. By the time he gets to the Samhain, then not even Nyx’s criminals and psychopaths will have a chance against him. She knows that. I think we can convince her that now is the time to strike.” 

Matherson didn’t look convinced and neither did Eirin. 

“They’re anarchists, Pagan,” Matherson said. “They’re not interested in making things better.” 

“They may be our only chance.” I’d been thinking about this, and there wasn’t another group that had the numbers and the strength Nyx had. She was also the only person who might actually scare Duine, and that was valuable in itself. “Eirin?” She had been mostly silent as Matherson and I argued. 

“You may be right.” 

“What?” Matherson sounded shocked. He probably would have been harder on her if he didn’t have a crush on the fiery redhead. 

Eirin looked up at me. “You may be right about Nyx being our only chance. But I’m not sure that means it’s the right thing to do. 

And I’m not sure you won’t end up regretting it, Pagan. With you in charge, then I’d say do it. But Nyx isn’t going to give up control of her people to you. So that would mean what she says goes. And she’s a crazy bitch.” 

“A crazy bitch,” Matherson repeated, nodding. 

But Eirin wasn’t finished. “And, bear in mind, this is me saying that. People think I’m a crazy bitch.” 

“Which means Nyx is the craziest of crazy bitches,” Matherson finished with a grin. 

They weren’t telling me anything I didn’t know or anything I hadn’t gone over in my head a hundred times. 

The plan had been at the back of mind for a while and this newest attack had brought it to the forefront. The stories about Nyx of the Samhain were legend and it was hard to separate the truth from popular fiction. 

She was a witch of the old school—all painted skin, full moons and animal sacrifice—that much was fact. Where had she come from? 

Some said she was a Gypsy from Eastern Europe. Some said she was the daughter of an African Shaman and had been raised in the mountains of the Rift Valley. Some said she had Eskimo blood, or possibly Samoan or Viking? As these theories should make clear; even her ethnicity was in dispute because so few had actually seen her in person; they knew the name not the face. Could she be a thousand years old? Or a few hundred? Or was she in her thirties? Perhaps only a teenager, born with extraordinary powers? But what powers? And how did she harness them? One of the more solid facts was that she, like me, drew on the natural world for her magic, and her stronghold in the mountains of north Wales didn’t even exist on this plane of reality. But there was more to Nyx’s magic than that, some secrets people didn’t even speculate about. 

As for the group she had drawn about her, the Samhain, they were mostly fugitives, and as Matherson had said, she wasn’t too fussy about where they came from. Nyx wasn’t afraid of anyone—why should she be? Thus, she took in refugees fleeing the King’s Alliance, but also those wanted for genuine crimes. She slept soundly alongside murderers because no one dared to try to kill Nyx. 

While The Order of the Templar were all warlocks and witches of some variety, Nyx attracted individuals from all factions of creatures. She provided a home to the outcasts of society and those people unwelcome anywhere else. She had within her numbers vampires and werewolves, exiled Fae, witches and warlocks, and all held grudges against their oppressors. They mostly hated each

other but were bound together by the force of Nyx. Rumor had it that the Samhain numbered in the hundreds. 

The bigger question was why? Like Nyx, the Samhain itself seemed to have appeared from nowhere and vanished just as quickly, retreating to her mountain stronghold, emerging periodically to bust people out of one prison or another (other rebels, people who didn’t like those who ruled them, or just dangerous men whom Nyx could use), bulking their numbers. 

But why? The Samhain was a cause for people who had no cause. 

Matherson had called them anarchists, but they were anarchists who did nothing to spread their anarchy. They struck me more like Hillbilly folk in the US; all they wanted was to be left alone and to live by their own rules—you don’t bother me and I won’t bother you. 

Maybe that was all there was to it, but something about Nyx argued against that conclusion. She didn’t seem like a person without a plan, a person who would settle for nothing. Most agreed that Nyx had built the Samhain for a reason, we just didn’t know what that reason was. There were lots of theories, of course, but most were also agreed that all the theories were wrong, and that when we learnt Nyx’s true plans, they would come as a surprise to everyone. 

Maybe I was hoping that her secret plans were the same as mine and she just hadn’t admitted as much yet. As long as that remained a possibility, then she would be in danger from Duine. 

He wouldn’t let the Samhain exist indefinitely, and that would be the lever I’d use to get her onside. 

“Even if your plan wasn’t crazy,” said Matherson, “and let’s be quite clear; it is crazy—but, even if it wasn’t, how would you even find her?” 

“Well, we know where to start.” 

“Snowdonia is a big area, Pagan,” Matherson said. 

It was relatively common knowledge that Nyx’s fortress was buried away in the largest mountain range in North Wales. It was one of the most magical areas in the United Kingdom and rumors persisted that there was a portal to Faery still open there, even after the others had been closed since the fall of the Underworld. There was magic in the bedrock of Snowdonia, and Nyx was said to have used that magic to create a fortress that could only be accessed by magic. 

“Searching the mountains would take months,” said Matherson, rather grumpily. 

“But if the rumors are true about Nyx’s hideout,” I countered. 

“Then we could walk right through the middle of it and not even know,” he interrupted, shaking his head. “We’d be searching for something we couldn’t even see.” 

“I’ve heard the hideout itself isn’t there,” put in Eirin. “Just the entrance, which takes you to another place.” 

“Either way,” concluded Matherson, “hard to find.” 

“We won’t find it,” I agreed. 

“So the purpose is…?” 

“ Nyx would find us .” 

Matherson was silent a moment, then shook his head. “I like this plan less and less with every passing moment.” He glared at me. 

“You’re saying you want to be ambushed by the Samhain?” 

“Who said ambushed?” I asked with a shrug and a grin. 

“They’re not nice people, Pagan,” Eirin said, sighing. “They aren’t like us.” 

“You’ve never even met them.” 

“I’ve never met a lion but I’m not going to stick my head in one’s mouth!” Roared Matherson. 

“We go there openly,” I explained. “We make no secret of it. We don’t try to sneak up on her or force our way in. We go there as friends and we make sure she knows it. If she knows we’re coming, then she’ll either want to see us or not. If she does, then we talk. If not… well, then, she’s already made her decision and finding her doesn’t matter anymore.” 

“One slight problem,” said Eirin. “Doesn’t all this openness make us a sitting target for Duine?” 

“Yes, it does,” I answered. 

Eirin rolled her eyes. “Oh good, I’m glad you realized that.” 

I held up a hand. “If I read Nyx right, then she respects courage and tenacity. If we show up for tea, I don’t think she’ll reveal herself. But if we show up, hunted by the King’s Alliance, but unafraid, then I think we have a shot.” 

“It’d be risking a lot,” said Matherson. 

“I’ll shield us as best I can,” I tried to reassure him. “That’ll be another good way of showing our character to Nyx.” 

“I don’t like it that you’d be pandering to this person.” 

I shrugged. Pandering or not, it was really quite simple. “We need her.” 

Matherson grunted. “I’m still not convinced we do. She’s dangerous, Pagan.” 

I couldn’t help laughing. “Dangerous compared to what? Look where we are! We’re outlaws with a powerful Mage and the whole weight of the King’s Alliance coming down on us. Nyx is one woman . She can help us.” 

“If she chooses to help us,” Matherson said. 

I nodded. “Maybe she will, maybe she won’t, but if we don’t ask, then we’ll never know.” 

“I still don’t like it. We follow you for a reason, Pagan.” He cleared his throat. “If we wanted to follow Nyx, we would have joined her ranks.” 

I turned to him. “Not so long ago, you told me all of this was about stopping the corruption of Duine. You said that what mattered most was stopping him from using magic as a tool of oppression. You said that, in and of itself, was worth dying for. 

We can’t do it alone, Matherson. We’ve proved that.” I took a breath. “Nyx can help us.” 

“I’m not arguing that she can’t.” 

“Well, if you’re willing to make the ultimate sacrifice, that being your life, then surely you’re willing to talk with someone you don’t like?” 

Matherson gave a grim smile. “Damn it all, I hate it when you do that.” He chuckled. “I don’t mind Nyx helping us, Pagan, but I draw the line at us helping her . I don’t know what that crazy bitch has planned…” 

“Ahem,” Eirin said, raising one brow at him. 

He smiled more broadly. “Not that I’ve got anything against crazy bitches.” 

“Carry on,” she said with a wave of her hand. 

He faced me again. “But, whatever she has planned, don’t get sucked in. Don’t forget what we’re trying to do.” 

I could always rely on Matherson for good advice and to keep me grounded. “Eirin?” 

Eirin took a deep breath and then exhaled it. “It’s the right thing to do. Maybe it’s the only thing we can do. But, I still worry you’re going to regret this, Pagan.” She nodded as she

looked at me, spearing me with her eyes. “Don’t trust her for a second.” 

NINE

EMMA

The room didn’t smell like mom anymore. 

Dad had forbidden entry into this particular wing of the house, becoming incredibly cross any time he found me loitering in the halls nearby. He couldn’t stay awake forever, though, and when he’d lose himself to sleep or a bottle of hard liquor, I snuck in. I used to crawl under the dusty coverlet and bury my face in her pillow, screwing my eyes shut, as if I wished hard enough, the soft arms that went with the gentle scent would cradle me again. 

