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Chapter 1

 

The massive marble pillars flashed past me in a blur. All the colours of the palace mixed in a rainbow streak as we sprinted by.

The thudding of our footfalls kept pace with the racing of my heart, and I could hear Thomas’ breaths right behind me.

We hurtled through the palace entrance, startling the guards, and ran on down the broad steps. The wind rushed through the trees, sounding like the blood rushing in my ears.

As the tears flowed from my eyes, the world around me faded. Our running feet brought the city ever closer, but all I saw were washed-out lights.

A tightness in my chest settled, and the memory of what just happened within the crystal lounge over dinner resurfaced.

Arianna was my mother. What had happened in those moments after she told me? My mind thought back, even as my feet hurtled along.

 

Time froze in those moments after. I stood there, eyes closed, protecting myself.

“Dana.”

My heart jumped. My eyes flew open.

“Don’t speak,” I hissed at my father. “You have no right to speak to me.”

“Please, let us explain.”

Blood rushed in my ears and coloured my cheeks. My heart resumed its erratic tempo as I glared at my father standing awkwardly beside Arianna.

Traitors, both of them.

The memory of my mother’s youthful face floated before me, and my eyes filled with tears. How could they dishonour her like this?

For over sixteen years, I had believed my mother died during childbirth ~ that I had been the reason she died.

I treasured every memento I had of hers and often walked around the palace looking at her portraits.

For sixteen years, they had let me love a woman who was not my mother. I looked back up at the pair of traitors in front of me.

My top lip curled into a sneer. How could my father call himself a king when he deceived his own daughter like this?

My hands shook, hard, and I grasped the back of the chair in front of me in a white-knuckle grip.

Not only did this mean that my father had cheated on his wife, but he had also broken the law by fathering a child with a woman of a different race.

The room tilted dangerously around me, and I held on tighter to the chair. Thomas took me by the shoulders, but I shrugged him off.

What did this make me? An abomination? Half fae and half what? I still didn’t know what Arianna was ~ only that she was ‘more than a witch’. Darkfae!

I reeled, black crowding in on my vision, and Thomas reached out to me again. This time, I let him.

His warm hand on my arm steadied me. I looked into his face, and his amber eyes looked back ~ open, clear, warm.

He had nothing to do with this, and I had no reason to be mad with him. My heartbeat slowed, and my thoughts cleared.

I turned back to my parents. “I can’t speak to you now.”

 

A sharp pull on my arm brought me back to the present.

“Watch out,” Thomas shouted.

He wrapped his arms around me and shielded me from the horse and rider coming around a street corner which we’d almost run into.

My lungs burned with the exertion of running, and I leaned into Thomas’ chest, letting my tears dry on his suit jacket.

“Dana,” he said gently, “where are we going?”

Since Arianna and Thomas had come to Draeguard, we’d hidden them within the palace. My father considered it too risky to introduce them to the people.

Now, I didn’t care. I needed the escape, and there was only one place to go within the city I felt completely safe.

“You’ll see,” I said, taking him by the hand.

The sun had not set, yet, even though it was after eight in the evening. I loved summer. Most of the fae folk were closing their shops for the evening or had already gone home.

We reached the Tulip District of the city, and I followed the well-known streets to my best friend’s house. I had not seen her since we came back, and she had only heard from me via a note.

“Wait here,” I whispered to Thomas.

He stood pressed against a hedge while I climbed over into a garden and then rapped lightly against a window ~ as I had done before.

“Dana.” Alyssa stuck her head out of the window, grinning. “What trouble are you in, now?”

“Shh,” I shushed her and inclined my head towards Thomas.

“Oh.” Her eyes went wide, and she stared at him, open-mouthed, for a moment too long. “Come in.”

We clambered through the window, taking off our shoes so we wouldn’t track dirt from the garden all over her colourful carpet.

“Hello, I’m Alyssa.” She giggled. “I guess you must be Thomas.”

“I am,” he said, his voice low, warm, soft ~ I thought Alyssa might faint. “But, we’re not here for me.”

Thomas shuffled closer and draped an arm around my shoulder. The right side of my mouth pulled into a smile, but my heart wasn’t in it.

“Oh, Dana, you’ve been crying,” Alyssa said now that she tore her eyes off Thomas. “What happened?”

“My mother is not really my mother, and I’m not really a fae.”

Alyssa’s face dropped, then she recovered herself.

“What? No, Dana, that can’t be right. Come, sit down, and then you can tell me everything.”

Alyssa’s best-friend-mode engaged, and she released me from Thomas’ hold to guide me to her bed, where we sat side by side, tissue box in hand.

Now that I had voiced the betrayal, more tears spilt. They burst forth, and I buried my face in Alyssa’s shoulder.

“Shh, shh, shh.”

She rocked me. Stroked my hair.

In a whispered voice, she asked Thomas, “What happened?”

“After dinner today, Arianna declared that she’s Dana’s mother, and King Coran confirmed it.”

The rocking stopped. Alyssa held me tight. Very tight.

“How could they do that to her?” she forced out between clenched teeth. 

I couldn’t hear Thomas’ reply. I needed to breathe. I wriggled out of Alyssa’s chokehold, smoothed down my hair, and looked at them.

“Arianna thought it was time I learned the truth,” I said.

“The truth?” Alyssa rounded on me. “What kind of truth is that? What else did they say? Did they explain?”

“Dana didn’t give them a chance to,” Thomas said.

“What?”

“I was…am…too upset. I couldn’t talk to them,” I defended myself.

Alyssa picked up my hand and stroked it. “What about this thing about not being fae? That’s ludicrous.”

I sighed. “Arianna isn’t fae, so that makes me a half-breed. A darkfae.”

Alyssa frowned and looked at Thomas. I had no idea what she was thinking, but an icy shudder suddenly trailed down my spine.

“Darkfae,” I whispered, pulling back my hand from Alyssa.

Thomas was instantly by my side. “What is it?”

“It’s what the elders have been afraid of.” All blood drained from my face. “Only a darkfae can wield the moon magic. The prophecy is true.”

“Dana, look at me.” Thomas took my chin between his fingers and turned my face towards him. “You are still you. Nothing has changed.”

“What if they are right? What if I will become one of those rulers that brings unrest to her nation? What if I cannot control it, and I doom us all?”

“Thomas, what is she talking about?” The tremble in Alyssa’s voice made me look at her. She had paled, and her eyes flitted left and right between mine.

“I’m sorry, Ali,” I said as calmly as I could. “This power is strong, and sometimes it is a bit difficult to handle. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

“I don’t believe you, but thanks for trying,” Alyssa said, a brave smile on her face. “Rather tell me now, then maybe I can be of better help.”

I shook my head, but Thomas put his hand on my shoulder. When I looked at him, he nodded.

“In history, moon magic was used by infamous rulers to come into power or to gain control over their most secret desires. In almost all instances, it was to the detriment of their subjects.”

Alyssa pulled a face; her brows furrowing, and her lips pulling askew. “What does that have to do with you?”

My chest heaved as I took a deep breath. “It was the magic that made them go insane. Once you taste its power, you want to use it again, and again, and again.”

“Why didn’t you tell me when you first showed me the magic?”

I looked down at my hands. My lips remained shut, no matter how much I wanted to answer her.

Thomas cleared his throat. “This ‘power’ only manifests when she uses the magic to kill. Dana has saved my life several times. We have her to thank that we managed to get out of that forest alive.”

“Oh, Dana,” Alyssa threw her arms around me once more, “I can’t imagine the things you must have gone through.”

“She will be fine,” Thomas said. “Dana is strong. I have seen her deal with this magic for weeks. What she needs, now, is more training.”

“Training? From where?” Alyssa let go and looked up at Thomas, as did I.

“From Arianna.”

“What?” Alyssa and I said together.

“I know you don’t feel like it right now, but Arianna is the best teacher for you,” Thomas reasoned. I could have throttled him. “She can now help you understand where your powers come from.”

“She could have done so already,” I snapped. “It’s not like she only just found out she’s my mother.”

Thomas and I glared at each other.

Alyssa rose to her feet and paced the room.

“How is this even possible?” she asked into the silence.

“How is what possible?” Thomas asked. I glared.

“How can Arianna possibly be your mother?”

Alyssa stopped pacing, and we all stared at each other.

“Thomas?” Maybe he had answers.

He shrugged. “I was two when I came to Arianna, which would have been around the same time you were born. I don’t remember anything from that time.”

“You have to go back, Dana.” Alyssa rounded on me. “You have to speak to them to find out what happened.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and walked to the window. The streetlights had come on, even though it was still light outside.

My stomach churned at the idea of confronting my father and Arianna. I could not get myself to thinking of them as my parents. That thought sent ripples of nausea through me.

No wonder I had trust issues ~ I had been deceived all my life. My father had lied to me every single day since I was born.

“Dana,” Alyssa’s voice softened, “I can imagine that this is hard, but I agree with Thomas.”

I shot her a venomous look.

“Arianna is the most qualified person to teach you right now, so you need to go back and talk to them. Please, we only want what’s best for you.”

I rolled my eyes, but it was only so no more tears would spill from them. My breath shuddered in my chest.

“I do want to know,” I admitted. “I just don’t know if I can face them.”

“You won’t be alone,” Thomas said.

I nodded.

Alyssa smiled, and I reached out to take her hand.

A low rumble froze the three of us to the spot. The window rattled. The ground vibrated beneath our feet.

“Another attack?” Thomas asked.

“Is that an attack?” Alyssa asked at the same time, her voice as shaky as the ground.

“It must be bad if we can feel it this strong all the way here.” My blood ran cold at the realisation.

We stared at each other a moment longer.

“Well, then go,” Alyssa yelled. “Get going, go.”

We hurried to get our shoes on, and Thomas helped me to clamber back out of the window in my dress.

My long dress swished around my legs as I ran, hindering me, and I hoisted it up, keeping pace with Thomas, as I wondered how I had run so fast earlier.

The guards saw us approach the outer gate to the palace and denied us entry.

“The palace is under attack. You cannot go in there.”

“Let. Us. Pass.”

The guards stepped aside, and only once we were through, did I see the blue glow all along my arms.

It tingled, fizzling along my skin like lightning. I couldn’t control it ~ my body instinctively reacted to the dark magic attacking the palace.

The stairs, when we took them two at a time, shook beneath our feet. One of the massive gilded doors of the palace entrance came crashing down as we dashed through it.

All loose items had been removed from the palace walls because of the attacks, yet we still ducked chunks of marble, plaster chips, and wood splinters.

Servants hurried around with a purpose, not with the headless abandonment of duties of the first few attacks.

“Through here,” I yelled over the rumble, pulling Thomas towards the gardens.

It was safest there ~ no roof, no walls ~ and my father had said to meet there if we were ever again separated during an attack.