The lack of her smell now was the only thing that convinced me this was all a very sick dream. The place remained totally unchanged in the ten years she’d been gone. I’d become convinced sometime in the interim that Dad had bespelled it to stay exactly the same. It seemed like something he would have done before he had his meltdown and turned into someone no one recognized. 

I couldn’t remember the last time he’d mentioned Mom. It was like he’d wiped her out of his head and never looked back. Of course, I couldn’t actually remember the last time he and I had had a decent conversation, either. 

I sat down in front of the vanity in the corner. I’d always wondered why exactly they insisted on calling it a vanity. Put a mirror in a man’s room and it’s just a mirror. Put one on a piece of women’s furniture, and it’s vanity. Go figure…

The set of antique combs and perfume bottles glittered in the light seeping in between the blinds. In my dream, I couldn’t tell if the warm amber glow was the sun rising or setting. Time here seemed meaningless. 

I ran my fingers over the edge of the nearest comb, even as I slid onto the velvet-lined seat before the vanity. They were cool to the touch. I could remember a time when they’d been warmed by the imprint of my mother’s fingers on the handles. I stared at my reflection in the mirror, touched my face, dabbed at the tears starting in my eyes. 

Dad would never admit it out loud, but I’d puzzled it out in the years since he’d had his breakdown. It was this face that was reflecting back at me that made him the way he was toward me—

cold. This face that so resembled my mother’s. He couldn’t look at me without seeing her and, yet, there was always some level of confusion within him whenever he looked at me. Like he didn’t know why I made him feel the way he did. Did he hate me? I wasn’t

sure. I wouldn’t have been surprised, though, if I learned he did hate me. There was just something in his eyes on the few occasions that he actually decided to see me in person (which had been years now). Something cold, angry, confused and empty. It sounded poetic like it should belong in an angsty book about teen love and loss. Instead, it was my life. 

I squeezed my eyes shut and when I opened them, I had to stifle a sound of shock. Another shape had appeared in the mirror. A woman who looked a lot like me. Older, like a projection of what I might look like in twenty years or so. Her eyes were gentle, her smile a little sad. 

“Mom,” I whispered. 

The mirror image of my mother reached down and lifted one of the antique brushes, bringing it up to stroke my hair. I jerked as a warm hand traced one side of my head, holding me still while the phantom sensation of a brush pulled through my hair. The brush on my side of the mirror hadn’t moved, but I felt its bristles just as surely as if I’d lifted it to do this very thing. 

“Emma, I’ve missed you so much.” Her voice had a distant, echoing quality to it like she was speaking from the inside of a cave or the very bottom of a well. 

I pressed my palms flat against the mirror. A sudden, fervent conviction seized me. If I could just break the mirror, I could find her! She could emerge from the opposite side whole and healthy and I could have a family again. Well, I could have a mother again. I wasn’t sure I even wanted my father anymore. He wasn’t really much of a father at all. 

The mirror was frigid, like a layer of ice between us. I brought my palms up to it and then pulled back and slammed them forward, banging against the glass as hard as I could. No cracks formed on it, even when I hammered it with my fists or chucked the combs at it. 

“Mom,” I sobbed, feeling frustrated disappointment surging within me. “Mom, I need you! Please!” 

The sensation of her fingers curled in my hair. “I love you so much, Emma.” 

When I woke, my hands were balled into the comforter, and I’d soaked one side of the pillow with my tears. I rolled onto my back and lay there for a while, staring at the ceiling. The tears kept coming, silent, but steady. It took me at least five minutes to stop. The dream had felt so real. If I closed my eyes, I swore I could feel her hand stroking my hair. 

This was Rowan’s fault. 

After what said about Aunt Bryn going after Mom and believing she was still alive, of course my brain was going to come up with something like it had. Why couldn’t Bryn just leave it alone? Mom was gone and the sooner she accepted that, the better it was going to be for all involved. 

I had enough to worry about without piling on a heaping helping of psychological trauma. I didn’t want to unpack the issues I had surrounding my parents. I wasn’t sure it was even possible to take a gap year from Elmington, let alone for the reason’s I’d be doing it. My mother was dead and there was nothing I could do to change that. There was no rescue, no do-overs. It was done. Why did Bryn—and by extension Rowan—insist on torturing themselves and me by insisting otherwise? 

Some of my anger melted away as I considered what they must be going through. Poor Aunt Bryn. If I was having nightmares about the possibility of my mother’s fate, how much worse was it for her? She actually believed Mom was alive and stuck in some awful place. Bryn thought she could save Mom from some hell dimension. 

She must have been going crazy, and this was the final sign that she’d truly lost it—the pain had been too much for her to take. 

Maybe Rowan and Mathilda were right to be concerned about her recent trip to Faery? 

I rolled back onto my side, knuckling sleep out of my eyes. A quick glance at my phone made me groan. It was too damn early to be awake. Still, I couldn’t get back to sleep. Not after that. I pulled up my last text exchange with Rowan and typed one handed, too lazy to grip it with both. 

Hi Ro. Have you heard from your mom? 

I wasn’t really expecting a reply, given the time difference. 

Even though Rowan was five hours ahead, it was still earlyish in Scotland and she liked to sleep in. To my surprise, a trio of dancing dots appeared just below my message. 

Not yet. I’m starting to get worried. 

What did I say to that? Sorry? That sounded like a crappy way to end a text exchange. Sorry you’re worried, but I’m going back to bed now? 

Call me if anything changes, please. I’m here for you, Ro. 

The dots did their little jig again. 

Thanks, Em. Talk to you later, once I have some news. Dad is going after her so I feel better knowing that. <3

Maybe that should have been it. It wasn’t my business what Aunt Bryn decided to do with herself. I could be mad at her for

worrying Rowan, but that wasn’t really productive either. And it was just so weird that Uncle Sinjin was now getting involved…

I just couldn’t wrap my head around why Bryn was doing this now. 

Mom had been gone for ten years! If Aunt Bryn really suspected she might still be alive, why had she waited so long to go looking? I mean, I knew she’d gone after mom as soon as she’d first gone missing. And Bryn had come up empty-handed after months of looking. And then she’d given up. So why start the search again? 

I needed more information. Wincing at the thought of the telling off I was sure to get, I dialed Mathilda’s number. The phone rang twice before the line crackled and her sweet voice answered, sounding like bells ringing. 

“Emma?” 

“Hi, Mathilda.” 

“Oh, darling, it’s so nice to hear your voice! How is Elmington? 

Are you alright? Doing well in your classes?” 

“I’m fine,” I rushed to assure her. “I just… I just had a nightmare because Rowan had said some things and I...” I drew in a deep breath and let it out on a sigh. “I needed to ask you about Aunt Bryn.” 

“Okay, dear.” 

“I know it’s stupid and there’s probably nothing to it, but I needed to know more about what Aunt Bryn said about where she was going and why. Rowan said Bryn thinks Mom’s alive somewhere?” 

The silence on the other end of the line stretched so long, I almost thought I’d been disconnected. If I hadn’t heard her breathing on the other end, I’d have thought she’d hung up on me. 

When she spoke, her words came out slowly and clearly meant to sound as if she had no knowledge about the subject. 

“I’m sure it was just a nightmare, Emma. For both of you. I’m so sorry Rowan’s given you false hope.” 

“But what if… what if it isn’t false hope?” I pressed. “What if there’s something to it? I mean, Aunt Bryn isn’t stupid. If she left Rowan, there has to be a damn good reason why.” 

“Your Aunt Bryn is anything but stupid,” Mathilda agreed. “But she’s also overcome and has been for some time, with the melancholy of losing your mother, Emma.” 

“Still… she’s just now going after Mom again. Why? It makes no sense unless she found something out…” 

“All she had was a dream, a vision, dear. And she was convinced this vision was real and true. Now it’s up to Bryn to discover the truth for herself.” 

“Then you don’t believe there is anything to her vision?” 

She was quiet for a few seconds. “I believe grief has a way of visiting us when we least expect it.” 

“And that’s it?” 

“If this is what your Aunt needs to find closure, we need to allow it. But that is her closure. You have a life and a career ahead of you and I’m sure it’s not going to help your studies that you’re up so early, Emma. Go back to bed and you’ll feel better in the morning.” 

“You’re probably right.” But, I didn’t feel any better. 

“Goodbye, dear.” 

“Bye, Mathilda.” 

The line clicked dead and I was left staring at my phone. The call hadn’t helped me a whit to calm my jumbled thoughts or emotions. I had more questions than answers. I flopped back on my pillow, letting my phone tumble into the sheets with a huff. 

How the hell was I supposed to go back to sleep now? 

#

When I arrived at the courtyard for our study date, Clark had two cups of coffee waiting by the stack of textbooks. Steam curled into the crisp, Saturday morning air and carried the scent of French roast to my grateful nostrils. 

“Oh my God, thank you,” I said as I grinned hugely and stood on my tip-toes as I flung my arms around his neck when he stood to greet me. His hair was soft and tickled my fingers. 