We stumbled out through the broken archway, and a pair of servants stood on the main path of the gardens, directing us onwards.

As we ran, others joined us ~ nobles, elders, servants. Those in charge guided us towards the central pavilion, and my heart skipped a beat when I saw my father’s regal figure standing on its steps.

“Faeling.”

My father reached for me, but I sidestepped him. I wasn’t ready for a hug. Not yet.

“We came as soon as we heard.”

“Come,” he said and steered Thomas and me around the back of the pavilion to the private lawn behind it.

Arianna, draped in a shawl, rose from her seat when she saw us. Thomas hurried to her, and they hugged. I ground my teeth.

She reached out her hand to me, but I pulled away.

“We’ve been so worried,” she said, instead.

A section of the roof collapsed over the nursery building, and we coughed in the dust it created.

“It is getting stronger.” The dust had settled in the creases of my father’s skin, making him look years older. “We must stop this madness.”

“It is the new sorcerer.” Bile rose to my throat at the memory of the elf. “His magic is so much more powerful. It is when he uses the moonstones that the attacks on the palace are this devastating.”

Arianna nodded. She had fought the sorcerer, too, and knew his strength.

“We can wait no longer,” the king said. “We have to go back to Elothrien, and not just next month. We cannot give the elves’ time to reassemble.”

He paced in front of us, hands clasped behind his back. No matter how mad I was at him, I didn’t wish this upon him.

“Dana,” he finally stopped and looked at me, “you need to tell the mages everything you know about Raven Hall. And, about the sorcerer. I need to be able to rely on them.”

“No, Father, I’m coming with you.” I stepped forward, my voice high, pleading.

He shook his head. “I will not let you put yourself in danger like that again.”

I glared at him.

“Instead,” he said quietly, “you will leave with Thomas and Arianna, and learn from them as much as you can.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

The knocking of hammers filled the air as Thomas and I waited within the ante-chamber to my father’s office the next morning.

Luckily, the dust in here wasn’t as thick as out in the corridors. This attack had done a lot of damage.

“Urgh, what is taking them so long?” I wrung my hands in the air.

“They are probably just settling the custody agreement.” Thomas chuckled.

I glared daggers at him. “This isn’t something to make fun of.”

“I’m sorry. It was a bad joke. I can imagine how you must feel.” His amber eyes softened, and he stepped towards me.

“How can you?” I shied away from his touch. “The whole world didn’t just betray you.”

Thomas put his hands in his pockets and clenched his jaw. His eyes hardened.

“No,” he said, “you’re right. It betrayed me long ago, and I have learned to live with it. How do you think it felt when Arianna told me that my mother gave me away and that she didn’t know who my father was? Can you imagine that?”

He sat down on the long bench against the far wall and crossed his arms, looking away from me.

Selfish ~ that was the word Thomas had used last time I had betrayed him. And, it still rang true today.

Tears pooled in my eyes as I tried to fill the void left in my heart by Thomas’ vacant stare.

“I didn’t mean it like that.” My voice was barely a whisper as I crossed over to the bench.

The muscles in Thomas’ jaw moved as he ground his teeth. His fists clenched, but then he opened them and put his hands flat on his knees.

“I know you are upset,” he said, his voice strained, “but try not to trample on other peoples’ feelings because of it, okay?”

I sniffed, holding back the heat rising to my eyes, my throat so thick I could barely swallow. His words had cut like a knife, but I could not blame him because he was right.

“I’m sorry, Thomas. You are right. I let my temper speak for me.”

He looked up; his amber eyes glazed over. “You have been given something I have dreamed of my entire life.”

My heart ached as his words cut even deeper.

“All I have ever wanted was to find my father. I knew my mother had died, but if only my father could see who I had become.”

He looked back down at his hands.

“You should treasure the chance you have been given.”

My face flushed, I sat down beside him on the velvety cushions of the bench.

My hand shook when I reached for his. He didn’t flinch, but let me hold his hand.

“I do know what it feels like to miss a parent.” My thumb brushed the top of his hand. “I never meant to hurt you. It was thoughtless of me. I promise to approach my new situation with a more open mind.”

Our eyes met. “That’s all I ask, Dana. Arianna is a wonderful mother. I don’t know where I would be today without her.”

Every time he spoke, he cut me anew. I squeezed his hand, now, not to soothe him, but to hold on to my frail control.

I had not just insulted him, but also Arianna, with only one little, thoughtless sentence.

“You were blessed to have her,” I agreed.

“And, so are you.”

I knew he meant well, and I did understand his reasoning, but this was all still so new for me. My breath shuddered in my chest, and I buried my face in my hands.

His arm draped around my shoulder, and his hand rubbed my arm. He didn’t say anything, and we just sat there while I hung my head.

My mind raced with the internal battle within it, manifesting in me wanting to tear my hair out. How could they expect me to accept this new truth?

I had been betrayed on a personal level by my father for hiding the truth from me for years. Arianna and my father had broken the law by being together and had created me, an abomination. A darkfae.

Yet, I was suddenly blessed with two parents for the first time in my life. Something I should maybe be thankful for.

Maybe, none of this would matter soon, if we could not stop the dark elves.

I harrumphed, and my lips pulled down in the corners. It was because of them that my life had turned upside down.

I sat up, dislodging Thomas’ arm from my shoulders.

“Thank you. And I truly am sorry.”

“I know, Freckles.”