“Wow, if I got a greeting like that just for coffee, I would have brought it for you a long time ago,” he answered with a chuckle. 

“Yeah, I could kiss you! Coffee is just what the witch ordered.” 

His dark eyes dropped to my lips, speculative. “I wouldn’t mind that, you know.” 

Maybe it was the coffee. Maybe it was his completely handsome smile. Or maybe it was the fact that I was delirious with lack of sleep, but I acted on instinct. And instinct dictated that I stand on tiptoe, dragging his lips down to meet mine. They were softer than I’d have expected, the kiss gentle, sweet. His hands

settled at my waist but he didn’t grip me, the way I thought he might. He just held me there, kissing me thoughtfully for a few seconds. It was nice. 

But it wasn’t the same as the kiss with Stone. No frenzied need, no spark, no... anything really. It was nice and that was all. I cursed myself inwardly. Why? Why couldn’t I feel something more for him. Clark was smart, sweet, funny, friendly, and really handsome! Any girl would kill to have a guy like Clark as her boyfriend and it appeared he’d chosen me. So why was I trading comparisons between Clark and Stone? 

I mean, it was stupid really. Stone and I could never be anything. And Clark and I… it appeared we were becoming…

something. 

Clark drew away from me with a smile. “That was nice.” 

“Yeah,” I agreed, hiding a twinge of guilt with a shaky grin of my own. “I... uh... think we should get started with… our studying?” 

He looked disappointed. “Okay, lead the way.” 

“Maybe we could start with the homework for Professor Draper? I think I’m a bit lost on the assignment for his class.” 

I wasn’t, really. Stone was an excellent teacher. But it gave me an excuse to think about him and to say his name out loud. Ugh, that just sounded so… so lame. 

“Sure” Clark agreed easily. He flipped the book open and leaned over the page, squinting at the fine text. 

That was what probably saved his life. 

A massive pair of rusted, silver scissors snapped shut just above Clark’s head, shearing off a few strands of his hair. I screamed, and pulled back in horror as the portly, bearded ghost appeared just after its deadly shears. 

Clark recovered quickly and rolled sideways before the ghost could pin him to the table and spear him through the neck with the rusty weapon. The impact with the stone courtyard sounded painful, but Clark didn’t show any signs of discomfort. He was on his feet in seconds. 

“Emma, run!” he shouted. 

I wanted to. Desperately. But, my legs wouldn’t move. And I couldn’t leave Clark alone to face this thing, no matter how useless I was to him. I didn’t have the sage any longer which meant I was fresh out of ideas on how to stop the fucking thing. 

Stupid, stupid Emma, assuming the ghost was gone. I’d be stuffing my pockets with herbs from now on, just in case something came for me again. If there was an again. 

“Go!” Clark yelled. 

The ghost whipped toward me, shears raised. 

I shrieked and ducked beneath the blades. I stumbled, skinning my knees on the rough stone as I went down. My knees stung as I scrambled to Clark’s side. He fumbled to help me up and pushed me behind him. 

“We need sage,” I started. “That’s how I got rid of it last time!” 

But my words choked off as Clark screwed up his face, balled his fists, and flung something at the ghost. Something that looked like a handful of pebbles. But they glowed amber. The pellets stuck to the ghost and the thing began wailing at once, slashing the air with its enormous shears, but it was no use. It couldn’t move. More than that, anywhere the small stones touched, the ghost began to dissolve. The last thing to disappear was its pale, frenzied eyes. 

Clark’s shoulders heaved with exertion and even through the dress shirt of his uniform I could see the bunched muscles of his back. 

“It might be back,” I said. 

He didn’t relax or turn to face me for another few seconds. He just stood there, panting. Then he finally craned his neck to look at me, where I stood frozen only a few paces behind him. 

“You have a ghost,” he said. 

“I wouldn’t say it belongs to me.” 

“It came for you?” he asked as he stared down at me. “And this wasn’t the first time you’ve seen it?” 

“No.” I took a deep breath. “I’ve only seen it once before.” 

He frowned. “And now it’s following you. Sounds ominous.” 

That it did. This wasn’t a one-off occurrence I could write off any longer. This thing had come after me on purpose and I didn’t think it would stop until I was dead. Clark wouldn’t always be there to do... whatever he’d just done. That meant… I needed to talk to someone. Someone who wouldn’t judge me or think I’d summoned it to myself in a moment of ineptitude. 

Which I couldn’t actually discount as a possibility, depressingly enough. 

“I need to tell someone… what happened,” I said, sighing a little as I did. “I’m afraid that thing is going to keep coming back.” 

“Who?” Clark started but the answer was already leaving my mouth. 

“Professor Draper.” 

TEN

NYX

The essential of scrying is a reflective surface. Scrying to foretell the future (in as much as free will allows it), can be done in a mirror, in the glass of a crystal ball, in finely polished metal or even in the surface of a lake on a still day. 

I used polished slate. Not just because it was harder—and, thus, made a valuable point to those around me regarding my abilities, but because I liked the shading slate gave events. What is less well known is that the surface you read affects what you see. The same future can look different depending on what you scry it through. Mirrors are romantic; the tall dark stranger you see in a mirror will be handsome and dashing, even if he is on his way to kill you. The same tall dark stranger seen through water will be less handsome and more insidious. Crystal balls are mystically vague, telling more of portent than purpose—they’ll show you the man as a blank, with no hint as to who he is or what he might want. But, slate is matter of fact, it gives all events an everyday normality that makes predictions more accurate. When you see a handsome man approaching on polished slate, then you can be sure he is that handsome. 

I was watching one approaching now. Handsome, but with an edge to him, underlined by the tattoos that formed a mask of Celtic knots around his eyes. As I watched him, he pulled the hood back from his head to reveal sandy colored hair and a strong face. Young, but he’d seen something of the world. 

“Who is he?” asked Conal, my closest confidante. 

“The one they call Pagan,” I replied. 

“That’s Pagan?” Conal snorted through his beard. “Not what I expected. Barely more than a kid.” 

“You just say that because you’re old, Conal.” 

The big man stiffened. Conal took his age seriously. He was in his early forties—not old yet, but he’d lost a step in speed to the younger men of the Samhain. He could still match any of them for strength and he was still a ruggedly handsome man beneath the reddish beard, now shot with grey, but time weighed on Conal’s mind. 

“He’s a brave one.” I stroked the wetted slate as I spoke, moving the image to see Pagan in context, alongside the men and women who followed him. 

“I’d have said foolhardy ,” grumbled Conal. “He must know he won’t find you, and he’s advertising his presence. The King’s Alliance will be on him before the sun sets.” 

“He’s not trying to find me.” I trailed my finger down the slate, tracing the line of Pagan’s battle-hardened body. “He’s asking me to find him.” 

“Arrogant,” judged Conal. 

On that account, Conal was somewhat correct. Although perhaps

‘arrogant’ was not the proper word to describe this tattooed man. 

‘Confident’ might be better. “Pagan knows we take in waifs and strays, especially those who’ve angered the Mages and the little Dark One.” 

“You think Pagan would want to join your army?” Conal raised a disbelieving eyebrow as he snickered. “He’s used to being in command, Nyx. He won’t follow your orders.” 

“Every dog can be trained.” My eyes hadn’t left the image of Pagan. I considered myself a connoisseur of men—some might use different words, but I liked connoisseur —and Pagan had something about him. Something I wanted to see in the flesh. Call me curious. 

“You’re not thinking of letting them in?” I could hear the jealousy in Conal’s voice and I took a quiet pleasure in it. 

“Everyone knows Pagan’s an idealist. He’ll cause trouble. Dissent in the ranks. You’ve seen the way people follow him.” 

“What of it?” 

He shrugged. “What if some of our people prefer his leadership to yours?” 

I looked back at Conal. “Then we’d better be sure Pagan and I are on the same side. If we are, then he can be of use to me. If not, then we can deal with him… accordingly.” 

“He has a reputation.” 

“So do I.” 

Conal snickered. “His reputation is different to yours, Nyx.” 

“His reputation is another reason why he can be of use to us.” 

Credit where credit was due; Pagan was not just wandering in the mountains in the hope of bumping into my hideout. He was going in a very definite direction—the right direction. He was searching

for me with magic he drew from the mountains themselves, the same magic I used to hide the Samhain. It took power to do that. Even at this distance, I could already feel a hint of the power that lay within him. He would make an interesting guest. 

“I don’t think we need him.” Conal made one last attempt at dissuading me, and I wondered if his intense distrust was because he was trying to protect me, or because he could tell I was attracted to the younger man. 

“I don’t need him,” I agreed. “I want him.” I turned around to look at Conal and smiled. It was a smile that had dropped many men to their knees—the same smile that had won over Conal and the same smile that would disarm Pagan. “I thought you enjoyed giving me things I want.” 

“Nyx,” he started but the look was there in his eyes. The poor bastard was completely infatuated with me. 

Poor Conal. I found him so very easy to manipulate and I enjoyed doing it very much. I supposed there was a sort of cruelty to it, but I believed he liked being manipulated as well; just a bit. If nothing else, it made him feel wanted. 