The tall double doors to my father’s office opened, letting in the sunlight streaming in through his office windows. It made a pattern of gold and black on the cream carpet within the arch of the door.

“You can come in, now,” my father said.

Thomas and I crossed the foyer together and entered the office. It was warmer in there, and fresh air blew in through an open window.

Arianna sat in an armchair by the unlit fireplace, but we could see they had worked at my father’s desk before by the number of shuffled papers and other things on his desktop.

“Sit by us,” my father invited.

He took his seat in the armchair across from Arianna, crossing his arms. Thomas and I sat down in the two chairs between them.

Coran cleared his throat. “I have made many mistakes in the past, but you, Dana, were never one of them.”

Not the opening statement I had expected. My heart thumped unevenly in my chest.

“You must have so many questions,” he continued, “and we will keep no more secrets from you. However, it will be best for the kingdom if only certain aspects of this get revealed to the public. Can you agree to this?”

Now, my heart raced. What would happen if Draeguard found out I was darkfae? Would they kill me like it was written in the ancient laws?

I nodded.

“Good.” He reached over and patted my hand; his ice-blue eyes softening as he smiled at me. “First, I want you to know that I didn’t cheat on your mother.”

I raised my eyebrows. “You didn’t?”

He shook his head; his eyes cast down. “Danielle was already ill before you were born. We knew she could not carry a child, so she urged me to find a surrogate.”

He took a deep breath. “We then discovered that her eggs were not viable. It broke my heart that I could not give her the child she wanted. In my desperation, I agreed to see the witch Rosalie sent to us.”

“Rosalie? My Rosalie?” I looked from my father to Arianna and back to him.

“Yes, Dana, your handmaiden. She brought us Arianna.”

“I don’t believe it,” I whispered.

“Rosalie hoped that Arianna could do for Danielle what she had done for Rosalie some years before, but Danielle’s reproductive system was beyond repair.”

“But, then, how?”

“Danielle loved Arianna, loved her company, loved their conversations. Arianna’s medicines took much of Danielle’s pain away, and she was almost her old self again.”

My father paused, looking at Arianna. His eyes glinted with unshed tears.

“Dana,” Arianna continued as my father wiped his eyes, “your mother was the bravest and most selfless person I have ever met. It was her idea for me to be the mother of your father’s child.”

I gaped. No words. Just the uneven beating of my heart.

“I didn’t agree, at first,” my father’s voice rasped, then he cleared his throat, “but then, for many years afterwards, I swore that Arianna bewitched me into believing I had loved her.”

I had never seen my father ashamed of anything. Seeing him hide his face in his hands nearly broke my heart. I tried to make sense of the sentence, when Arianna continued.

“The guilt your father carried at being with me was easier to bear if he believed I had bewitched him.” She smiled, just a tug on the corners of her lips. “He still loved your mother, always would, but he had feelings for me, too.”

I tried hard to ignore Thomas’ pale, open-mouthed face beside me. “What happened, then?”

“As your mother’s physician, I ordered her bed rest the moment I started to show. Rosalie kept our secret and was the midwife when you were born.”

“Sweet Rosalie.” The corner of my lips twitched, wanting to smile for the fondness I had for my handmaiden, but the situation was just too strange.

“Yes, she was. But, in a sick twist of fate, your mother died the same night you were born. She only held on long enough to hold you in her arms once.” Arianna took a shuddering breath. “It drove your father mad. He was so angry, he banished me, never to return.”

“Father.” My eyes travelled back to him, but his face still rested within his hands.

His eyes were red-rimmed when he sat up straight. “As I said, I made mistakes. I could have handled this better. Rosalie raised you after that.”

“I remember that part.”

“It wasn’t the only harm I did, though,” he continued.

My heart thudded again. What else could there possibly be?

“A few of the court, like Councillor William, knew Arianna to be darkfae, and…”

“What?” I struggled to breathe for a moment. More than a witch. The thought repeated in my head. I’d finally find out.

“Yes, she is half witch and half fae, which is why I allowed her into Draeguard in the first place. When your mother died, I cursed the witch for having failed Danielle. Those in the know said I failed the kingdom for having brought in a witch in the first place, for they would not acknowledge the fae side of her.”

Something stirred within me. I narrowed my eyes, waiting to hear what I suspected.

“This was also why they blamed the attacks on the kingdom on me. They thought that after you turned sixteen, some kind of curse must have awakened. When you then manifested with your magic, I panicked.”

I closed my eyes, breathing evenly through my nose. My hands trembled, and I pressed them to my legs.

“I guess it is no wonder, then, that Councillor William has it in for me,” I sighed.

“He is not as bad as you think, Dana,” my father defended the councillor. “It is I who started all of this. He is only protecting the kingdom.”

I huffed. “Maybe you are right.”

“Right? About what?”

“I probably will be better off away from the palace.” I narrowed my eyes, searching his face. “While I learn everything I can about this curse I have been given, you can clean up your mess here.”

“Dana,” Thomas hissed under his breath.

“What? It is only fair they take responsibility for their actions. If I need to learn to live with my new reality, they must do their part.”

Arianna shuffled forwards on her chair, looking at all of us. “She’s right. Coran and I have a lot to make up for. The fact that we are in the middle of war will not make things easier, though. We will have to work together.”

“I will do my part,” my father agreed.

I sighed. “I don’t mean to be rude. I just don’t know how I am supposed to feel about all of this. I have such mixed emotions, and I don’t know what to do about it.”

I hung my head. Thomas reached out and put a hand on mine.