“When they get close enough, you can go out and bring them in.” 

“How many of them are there?” 

“Just over forty. We can use them… all. No one is to be hurt.” 

Conal gave a sigh and shook his head. “They’re loyal to him, not to you.” 

“Then I’ll have to break him first .” And a little voice at the back of my mind whispered ‘ That will be fun ’. 

#

The Fortress of Glyderau was protected by three things. First, it was protected by the landscape, which was as harsh as anywhere in North Wales. Built into the craggy slopes of the thousand foot mountain of Glyder Fawr, it was inaccessible to all, but the most determined. Its greatest defense was magical; although it was located on the mountain, it was also not. Climbers didn’t just pass by it without noticing, they walked straight through it, as it existed on a different plane. You could know exactly where it was and still not be able to enter, and since no one knew exactly where the fortress was, it was impossible to find. The final line of defense was one I had yet to call on, but in theory, if someone braved the hostile slopes of the mountain, if they somehow located the fortress and bypassed the magic to cross between realms, then they would be met by my guards. 

The Samhain was made up of wanderers and refugees, criminals and outlaws, all dedicated to two purposes. First and foremost; they did as I told them, my word was law . Second, they were against the King’s Alliance. They had all been against Duine and his new version of the Alliance before coming here, and since then, I’d honed their hatred even as I trained their bodies. When the moment came, they would be ready. 

Ready for what? That was a question asked a lot, but I kept the answer to myself. 

On the face of it, Pagan’s ongoing campaign against Duine made him and the Order of the Templar ideal recruits, but they were slightly different. They fought for justice, for the moral good and purity of magic. I wanted people who fought for me . Pagan believed in things and you could never trust a man like that. 

Belief gets you killed. 

Why then had I let him enter Glyderau? Another good question. 

Hopefully the answer was along the lines of what I’d told Conal; Pagan and his people could be useful. Hopefully the answer wasn’t that I wanted to see if he was as attractive in real life as he’d looked on the slate. 

“Lady Nyx.” Pagan bowed before me, never trailing his eyes from my own. “Thank you for welcoming us into your home. It is extraordinary.” 

Damn it. He was even better looking in the flesh. I needed to control my instinctive reactions. 

I didn’t bother getting up and out of my chair, so he could kiss the top of my hand or some other ridiculous notion. Instead, I just remained seated at the center of the long table in our main hall, surrounded by my warriors. Some sat at the u-shaped table beside me, others lined the walls of the wooden room. “What’s all this ‘lady’ crap?” 

My warriors laughed, but Pagan, to his credit, took it in good humor. 

“Just calling you ‘Nyx’ seemed disrespectful. ‘Mrs.’ sounded…” he started and then looked to me for clarification. 

“Incorrect,” I answered. 

“Right,” he said with a quick nod. “‘Ma’am’ made you sound old, when, clearly, you are not. Thus, I took a shot, quite in the dark.” 

Good answer. “It’s Nyx,” I replied. “Nothing more, nothing less.” 

“Then thank you, Nyx , for extending your hospitality.” 

Conal chuckled at this. I gave him a side smirk, but kept my attention on Pagan. “Titles are for idiots like the High Mage who needs constant reinforcement of how powerful he is… or believes he is. I know who’s in charge here. Everyone knows who’s in charge here.” I paused for a moment and gave Pagan my smile. His eyes narrowed slightly, as if to say he wouldn’t be taken in by it. “Do you know who’s in charge here, Lord Pagan?” 

He looked at me, really looked at me. I could see his magic in his eyes, warring with mine. Testing, feeling each other. Trying to ascertain just how powerful each other was. His eyes were forget-me-not blue. “You… Nyx .” 

“Damn right.” 

There were people who, in my position, would have put on a show of power. Duine no doubt met people in a throne room of sorts, decked out in expensive finery, all gold and glitter. I showed my power by not showing it. I wore a simple, knee-length dress of rough, white cotton, tied at the waist with a red cord, and knee high leather boots that were practical for hill walking. Someone had once told me that the rich dressed richly because they could, but the very rich dressed poorly for the same reason. A similar rule can be applied to the powerful. 

“I’ve heard of you, Pagan.” 

“I’m flattered.” 

“Don’t be. You’ve been getting your ass kicked.” 

I saw him flinch at that. Apparently, the boy scout revolutionary took his losses personally. 

“Duine and the King’s Alliance has been hitting us hard.” 

“You got your numbers back up quickly,” I observed with a quick shrug as I motioned to Decard for the ale. I faced Pagan again, where he stood in the center of the Great Hall. He was without his followers. I’d only invited Pagan to enter. “People are drawn to you.” 

“Small use if I get them killed.” 

I snorted. “If you’re not prepared to lose a few, then no wonder you’re losing. If you try to win a war for the loss of no men, you’ve lost before you even started. You have to be ruthless.” 

Decard brought a jug of ale and I poured myself a glass. Then I faced Pagan. “Come,” I said as I waved him forward. He obliged. I handed him the tankard and he accepted it. I didn’t bother pouring myself one because this was a test. “What do you want from me?” 

He eyed me, as if getting the measure of me and then he glanced down at the ale in his hand. He looked at me once more and then

swallowed the entire contents of the tankard in five or so gulps, never taking his eyes off my own. He took the few steps that separated us and brought the tankard down beside me, onto the table. It made a hollow thud. 

He’d passed my test. Ordinarily, I was supposed to sample the ale first—to prove it wasn’t tainted with poison. But, as I said, this was a test. A test of Pagan’s trust and his faith in me. 

That something about him that I’d sensed in the slate, now stood proud like an aura that shimmered about his body. I was always very attuned to a person’s sexual energy, and Pagan’s was fierce. 

It was hard to be sure of my decisions when I was around a man like this one. My own powerful sexual energy was a key part of my magic—there is nothing that ties us to the natural world more than our animal nature. My instinct was useful, but it could also cloud my judgment. 

“I want to join forces,” Pagan replied, in a near whisper. His breath fanned out around my face and tickled my skin. “Our interests might not be identical, but where Duine is concerned, they intersect.” 

I leaned forward, until we were nearly nose to nose. He didn’t budge. “Easy for you to come begging for help… now that you’re in trouble.” 

Pagan simply nodded. “Yes. Very.” 

He was honest, and sure of himself, without being cocky. But I needed to be sure. I leaned even closer, moving my face to the side of his so my nose brushed up against his ear. I could feel the shiver of anticipation and attraction that flowed through him. His magic most assuredly responded to mine. 

“Your people are waiting outside,” I whispered. “Tell them to join you. Soon we will eat and drink. And then you will be put to the test.” 

I pulled away. He frowned. “What sort of test?” 

I smiled. “My sort.” 

#

The amphitheater had been Conal’s idea; something to make training a bit more fun and a bit more competitive. I also thought he’d suggested it because it made him look good. 

“The first test!” I announced, and the audience of the Samhain, arrayed about the central ring, cheered wildly. 

In the ring stood Conal, shirtless and displaying the expansive muscles of his broad torso and thick, powerful arms. His body was

a landscape of muscle, traced with old scars, some from battle, some from me. 

Beside him, stood Pagan, also shirtless, and displaying a physique that was less vast in its scale, but no less impressive. 

Pagan’s body was hardened with muscles which had been earned by activity. He was compact and honed, so much strength packed into a tight, taut package. This had definitely been a good idea. 

“The rules are simple,” I explained. “No magic. This is a test of physical strength alone. No weapons, no eye-gouging, no help from the audience. The winner determined by knock-out or pinning. 

Understand?” 

Pagan looked at me and nodded. He appeared to be irritated which pleased me even more. “Good,” I said. “Fight.” 

The best fights are always between men with something to prove. 

The Order of the Templar were there watching and he couldn’t lose face in front of them or let them down. And Conal? Well, he always had something to prove in the ring because he’d never been beaten. Plus, he’d seen the way I looked at Pagan; he didn’t want to simply beat the younger man, he wanted to humiliate him. 

At first, the fight went as expected. Conal threw punches with the force of a sledgehammer. Pagan moved quick and cat-like, avoiding the lethal blows. But when Pagan got a blow in, ducking agilely beneath the big man’s guard, Conal weathered it. Pagan was a strong young man and a punch from him packed serious heat, but Conal had taken punches all his life, it took a lot to bring him down. 

Still, I’d noticed something Conal had not, because Conal never thought to look beyond the problem in front of him. From the first time I’d seen Pagan, he’d been accompanied by a man-mountain even taller than Conal. The man’s name, I’d learned, was Matherson, and unless I missed my guess, Pagan had sparred with his friend on a regular basis. Thus, Pagan was better prepared. 

Still, Matherson’s experience told. A cheer erupted from the Samhain as Conal landed a blow and Pagan went flying. He was back up in an instant, blood coming from his nose, but his eyes still just as determined. He ran at Conal, ducked and weaved to get behind him, then jumped on the big man’s back. 

I felt a thrill of excitement, and realized I was rooting for the wrong man. 