After a moment of silence, there was a soft rustle, and then Arianna knelt in front of me, her hair cascading in auburn waves around her face and over her shoulders.

I had never seen her like this ~ she always kept her hair tied up ~ and I had never noticed how red her hair was; not even in the photo. It looked so dark in her bun. Maybe, it was a spell? She now held a strand of it to mine.

“See,” she smiled, “it’s red. Mixed with your father’s blonde hair, we made your lighter, vivid red. Beautiful.”

I couldn’t suppress the smile that now tugged on my lips.

“And look.” Arianna turned her head and lifted her hair, showing me the slight point to her ear.

I frowned, for I had never noticed this, either. I tried to think of her hair tied up again, and I realised that she always did so while covering her ears. She didn’t want anyone to know.

“You have my green eyes, too, although yours are lighter.”

There was moisture in her green eyes as she spoke to me, glinting in the bit of sunlight coming through the window.

“You have the most beautiful face I have ever seen. When you were born, you opened your eyes, and I swear you looked at me, knowing I was your mother. It broke my heart to let you go.”

I looked at my father, who nodded, a wry cast to his lips. 

“It took me many years to get over the loss, and when you walked through my door, I didn’t want to believe it. Didn’t want to open that wound.”

“I understand.” I swallowed the lump in my throat.

Imagining what it must have been like to cut all ties with me, her only child, put a strange, alien feeling in my heart. One that made me feel sorry for her, bad for the way I was reacting to all of this.

“I promise, now that you are back in my life, I will never let you go. Your father and I have come to an agreement that I am allowed to see you whenever I want.”

“You cannot stay here?”

My father answered, “No, Dana. Even once Arianna is cleared of any wrongdoing related to Danielle, she would still not be accepted as part of the court.”

“For now, you and Thomas can come back home with me. After you teach those useless mages what they need to know, of course.” Arianna laughed. “Once the war is over, we can talk about new arrangements. Alright?”

“Alright,” I agreed, “but I think it is a mistake not taking us along.”

“Dana,” my father sighed, “we’ve discussed this. I am not endangering you like that again. The fae have enough magic to go against the elves. I am confident our high mages can take on this sorcerer of yours.”

“Even Arianna called them useless.” I raised my chin, staring at him.

“I shouldn’t have said that.” Arianna grinned lopsidedly, with a sorry-not-sorry look on her face.

My father sighed. “The mages have been keeping us safe for as far back as our histories go. They hold a concentration of fae magic unlike any other individuals. Do you not remember who taught you?”

I nodded. “High mage Fendrick.”

“You loved your magic lessons. I struggled to get you out of the classroom on those days.”

Arianna smiled at my father’s words. He smiled, as well, and continued.

“Now, I have a council meeting to attend, but this discussion isn’t over. Whatever questions you have, Arianna and I have agreed to answer them for you.”

“Thank you,” I said softly.

“I will make plans for you to see the mages within the next day or two. We cannot delay this. How long do you think you will need to tell them everything?”

“It would be easier if Arianna could help me.”

“Not possible,” my father shot me down.

“Then, maybe two days,” I guessed.

“Very w—”

BAM BAM BAM

We all jumped at the impatient thumps on the door.

“My Lord?”

My father rose from his chair, lips pursed. “One moment.”

“My Lord, you are late for the council meeting.”

“I will be there in a minute.”

My father rushed to his desk and picked up a stack of folders to put into his work satchel. As he finished, the office door opened.

We all stared at Councillor William as he rushed in unbidden and surveyed the people within the room.

“Arianna Eros,” his whole face looked like he had bitten into a lemon, “I knew it. All this sneaking around. It had to be you.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

No matter what my father had said about Councillor William, I did not trust the man. The venom with which he spat out Arianna’s name made my skin crawl.

I rose to my feet and stepped in front of Arianna. With my chin lifted, and my arms crossed over my chest, I glared at William, daring him to oppose me.

Thomas was beside me a moment later, shielding Arianna from view.

My father marched across the office, a deep scowl on his forehead. Councillor William held his ground for a heartbeat, then retreated into the foyer.

We heard a scuffle, and then my father dragged the councillor back into his office by the gilded piping along the lapels of his crimson robe.

He pushed him into the middle of the office, where William then stood a little shaky atop the central red carpet, making him look like a cake topping with his red robe.

I coughed into my hand, trying hard to suppress my laughter at the vision in my head. I didn’t think my father had ever treated his councillor like that.

“My Lord,” he stammered, “what is this…this witchery?”

“There is no witchery, William.” Coran got right up into William’s face, making him back up a step. “You will now listen to me, for I have something to tell you before we go to the council.”

William nodded, looking at the three of us standing by the fireplace out of the corner of his eyes.

“Lady Arianna carries no blame for the death of my wife. I was wrong to accuse her. Do you understand?”

William looked like he wanted to argue, but my father glared at him, and he nodded.

“Lady Arianna played a pivotal role in our battle over the elves and in keeping my daughter safe. The kingdom owes her its respect and thanks. Do you understand?”

“Yes, my Lord.”

“Lady Arianna has also agreed to take Dana under her wing and help Dana cope with her moon magic. I believe there is no-one better qualified than her. Do you understand?”

“But, what about the mages?”

My father growled. “Have any of them ever dealt with something like this before? No? I didn’t think so. With Arianna’s unique abilities, she is best suited for this task.”

“Very well,” William agreed.