As Pagan’s arm came tight about Conal’s throat, seeking to choke him, Conal rushed backwards to slam the smaller man into the wall. Pagan dropped at the last minute, rolling away. Conal rebounded from the wall and Pagan spun a leg out, taking out Conal’s feet, sending him to the ground. In an instant, Pagan was

on him. A swift left to the chin to knock Conal dizzy, then Pagan pinned the bigger man with his legs, holding him down. 

“Winner!” I declared as I stood up. 

“But…” Conal leapt to his feet angrily as Pagan released him. 

Normally, he would’ve had to be pinned for five seconds, and Pagan would certainly not have been able to do that. Perhaps I’d cheated a little to let Pagan win, but I’d never seen anyone get that far against Conal before. The point was proved. This was not a game, after all. Which didn’t dilute Conal’s fury. 

“Let’s move to the second test,” I said. I could tell Conal wanted to argue, wanted to say the test wasn’t fair, but he wouldn’t dare question my authority in front of everyone else. He would wait until later, behind closed doors, after he’d thoroughly fucked me. 

#

This time, Pagan would be facing one of the younger members of the Samhain, Braden; only twenty years old and with all the arrogant confidence of that age. And Braden had reason to be arrogant; he was our champion climber, flying up cliff faces without the aid of magic. Typically, he climbed wearing just a pair of small shorts and climbing shoes—simply because he could. 

His body was trim, sleek and amazingly flexible, but also rippled with muscle. There wasn’t a spare inch of fat on him. He was also the prettiest man I’d ever seen. 

He stood beside Pagan, at the foot of one of the fiercest cliffs in the range. 

“You climb much?” he asked. 

Pagan shook his head. “No.” 

“Barely worth bothering then, wouldn’t you say?” 

Pagan shrugged. “If you’d rather back down, that’s fine with me.” 

Braden laughed. “I’ll see you at the top. If you get there.” 

“Please refrain from the macho smack talk,” I interrupted, glaring at him. “It’s embarrassing. First to the top wins. No magic.” 

“No other rules?” asked Pagan, as he knelt to tie his shoelaces. 

“No.” 

Pagan nodded. “Ready when you are.” 

I lifted my hand and dropped it. “Go!” 

They both lunged for the cliff face, Pagan jumping for his first hand hold, his muscles straining sinuously in his strong arms, while Braden… Braden fell flat on his face. 

There was a gasp from everyone but me as our champion climber swore angrily, nursing a grazed knee. For myself, I’d noticed Pagan tying his opponents laces together, so swiftly and with such light fingers, I wondered if he’d used magic. But no… I’d seen his slip of hand. There was no magic involved. Perhaps I should have said something—it wasn’t really in the spirit of the game—but it also wasn’t against the rules, and Braden could do with being taken down a peg every once in a while. 

“Look what he did!” whined Braden, sounding like a spoilt brat, and showing me his skinned knee. 

“I’ll kiss it better for you later,” I promised. 

“But…” 

“The race is still on, Braden. I’m not restarting it just to please you.” 

Braden stopped pouting and leapt up the cliff, moving with speed and agility as he tracked down his competitor. He was an incredible sight, a lithe, bronzed Adonis, smooth skin gleaming in the sun. But right now, he paled next to Pagan. 

Still, Pagan’s little stunt had only given him a bit of a start. 

He clearly had little experience in climbing and Braden was narrowing the gap quickly. 

“Come on,” I muttered. 

“If Pagan wins this as well we’ll look ridiculous,” growled Conal, as he took the empty space beside me and I looked up at him. He wasn’t usually Braden’s biggest fan and, thus, I was surprised to hear him rooting for the younger man. 

As Conal spoke, I realized he thought I was supporting Braden. 

But I hadn’t been. 

It wouldn’t matter in a minute, Braden’s skill was telling; he was going to win. Even now, he was drawing level with Pagan. 

“Hey!” 

The sharp shout from above made everyone look more keenly and there was a variety of reactions from the crowd; shocked gasps and suppressed giggles. Pagan had yanked down Braden’s shorts! 

“I can’t believe it,” I said on a laugh. 

“I can’t believe it either,” Conal grumbled as he looked from Braden’s ass hanging out to me. He frowned. 

Again, it wasn’t against the rules. Truthfully, the young climber probably could have continued au naturel —given Braden’s pride in his own body, that would have been no surprise, and, even at this distance, it was obvious to every onlooker that he had nothing to be ashamed of. But Pagan had pulled the shorts down around Braden’s knees and they were hobbling him in his attempts to progress. He had to stop to pull them up or down before proceeding—either would do—but it was a tricky task while clinging to a cliff face. 

“Winner!” The call came from the top of the cliff. Pagan had triumphed again. 

But the third test would be one of magic, and here Pagan would get no leniency from me, because it was me he would be up against. 

#

“What’s the final challenge?” asked Pagan, once we were back in Glyderau Fortress and in the amphitheater. 

“Combat,” I answered simply. “Knock me down.” 

He looked at me but there was no sort of mocking expression in his face, even though he was easily a head taller and he was far broader. I was small, even for a woman. 

“What are the rules?” he asked. 

“No physical contact. Just magic. Three falls and you’re out.” 

Pagan nodded. He was taking this seriously, as well he should. I had to admit, I was curious to see what he’d do. He’d proven himself clever as well as strong, but there were no short cuts in a magical fight. Nowhere to hide. 

“Begin.” 

With practiced ease, I summoned the magic and hurled it at Pagan, he tried to deflect, but my power was too great for him and he went tumbling, landing awkwardly to the roars of the crowd. 

“Should have tried to tie my shoelaces together,” I suggested with a laugh, as he struggled back to his feet. 

He smiled down at me. He was still determined, still handsome, still with that aura of sexuality, but it had felt good to turn him on his ass, and it would feel good to do it again. 

This time, he got in the first shot, but I turned it aside and responded. Summoning a magical shield from the air, he defended himself, driven back, but keeping his feet. He tried to distract me with a burst of fire, but I was wise to him. Drawing the

mountain wind down around him, I flipped him again and again the crowd roared. 

“Two nothing. Do you think you can avoid a whitewash?” I asked on a breathless laugh. 

“Maybe I can.” 

I should have known from the look in his eyes that he had a plan, but perhaps I was as arrogant as Conal or Braden. 

Pagan ran at me. Which took me by surprise—the rules were clear about physical contact. He cast the spell as he ran, not on me but on himself, coming close enough to catch me in its wake. 

I spun around. The amphitheater, the crowd, the fortress were all gone. We were on the mountain slopes. 

A whoosh of energy caught my attention and I tried to deflect it, but this time, Pagan’s magic was too strong for me and down I went, right on my backside. 

“Tied your shoelaces,” said Pagan, as I stood back up, rubbing my sore behind. 

I looked down and saw that he had tied them, the clever bastard. 

In Glyderau the magic was mine; I would always be more powerful than him. But out here, in the middle of this mountain meadow, we were on a level playing field. The winner was whoever used the natural magic better. 

“Clever,” I said as we looked at each other. 

There was no audience here—no howling from the stands or sighs or cheers. Here, it was just the two of us. And I appreciated that fact. 

We both moved at once; the magic met and burst, throwing sparks. 

Pagan ducked and rolled, calling the earth energy to him and pushing it at me. The ground seemed to roll beneath my feet and I cursed as I went down again. 

“Two all.” 

“One point to play.” 

We moved around each other. I could hear my blood singing in my ears, relishing the challenge this remarkable man had given me. I liked being in charge, but I’d forgotten what it was like to face an equal. It excited me in ways I’d almost forgotten, and in ways that made me powerful. 

The magic crackled from our fingertips, our eyes locked, the power surged. Who would break first? Just at the edge of my awareness, I knew Pagan was enjoying this as much as I was, and

in the same way. Neither one of us could tear our eyes away from the other. It was the age-old game now—of the sexes. And when it came to the magic of attraction, and of the sexual, I prided myself that no one was a match for me. 

Yes, all it would take was a gentle press to his libido, a certain heating in his nether regions. His attention slipped and I flipped him onto his back once more. 

“Damn it!” 

Perhaps I’d forgotten this was more than fun for him. 

“You fought well,” I said. 

“What does that mean?” he asked. 

I shrugged. “It means you’ve earned a chance.” 

He looked surprised and relieved. “You’ll consider working together?” 

“I will consider it.” 

We headed back for the fortress, but there was a lot going on in my mind. There was no doubt that Pagan had performed well and earned his chance. But my performance was more worrying. No wonder he drew people to him the way he did. A man like this could even influence me. And that was dangerous. If Duine were to try and infiltrate Glyderau, then it would be with someone like Pagan. Someone who could make me… drop my guard. 

There would have to be another test. Something to test his resolve to its breaking point. And something that might test me, as well. 

ELEVEN

BRYN

It was truly beautiful here. I doubted even the most cynical soul could disagree. 

Silver light from the full moon trickled like rain water through the leafy green canopy, pooling in the creases in the ground. Our path was uneven and matted with vegetation. Pablo had donned thick-soled hiking boots and urged me to do the same once we entered the thickest parts of the jungle. 