“From now on, if anyone ever mentions that my daughter is cursed, I will have them arrested. Is that clear?”

William’s eyes widened. He looked back at us. “Yes, my Lord, but…”

“No but,” my father hissed. “I have taken the blame for this mess long enough. You have thrown me in the dungeon, accused me of treason, hunted my daughter, and for what? Superstition? No more. We know now who the enemy is. This infighting must stop.”

William bowed his head and clasped his hands behind his back. “You have my support, my Liege.”

My father straightened his spine, standing tall. “That’s all I ask. Let’s attend the council.”

Without looking at us again, William followed my father out of the office like a loyal pup.

My blood tingled through my veins from watching my father deal with William.

I had often seen him like this during meetings in the past, but lately, my father had let the council, and the advisers, make the decisions, making him look weak.

At least now, I knew why he had done it. This now showed me he had lost none of his edge, and he was firmly back on his throne. My lips spread in a wide grin across my face.

“That is how I remember your father,” Arianna said in a soft voice.

Thomas and I looked at her, and she quickly cleared her throat and dropped the dreamy smile.

I had seen it, though, and a rush of blood shot up into my ears, just as my brows furrowed over my eyes. Did she still have feelings for him?

Thomas rescued me from over-thinking it.

“Does this mean Arianna is now free to walk the palace? No more hiding?”

“Let’s not push our luck,” she answered. “It will take some time after the council meeting for the rest of the palace to get the memo. Until then, we better stay in the quarters assigned to us.”

My brows furrowed further as the room tilted around me. I reached out for the back of the chair for support.

“Dana, are you alright?” Thomas held me by my upper arm, supporting me.

“Maybe today has been a bit much for her,” Arianna said gently. “Come, sit.”

I looked up into her eyes once I took my seat in the armchair. If I was her daughter, why could I not be as beautiful as her? Such high cheekbones and elegantly arched eyebrows.

“I just haven’t eaten anything,” I confessed. “I was too upset this morning.”

“How do you feel now? Are you still upset?” Arianna asked.

I inspected my hands for a moment. So much had happened.

“No. I will need some time to put it all into place, but I am not upset anymore. I will always miss my mother. Nobody can take that away from me. But, I think I will come to like having you as a mother, too.”

Arianna’s eyes lit up, and she smiled so brightly, I got up and threw my arms around her.

Her arms wound around my back, and she buried her face into my hair, laughing lightly.

“We’ll be okay,” she whispered close by my ear, “you’ll see.”

I laughed with her, and I could hear Thomas laughing softly beside us.

“Thank you, Dana, for giving me this chance to finally be your mother. Please, know that I won’t force you into anything.”

Things were far from resolved, and I still had many questions, but the barrier was broken. I knew she meant what she said.

Finally, we stepped apart, smiles on all our lips.

“Alright, now that that’s out of the way,” Arianna laughed, “we can decide what to do for the rest of the day while King Coran is in his meeting.”

“I could do with some lunch,” I said, just as my stomach growled noisily.

Arianna wrapped herself in her shawl, and we made our way to my private dining room alongside my bedroom. Rosalie had been serving us there the past week.

As we settled around the table, it dawned on me that Rosalie had known Arianna’s secret my entire life. When Arianna and Thomas came to stay here a week ago, she had known who Arianna was and never even hinted that she knew the truth.

The betrayal sliced into me, but at the same time, I remembered all the times Rosalie had picked me up when I’d fallen, how she’d comb out the knots in my hair, how she’d sing me to sleep.

I could wish for no-one more loyal and trustworthy than Rosalie. She was devoted to me like no other. It must have been a punishment for her, holding me on those nights I cried for my mother when Rosalie knew that my birth mother was alive and well.

When I looked at Rosalie, now, standing along the far wall waiting for the servers to bring in the food, I found her eyes on Arianna, a soft look on her face.

“Rosalie, come, sit with us.”

Her head swivelled to me, shocked. “My Lady?”

“Please, humour me, just this once.”

My handmaiden came over to the table and took a seat beside me, looking down demurely.

“Rosalie,” I took her hand, “I know the truth.”

“The truth about what, my Lady?”

“The truth that you have sworn your life to keep.”

She looked from me to Arianna, who nodded, and back.

“My Ladybug,” her hands fluttered to my face, “how you have grown. Just yesterday you were the babe I took from her to raise. I never meant to deceive you, but I had to keep you safe.”

Arianna rounded the table and put a hand on the servant’s shoulder. “You did well, Rosalie.”

I nodded. “You were a good nursing mother, Rosalie. I couldn’t have wished for better. Thank you.”

My stout and fearless handmaiden clasped my hands, silent tears running down her cheeks. I had never seen her like this, and her tears were contagious. I wiped at my own with the back of my hand.

When we recovered, she said, “I am glad the secret is out. It has been difficult to carry.”

“My father is sitting with the council now, absolving Arianna of any perceived crimes. However, the truth about my birth will remain a secret,” I advised Rosalie.

“I care not about the court, Ladybug.” She waved her hands. “It was you who needed to know the truth.”

 

***

 

Alone in bed that night, I tossed and turned, plagued by conflicting thoughts. They swirled around in my brain, disjointed, keeping me from sleep.

If Arianna was my mother, Thomas was no longer my cousin, as Aunt Eldora was Danielle’s older sister.

Arianna was half fae, and half witch ~ did that make me three-quarters fae? And, if so, was I still darkfae?

If I was darkfae, then the prophecy probably still held true. I was of mixed blood, wielded moon magic, and there was unrest in the land.

What if I couldn’t teach the mages? My father had failed once before going into Raven Hall without me.

I must have eventually fallen asleep, for I awoke in a sweat-soaked nightdress at sunrise with a bird chirping piercingly at my window, with the vestiges of a nightmare still lingering in my memory.

I’d seen the moonstones, all twelve of them, hovering in a circle above me, out of reach. I could not get to them, no matter how hard I tried. Dark shadows swirled around me, hindering my efforts, hurting me. They brought me to my knees, putting the stones further and further out of reach.

The dream ran like ice through my veins, and the shrill chirping of the bird by the window pierced my brain.

I threw my pillow at the pane, and the bird flew away with a screech. I laid back for another moment, enjoying the silence.

Rosalie came in to get my clothes ready while I showered. The hot water washed away most of the dream from my memory.

I loved the new atmosphere between Rosalie and me. When I was done, I kissed her on the cheek before I left.

“The mages await you,” she mumbled, then ushered me out the door, blushing.

Of course, that was my task today.

I had to plot a different route down to below ground where the mages had their wing, for half the palace was under repair now.

Scaffolding and workers blocked almost every corridor, the clang and clatter of hammers and chisels rang off the walls, and the dust made me cough more than once on my way.

I had to move past the elder wing and the vault, and the tug within the pit of my stomach tempted me to seek out the moonstones. I resisted and pushed on past.

As bare as the elders kept their chambers, the mages’ rooms were full of things, from books to herbs, to gadgets and experiments they were currently busy with.

The mages, with their brown robes and necklaces of glass beads, were as mysterious as ever when they greeted me.

I had loved my magic lessons, and the mages’ research still fascinated me. I didn’t know why I doubted their ability suddenly.

But, being down here, reliving the magic from the forest, brought back some memories I’d rather not relive by myself.

“Would you tell us how you defeated the wolves?” Master mage Silva asked.

An icy shudder washed over me. It was the first time I had used the magic to kill directly.

“It was with moon magic, mage,” I answered vaguely.

“Can you show us?”

With my heart thumping in my chest, I agreed. The mages built some targets out of clay pots within one of their chambers, and I had to show them how I ‘defeated’ them.

I used much of my power, enough to impress, but I did not use the killing magic. I was afraid it would ricochet and kill one of the mages.

Luckily, they were satisfied with my demonstration.

Although I wished Arianna were down here with me, I held myself together. Wherever fighting had been involved, I toned down my abilities and accredited more to Thomas’ strength or Arianna’s magic.

I just had a feeling that I could not let the mages know precisely how powerful my magic was. Whatever happened within Raven Hall, they would be able to fight it just as well with fae magic. At least, I hoped so.

“There is an illness that has befallen some of the plants of Raven Hall. For the forest to let you pass in peace, you will need to heal as many as you can as you march through the forest,” I told them.

“How did you do that?”

“I used my moon magic to heal them,” I lied, “but you can try fae magic, and I am sure the forest will let you pass.”

“Our healing magic?”

“Yes,” I agreed. “But, if you have trouble, and you encounter a gryphon, give him this feather as a token that you come in peace.” I pulled the feather the gryphon had given me from within my sleeve pocket. It briefly flared in bright flames.

The mages spent the rest of the day proving to me that, of course, I worried for nothing. The fae were a mighty people, and even its children could do magic.

Essentially, the mages were to the fae, what the sorcerers were to the elves. Even with this power I had been given, they said, I was only a teenager, and this was a war. It was time I stood back to let the adults do their work.

Right. I huffed.

The mages saw me out in a swirl of brown robes and shuffling, sandaled feet. The silver tattoos on their faces glinted as they stepped into the late afternoon sunlight of the courtyard to wave to me as I climbed the stairs.

“I am so relieved that is over,” I said, as I sat down for dinner.

“So am I, faeling,” my father agreed. “It means you can leave, and I don’t have to worry about you being here when the palace gets attacked again.”

“Father…”

He held up his hands. “It is true. Besides, preparations are advancing quickly. We’ll be ready to march within a week. I want to know you are safely tucked away by then.”

“Do not worry, Coran. I will spirit her away, where no-one will find her.”

He smiled, a little lopsided. “Thanks, Anna.”

Thomas raised his eyebrows but kept chewing on his casserole. I looked away, giving my father his awkward moment.

“So,” my father cleared his throat and pushed around some peas with his fork, “we will not see each other for a while. Will there be anything else you need, faeling?”

We’d already made arrangements. Extra horses to carry the food, cloth, herbs, goods, and whatnot my father had deemed necessary to bestow on Arianna for looking after me.

A quarter of my wardrobe would travel with me, even though I doubted I’d have use for palace gowns at Arianna’s farmhouse.

“No, Father.” I patted his hand, making the fork clatter against his plate. “Stop worrying. I’ll be fine. And, thanks to your fussing, Rosalie has now agreed to come with us.”

“I just want you to be safe,” he mumbled.

“We will be.”

Thomas and I spent the rest of the evening with the remainder of our food forgotten on our plates, as we watched how Arianna and my father talked to each other.

“They are like teenagers,” Thomas whispered.

“Worse,” I agreed behind my hand.

“Awkward teenagers.”

“Indeed.”

 

***

 

When we found ourselves in the saddle on our way out of the main gate of Draeguard a day later, I had such butterflies in my stomach; I could have flown to the homestead.