Even in my sleeveless shirt and with the soft whirr of a personal fan going around my neck, I was still pouring sweat. If Rowan were here to hug me at the moment, she’d slide off like a squirrel trying to climb a greased pole. 

It was full dark now and most our path was shaded by the greenery, but even so, it was still a toasty 98 degrees Fahrenheit. Pablo was taking the heat better, but only just. 

Sweat gleamed on his biceps, which had been bared by his shirtless top. We were begging to be eaten alive by the mosquitoes, which were frighteningly large in this neck of the woods. I’d doused myself in enough Deet to kill bugs at fifty paces, but I wasn’t going to complain. It was better than getting heat stroke. 

“How much further?” I asked, huffing with exertion as we mounted a very steep hill. I was still in good shape, even if I was years out of practice since Sinjin and…

I stopped the thought dead in its tracks. Even now, thinking of him could make my chest ache dully. Heartache was a bitch and I wished I handled it better. The emotions snarled into a knot in my head. Love turned to ardent hate. Trust to betrayal. And yet, he still owned a piece of me. I wanted to yank it back. He didn’t deserve it. 

Pablo saved me from the depressing mire of my thoughts, drawing my attention back to reality with his gruff answer. 

“Just up this hill and a little inside the cave. That’s as far as I’ll take you.” 

“Then you won’t take me all the way?” 

He shook his head. “I won’t tangle with the old crone. Not worth a paycheck, even as large as the one being offered.” 

“Why not?” 

“She’s not right.” 

I paused, clutching my side. A stitch was beginning just beneath my ribs. I didn’t tire easily. Maybe it was the heat or the humidity. Maybe it was the very tangible throb of magic in the air affecting me. Whatever the reason, I didn’t like it. 

Pablo didn’t seem the sort to spook easily. He’d taken me into the deepest, dankest parts of the jungle, after all, risking injury and possible sickness in the form of the mosquitoes. We were in the sweaty armpit of the Amazon Rainforest and an old woman was what scared him? 

Despite the heat, a chill ran up my spine. A heavy sense of foreboding settled on my shoulders. Maybe Mathilda had been right. Maybe this was a bad idea. 

Bad idea or not, this was the only way to settle my nagging questions about Jolie. I had to keep going. So, with a grunt of effort, I resumed walking, using the roots and piles of leaves as a sort of makeshift staircase all the way to the top of the hill. 

I was a little gratified I wasn’t the only one huffing with exertion by the time we reached the top. I used the lip of the round cave entrance to steady myself and dragged in a few deep breaths. It was hard, as thick as the air was here. The stone lip was moist and I was betting the interior of the cave would be damp, much like the rest of my journey. I guess they didn’t call it a rainforest for nothing. 

Pablo let me rest for a few seconds before offering me a hand. I took it, shook it briefly and offered him a hopeful smile. 

“This is the place?” 

“Yes. It should lead you to the entrance you seek but...” he paused. “You ought to turn back now.” 

“Why would I do that after coming all this way?” 

He inhaled deeply. “Most never return from that place. You have a good many years left in your life. Don’t squander them on a fool’s errand.” 

I didn’t see that I had much choice. Jolie could be alive and in dire need of rescue. I had to go. 

“Thank you for your help, Pablo.” 

The look he wore was almost pained. He looked like he wanted to say more, seemed to think better of it, and then shrugged. “I’ll wait for a few minutes… if you change your mind.” 

I nodded, took a deep breath, and then stepped inside the cave. I was almost immediately swallowed by darkness. I fumbled in the pack I wore for a flashlight. I could have produced light on my own, but I had a hunch I’d need to conserve my energy for what was to come. From Mathilda’s description, the Abyss sounded like a nightmare. I wanted to keep myself as strong as possible until the moment came to face it. 

I wandered like that for a few minutes, sweeping the flashlight back and forth until it landed on a crouched shape sitting in a shallow depression in the stone. She was in lotus position on a red blanket, an array of tools set out before her. Pablo had been right to call her a crone. She was one of the oldest women I’d ever seen, her face so deeply lined, it was hard to make out her features at first. She had thin lips, a small nose, and a wide forehead. Her hair was wispy and completely white. 

Pablo had mentioned her name in passing and I strained to remember it, coming up blank in this eleventh hour. Damn it. I should have been paying more attention. 

I settled for, “Ma’am?” 

Her eyes snapped open and she craned her neck to look at me. Her neck was deeply lined as well, the skin loose around her chin. 

Her smile moved the lines in her cheeks so her expression seemed to open like a fan. 

“Ah, Bryn. I was expecting you.” 

I bet she was. 

“I guess I don’t have to tell you why I’ve come then?” 

“Why does anyone come here? I am the guardian of the gate. You seek entry to the Abyss.” 

My stomach did a nervous roll. This was really happening. I was close… so close. “Yes, I do.” 

She let out a soft sigh and sat up straighter. “I should warn you about the true nature of the place before you try to enter.” 

“I’ve heard it’s bad.” 

The memory of the dream briefly entered my mind and I shuddered. 

No matter how terrible it was, I had to try. If Jolie was down there and still alive… that meant… that meant she needed me. 

“Indeed,” the old woman intoned. “The Abyss is a place of great evil. Spirits of the damned reside within, monsters untold hunt in the darkness, and there are things worse still that lurk in the depths. You’d do well to turn and walk away, girl. It’s too dangerous for the average mortal.” 

“I’m not the average mortal,” I countered. 

I was an Elemental, a witch with great power. Maybe not as great as Jolie’s, but I wasn’t a pushover. Or hadn’t been, before Jolie’s death… er, disappearance. Once again, doubt gripped me. 

Was I capable of this? What if I went inside and simply... 

disappeared? What would that do to Rowan? She was already deprived of a father. Would I be leaving her without a mother as well? I knew Mathilda would care for her but... 

“True,” the shaman acknowledged with a nod. “You are most certainly not an average mortal. Perhaps you could withstand the evil within. But there’s only one way to find out.” She paused, apparently giving me the option for a chance to change my mind. I just stood there. 

She nodded. “The time is upon us. The gate can only be opened when the full moon is at its zenith and breached with extreme magical force. Let us see if you find yourself up to the task, Bryn.” 

She waved a hand then, muttered a string of words in a language I couldn’t understand, even with my spell in effect. I didn’t think

it was any tongue uttered on this plane. The back of the cave came to life, glowing red-gold, like the rock was melting into magma. I expected it to run forward like lethally hot candle wax and melt the skin off my bones. Instead, it just seemed to ripple like gelatin that hadn’t set quite right. 

“Can you open the door for me?” I asked, a bit confused. 

She shook her head. “I am merely a guard, girl, not a conduit. I cannot open it for you nor keep it in place for long after you’ve entered. You must break your way in and you will have to break yourself out when you’ve found what you came for… if you find it. 

Do you understand?” 

I nodded, steeling my nerves. I’d never get the damn thing open if I went into this expecting to fail. “I understand.” 

Breathing in deep through my nose, I summoned the power of the flame, the power that burned within me, into my palms. It crackled like a small, miniature storm between my fingers, battering like a caged bug against my grip. It wanted out, wanted to rage and fling crackling tendrils of power at the barrier that stood between Jolie and me. I was so long out of practice, it actually took effort to control. I should have been doing this more, not just helping Rowan with the particulars of her homework assignments. Maybe a practical demonstration of power would have done her good. 

Nothing for it now. There was only one barrier between me and the answers I sought. I just had to break it apart. 

Crooking my fingers, I allowed the lighting to jet forth, cracking like a whip at the barrier. Where the first bolt struck, the red-gold glow dimmed, showing me a neat semi-circle of blackness beyond. I was briefly encouraged by the victory, until the hole sealed like it had never been. More. I needed more power if I was going to defeat it. 

I peppered the molten gate with more strikes, each time punching a bigger hole into the barrier. They were slower to seal back together. I was getting winded though, more exhausted than I’d been the entire journey. New sweat popped along my brow and above my lip. I definitely had to train if—no, when— I returned home. I couldn’t be this unprepared again. 

Summoning the last of my strength, I lobbed flame at the barrier instead. The molten surface seemed to absorb it, but rather than incorporating my fire into the red-hot surface, the barrier began to dissolve. Its glow faded, becoming stone again, this time with an open archway that led to blackness beyond. 

“Yes!” I hissed, resisting the urge to jump up and down and maybe even whoop. Not something to do in front of the dignified shaman. 

“You have breached the door,” she intoned. “But you may regret it.” 

Serious shaman types. Always raining on small victory parades. 

“Maybe,” I acknowledged, my smile fading at the edges. My concerns were legitimate and still there, but it didn’t change what had to be done. 

“Enter, if you wish.” 

It sounded like she hesitated at the last word. I sensed the more ominous, ‘If you dare .’ Maybe she thought saying so was too movie-cliché. Did shamans hiding in caves even watch movies though? Probably not. 

“Thank you,” I said, stepping past her. 

I approached the entrance slowly. It almost seemed to beckon me forward, crooking dark fingers at me, enticing my curiosity. 

Curiosity killed the cat, I thought grimly. That was the phrase. 

But most people left off the end of the idiom. But satisfaction brought it back. 

The ledge of the gateway dropped off into a steep decline, which I estimated would be an easier journey than the one up to the cave. It really was all downhill from here. Maybe fate had a sense of humor…

I was exhausted from the effort it took to get through. I’d need to dig into some of my provisions in the pack, though I’d been hoping to save most of that for Jolie. I wasn’t sure what, if any, food sources there were in the Abyss. I’d brought some of her favorites along with the jerky, dried meals, and water. If there were as many monsters as I imagined there’d be, I needed to keep my energy up. 

I took my first step into the Abyss. 

Almost at once, an Arctic wind blew me back several steps. I raised my hand to shield against it. The gust was so strong, it actually drew involuntary tears from my eyes. Ordinarily, I’d have put it down to a force of nature or magical blowback. But not now. I could sense something in the wind. Something roiling with malice and keen intelligence. Ghosts, spirits. There were so many of them, all swirling around me. 

Instinctive terror gripped me as they swarmed, at least one or two of them trying to pierce the slapdash shield I’d managed to throw up around myself, just in time. Then they were moving again, blowing past me with an eerie moan, leaving the Abyss and bypassing the shaman, as well. I turned to watch the eerie blue glow strike Pablo. 

The effect was immediate. He bent double, looking like he might throw up or scream. No sound came out of him for a good three or four seconds and then he was screaming. His spine twisted, bone grinding on bone as he visibly tried to stop himself shifting. It was no use. He dropped to all fours next, joints shifting, trying to bend backwards to assume his more canine shape. His face was a rictus of pain, teeth elongating, jaw snapping into a new shape. 

He was glowing faintly blue. 

“They have gotten you!” the shaman yelled and pulled back, distancing herself from Pablo. 

I staggered a step. I needed to go help him. I wasn’t sure what I could do to stop whatever was happening, but I had to try. 

Anything that emerged so forcefully from the Abyss couldn’t be good. 

Before I could even make it out of the entryway, though, the stone snapped shut, like a pair of sliding doors, colliding together with a sound of horrible finality. I swung my flashlight up and down the stone, praying to find a gap. I didn’t have the energy to blast it open again and Pablo needed help now. 

I pounded on the stone, but couldn’t keep it up for long. Green vines slithered along the craggy stone like poisonous snakes and lashed the entryway closed. As I watched, wicked spikes sprouted from their surface. Any further pounding would turn my hands into pincushions. 

No way back to Pablo. No way out of this place, without strenuous magical effort and a whole lake full of weedkiller. 

I was trapped in the Abyss. 

TWELVE

DUINE

There she was again…

The dream woman rose from the mists of my slumbering mind on a tide of memory, changing the nature of the dream and making it immediately more solid. However aware that I was that this was a dream, it had the lucidity of memory—a memory of which I had no recollection. Yet I would not forget a face like that. 

“Happy Christmas! I yelled to the room, filled with my friends, as I entered, dusted with the snow that was falling outside and weighed down with parcels that I now began to place under the tree. 

If it was a memory, then it was a good and old one; a Victorian Christmas (literally), Dickensian in its prim, cozy detail, velvet-lined and upholstered in leather. A fire burnt in the grate behind an ornate fireguard, above which chestnuts roasted. 

The heady scent of mulled wine filled the air (how often can you actually smell in a dream?), mingling with the laughter of old friends. 

And the girl—a chronological inconsistency, but there she was. 

This time, there was no light summer dress to drape seductively about her shapely form, and yet the buttoned-up Victorian garb seemed somehow even sexier on her. It accentuated where it ought to have hidden; it did not reveal, but it promised so much. Every button was a temptation. Her blonde hair hung in ringleted tresses, framing her face, which was flushed with excitement and the heat of the fire. 

Each time I dreamed of her I seemed to see something new, and now I saw such affection in the way she looked at me, her eyes shining, sparkling in the flickering firelight. 

But what struck me most in the dream, was how it made me feel; the depth of happiness that permeated the fantasy and warmed me as I slept. This was a world in which I seemed to have little power or status, a world in which I commanded no one and affected nothing. And yet I seemed happier then than now. Was it due to the girl? Or did she just enhance something that had existed in me back then, and no longer did? Something that allowed me to be happy... 

“ I shall play Father Christmas tonight!” 

And there seemed no more wonderful role I could play. As in previous dreams, I felt myself split into the dream me (Rand) and the real me (Duine). As Rand handed out presents to his friends, Duine lived vicariously off the joy their faces gave him. They were so happy with such small gifts. Such nothings. A new hat. A ceramic bird. Tat that I could buy in a market for a handful of coins, and they were in ecstasies over it. I wondered when the last time had been that I had felt a happiness as pure and lasting as that which these people experienced as they opened their pitiful array of presents. Each was more mediocre than the last, and there they were in raptures. 

Rand knocked back a glass of mulled wine and I felt the heat sear my throat, I felt the warmth in my belly and the pleasant sensation of mild drunkenness lighten my head. I wanted to sing or kiss someone. How I wanted to kiss someone… a certain someone. 

From one of the opened boxes, a brown and white cat peeped out, wrinkling its pink little nose, squinting at us in that kittenish way and meowing curiously, as if asking where it was. The gift’s recipient was another woman in the room (Christine—that was her name) and she squealed with delight. 

“Thank you! This is the best Christmas!” 

“ What will you call it?” Rand asked. 

“I shall call him Bruno.” 

Duine thought it a ridiculous name for a cat, but Rand found the whole affair heartwarming and watched Christine as she played with the cat, which licked her face. 

I wanted these other people out of the room so I could give all my attention to the mystery woman, so Rand might touch her, maybe kiss her and I could share what sensation I could from their intimacy. 

“Dinner is served.” 

A few moments later I got my wish as a dour butler called us in for food and I grabbed the woman’s hand to hold her back. 

“We shall be along momentarily.” 

The others must have left, taking the little cat with them, but the dream slid on to the kiss that followed. I lost myself in that kiss, tasting once again the lips of this woman who had come to dominate my dreams, and my waking thoughts too as I strove to recall her. These stolen moments of unreality were all we had, and I cherished them. 

I felt Rand’s heart fluttering in my chest; he was nervous and anxious. At first, I did not understand why, but then from his pocket he drew out a small box. 

Please let her say yes, the thought washed over me. 

There were tears in her eyes as I knelt before her, staring up into that exquisitely beautiful face. 

“I love you *, and I want you to be my wife.” 

The dream fogged and skipped as I said her name, forcing it into incoherence, even my lips went numb so I could not guess the syllables they were pronouncing. I might have found that odd at another time, but for now, I was too caught up in wondering what her answer would be. 

Please let her say yes. 

But then… The dream started to collapse in on itself, as if straining under the weight of emotion. Sights and sounds blurred; happy laughter and the crackling fire; the sharp bite of alcohol and the taste of baked apple and marzipan; the bang of crackers and the scent of gunpowder on the air; jokes and chatter and Christmas carols sung about the piano—that most Victorian of pastimes. Most of all, an almost unbearable miasma of emotions; of happiness and sadness, of love and loss, mixing together in a web I could not untangle. 

“ Does my love mean nothing?” My words were plaintive. 

“ I have to return.” Her heartbreaking whisper. 

“ We are meant to be together; I know it as clearly as I know my own name.” 

I knew my own name. I just didn’t know hers. And now, of course, even my name had changed. 

Her face was the last thing I saw as I awoke on the instant. It seemed to retreat from me, as if it was being dragged back into the dark recesses of memory from which it had been dredged. 

I was alone in my bed that night, and so I did nothing to hide my tears. What strange power this woman had over me that she could make me feel things no other living person could? She wasn’t even real! What had it all meant? Had she said no to my proposal? I seemed to have gained her and lost her all in one evening, so very long ago. 

But it was just a dream. It didn’t have to make sense! It wasn’t real! I had to keep reminding myself of that. 

When I was done crying, I got up and out of bed and made myself a strong drink. This had become my habit when the dreams left me unable to sleep. It was becoming a commoner occurrence. The dreams were coming at least once a week now, always featuring the mysterious woman, always feeling real and yet not, always leaving me in this ridiculous state. 

This wasn’t me! I was Duine. The Dark One. Lord High Mage of the King’s Alliance. I did not cry for anyone and certainly not for some imaginary female, however beautiful. Women fulfilled one purpose in my life, and they fulfilled it on their backs (or sometimes on all fours). But putting this woman in the same category as all those other women just made me feel guilty. Me! I had sent men and women to their deaths and felt nothing. What was happening to me? 

It was not emotion . 

It was weakness. Perhaps even a sickness. Masquerading as something that came from within. Where would this weakness end? 

After the first dream I’d spared the woman I was with the punishment she deserved. What next? Would I lose the will for the fight? Would I hesitate before moving against an enemy? Would I start showing mercy to those who spoke out of turn? Even as I wondered about those things, I felt a part of me asking; would that be so bad? 

In the aftermath of the dreams there was always a brief period when I was softened, raw and tender. What if those periods of feeble-mindedness grew longer? If I started acting like that all

the time and word got out, my enemies were sure to hear of it and would know that Duine was losing his grip. They would decide this was the right time to attack. 

“Yes,” I nodded to myself. It all started to make a bit more sense when I thought about it in those terms. 

If I was weakening, then it certainly was not due to something inside me; High Mage Duine was flint to the heart. So that meant I was not weakening, I was being weakened . It all started to fall into place. It was an external factor that was causing these dreams. Magic. Specifically, someone was sending the dreams to me, tearing down my defenses as I slept. 

Why had I not thought of this before? That explained why I didn’t know this woman—my enemy had conjured up the image of an irresistible woman with which to taunt me! The magic involved was not even that complex. Sending it into my dreams was more sophisticated magic, but that would help me to narrow down who it might be. 

“A powerful magic user.” I poured myself another drink and began pacing up and down in my room, as I thought out loud. “And one who knows me well.” 

They would have to know me reasonably well to gauge my taste in women so accurately. The mystery girl was not just someone I would want to fuck, she appealed to me on a whole other level that most did not even suspect I might possess. Then there was the setting of the dream. 

“Are they sending me the whole dream or just injecting the girl into existing dreams?” 

The dreams were memories; places I had been. The Christmas dream, for example, had taken place at Pelham Manor… a place I had known well as I came to inherit it. It was not impossible that I would dream about such places from my past, but I was not one of those who relished living in the past; my dreams were usually of the here and now, or of a triumphant future. 

“Assume that whoever they are, they are sending the dream as a whole; the setting as well as the girl,” I spoke aloud to myself. 

“That means they know me very well, because they are recreating moments from my personal history.” 

Did anyone know me that well? There were a few. Sinjin Sinclair might, though he seldom listened when I talked, had a rank disregard for anyone who wasn’t himself, and of course possessed no magic. Then again, he did have the money and position to hire someone, and he was a vindictive type who would be capable of something like this. 

Opening a drawer, I took out pen and paper and scrawled the name

‘ Sinjin ’ at the top. 

“The old Fae, of course.” Mathilda certainly had the power. She knew me well enough and if she did not, then I fancied she could reach into my brain and extract the information she needed. On the other hand, Mathilda was one of those weaklings who did not like using magic as a weapon. She did not have Sinclair’s vindictiveness. 

But she lived with someone who did! Bryn. 

The names of Mathilda and Bryn were hastily added to my list. 

Now there was a candidate. Bryn. Last time I saw her, she would not have had the magic for such a venture, but who was to say how much she had learnt over the years? And she hated my guts. If she could convince Mathilda to help, then she was a real possibility. 

Or what about the other one? The Prophetess. Mercedes. I did not even know where she was any more, but it was too much to hope that she might be dead—her sort never died. She had the power, she was hard as nails, but did she really care about the politics of the post-Underworld? She had distanced herself from all of it; aloof to such petty concerns and perhaps broken by the fall of the Underworld and all that had happened since. 

Still a candidate. I added her name to my list. 

What about my more current enemies? Most of them did not even know my real name let alone my history. To them I was Duine, the Dark One, who was brought into being after the fall of the Underworld. I preferred it that way; better they should think of me, not as a person, but as an unstoppable force of nature. To stand against me was as much use as standing against the tide. 

But, although I tried hard to hide my past, it was not impossible that one of them had discovered it. 

Pagan? No. This was not his sort of magic. Nor would attacking me as I slept be his style—he was too much the boy scout for that. 

Besides, he was on the run at the moment and I doubted he had time for this detailed level of research into my former life. I wrote down his name anyway, but added a question mark. 

Nyx of the Samhain? 

I wrote her name on my list, then underlined it a few times. Now there was someone who checked every box. True, she had not known me back then, nor did I have any reason to think she knew anything about my past, but the Samhain had acquired followers from all over, and who was to say that one of them did not know me? 

Besides, this was Nyx, and while Pagan might hesitate to pull thoughts from my head or attack me as I slept, she would do it for fun. The bitch was brutal, vindictive and cruel, and certainly wouldn’t stop at torturing me with dreams. She had the power too, though I hated to admit it. The fact that her fortress was not on the same plane of existence limited her to some degree, but if she came out and drew the power from the Welsh mountains in which she hid, then she was a formidable adversary. 

It occurred to me that all the people I thought most likely to be doing this were women. But that was no great surprise. Men met you head on, women were more devious. And women would not stop at using a man’s emotions against him. 

The thought made me stop. I poured another drink. 

It was all very good in theory and it made perfect sense that one of my enemies would want to weaken me. But did it really explain the effect this woman had on me? It would certainly be possible for a powerful magic user like Nyx, Mercedes or Mathilda to search my mind for the key features that might go into making my perfect woman—though I would have liked to think my mental defenses were too strong for that. But to create a woman who made me feel … whatever it was that I was feeling? That seemed less likely. Could they affect my emotions as I slept? Again, it did not seem likely. My power was too great for such interference and my emotions too deeply buried. 

The bottom line was that I had not thought I was even capable of such strong emotions as those which this woman effortlessly drew from me—so much that she seemed to change who I was. Was it really possible this was magic? Maybe. Or maybe I just wanted it to be magic because any other option was frightening to me. There was something in me that I didn’t understand and it was easier to consider it an attack, because that I knew how to handle. 

Who the hell was this woman? Why did she make me feel like this? 

I feared to sleep, because I feared her coming, draining me like an emotional vampire. But, though I didn’t like to admit it even to myself, I also feared to sleep because I feared that one night she might not come, and the one thing that scared me more than seeing her in my dreams, was the possibility of never seeing her again. 
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But Bryn fights the very idea of becoming one with her enemies, although she can’t help her attraction to a certain master vampire, Sinjin Sinclair. Once Bryn is placed in Sinjin’s care, 



she’ll find herself battling the undeniable magnetism of the vampire, the one creature she abhors above all others. 

Sinjin’s quick wit, his indisputable sex appeal, and the mystery that surrounds him all point to the fact that if Bryn falls for him, she’ll be in over her head. But, as a warrior through and through, Bryn isn’t the type to fall for anything, especially a handsome face. If anyone should be able to withstand the lure of the vampire, Bryn appears to be the likeliest candidate. 

Of course, looks can be deceiving... 

DOWNLOAD SINJIN FREE! 

~ ~ ~

INTRODUCING MY EPIC FANTASY ROMANCE SERIES! 

$2.99 DOWNLOAD! 

THE MISTS OF MAGIC AND MAYHEM SERIES

(This series takes place 15 years after the last Sinjin Sinclair book, THE LOST CHILD but it’s not necessary to read all the books preceding this one)

The order of the Underworld is no longer…

Where once factions of creatures—vampires, witches and warlocks, werewolves and fae—all came together, united under the banner of Queen Jolie, now those factions are separate and vying for control. 

The vampires, unified under the authority of Master Vampire, Sinjin Sinclair, are living a life of hedonistic opulence aboard three cruise ships on the open water. Sinjin, bemoaning the loss

of his one true love, can find little interest in anything else. 

But there’s a threat on the horizon, and one which will force Sinjin out of his melancholic lamenting…

Meanwhile the witches and warlocks have been separated into two factions: The King’s Alliance, commanded by ruthless High Mage, Duine and The Order of the Templar, a band of rebels, led by Pagan. While Duine seeks to control all witches and warlocks, subjecting them to his tyrannical rule, Pagan wishes to return magic to the hands of the people. 

Amid the chaos of attempted assassinations and battle, is Emma Balfour. Now seventeen, Emma is attending the highly prestigious Elmington Academy—a school of magic. Unlike her witch mother and warlock father, Emma is anything but magical and finds her time at Elmington a struggle. That is, until she meets enigmatic Stone Draper. Stone is handsome, young and charismatic and Emma finds herself immediately taken with him. There’s only one problem…

Stone Draper is actually Professor Draper, Emma’s instructor. 

Find out what happens in the first episode of the Mists of Magic and Mayhem Series! 

DOWNLOAD SHADOW PHANTOMS FOR $2.99

ALSO BY H.P. MALLORY:

Reverse Harem Romance Series:

(Writing as Plum Pascal)

The Sacred Oath Series

The Happily Never After Series

The 9 Hells Series

The Dungeon Raider Series

The Masked Lords Series

The F My Life Series

The Keys Series

Paranormal Romance Series:

(Writing as HP Mallory)

Mists of Magic and Mayhem Series

(Continuation of the Jolie Wilkins and Sinjin Sinclair Series) The Lily Harper Series

The Dulcie O'Neil Series:



(Over 1 million downloads of the series!) The Jolie Wilkins Series:

(New York Times Bestselling Series!) The Sinjin Sinclair Series

The Peyton Clark Series

About the Author:

H. P. Mallory is a New York Times and USA Today Bestselling author who started as a self-published author. 

She lives in Southern California with her son and two cranky cats, where she’s at work on her next book. 

Find HP Online! 

Website: www.hpmallory.com

Facebook: www.facebook.com/hpmallory Pinterest: https://www.pinterest.com/hpmallory/
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