Why was I so nervous about going to Arianna’s home? I had been there before. Was it because, in a way, it was my home, too, now? I could not wait to get there.

My blood practically bubbled, and Lapis Lazuli pranced beneath me, her shod hooves beating out the rhythm of my heart on the flagstones of the road.

“This feels more like a holiday than the last two times I rode to your place,” I confessed to Arianna, laughing.

“That’s what it is supposed to be,” she said, joining me in my laughter.

The soldiers now stationed along the road to Clover Hill ensured our safe passage as we rode along. We’d left early and made good time during the day.

Thomas and I regaled Rosalie with the detailed story of how we had met along this road, and how that adventure had led us to Arianna, in the first place.

We’d passed the last checkpoint before Clover Hill with only another ten miles to go. The sun would set within the next two hours, so we didn’t need to rush.

The last time we’d come through Clover Hill, Captain Jared’s men had freed the town from the oppressive hold of the elves, who had taken residence here and captured the locals.

I hoped they had recovered from their ordeal and had asked my father to spare one horse with goods for the town.

Our convoy of four riders and ten pack horses neared the town slowly, but as we drew close to its outskirts, Thomas held up a fist.

We pulled the horses to a stop.

“Something is not right,” he whispered.

“What’s wrong?” Arianna asked.

“It’s the smell.” His mouth turned down in the corners, and his nose wrinkled. “Let’s get off the road. I have a bad feeling about this.”

Hiding fourteen horses within a forest took some effort, but with some ingenuity, some magic, and Rosalie watching over them, they were soon undetectable.

The three of us then approached the town from the other side of the road, hiding within the trees until nightfall.

Thomas could not identify the scent that had his hackles raised, but we soon discovered something just as worrisome.

In the dark, we wove between the houses of Clover Hill. All looked normal, with lights in the windows and smoke rising from chimneys.

But, when we looked closer, crouching against a house wall, and peered into a window, it wasn’t common folk sitting within their home, but dark elves, who had taken their place.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

The three of us pressed our backs against the house wall, stunned into silence by what we’d just seen.

“How have your soldiers not been alerted of this?” Thomas whispered.

“How should I know?”

“Now is not the time,” Arianna cut in. “Let’s get out of here before we are discovered.”

Arianna shielded us with her concealment spell, but our feet still left deep imprints in the soft, dark soil between the houses.

We kept low and out of the pools of light spread by the streets lights of Clover Hill, and made our way back the way we’d come.

Every sharp sound ~ the scraping of a chair, someone closing a door, a horse snorting within its stable ~ set my heart to racing.

About two thousand people called Clover Hill their home ~ a small town compared to others in Wiltera. If dark elves had taken over the peoples’ homes, where were the inhabitants?

Dwarves, pixies, common fae, satyrs, and probably even fairies lived here. What had happened to them?

I shuddered to think what the elves could have done to them as we tiptoed through the dark between the houses.

A passerby would not suspect any foul play looking at the town. It nestled peacefully against the edge of the forest; its lights glinting in the darkness of the night.

Had it not been for the strange smell, we would not have known about it, either, and would have ridden straight into the belly of the beast. Even now, Thomas could still not identify the smell.

We reached the edge of Clover Hill, and Thomas stopped us with a raised fist. We cowered beneath a balcony as we waited for an elf on night guard duty to pass.

Clad in black, with a bow slung over his shoulder, he padded silently past us. Had I been alone, I would not have seen him.

My left thigh touched Thomas’ right leg as we knelt side by side, and the longer we waited, the more I became aware of the heat between us.

I breathed deeply through my nose to steady myself, as my heart galloped a hundred miles per hour.

Thomas looked at me, searching my eyes for a second, before giving the signal to go.

Could he hear my heart?

My cheeks glowed like beacons as I followed Thomas and Arianna out from under the balcony and across the open patch between the houses and the forest.

We dove straight into the trees, and I hoped it was too dark in there for Thomas to see my ruddy face. I hated that I couldn’t control it.

We had bigger worries now.

The thick layer of pine needles on the forest floor crunched softly as we wound our way through the trees.

We could not be sure that the elves had not stationed guards here, too, so Arianna kept the concealments spell going.

I held on to the back of Thomas’ jacket, just as Arianna held on to the back of my coat. Thomas led with his superior eyesight and sense of smell.

“Elves moved through here after we passed earlier,” he whispered, bringing us to a halt.

He inspected the ground, running his fingertips over the springy soil.

“It’s impossible to tell if they came this way because they were aware of us, or if it was a routine patrol. Either way, let’s hope they didn’t find where we hid Rosalie and the horses.”

My blood ran cold at the thought of anything happening to my Rosalie. I would have preferred for her to stay at the palace. If it had not been for my father’s needling, she would have stayed.

We carried on, even more careful than before, with Thomas stopping us frequently to listen to sounds only he could hear.

The darkness pressed in on us, and the hairs on the back of my neck tingled because of all the things I imagined were out there in the dark.

We reached the road that led to Draeguard, and Thomas stopped to check if it was safe to cross. The horses were just over on the other side.

“There is movement coming up the road,” he whispered and pressed us back into the trees.

“What is it?” Arianna asked.

Thomas remained silent, but then my blood ran cold as my ears picked up the high-pitched protestations of Rosalie.

I pushed past Thomas to look down the road. He grabbed me by the back of my coat, holding on to me so I wouldn’t run to her, I guess.

Two lights bobbed along the dark road, and that’s all I could see for a while. Rosalie’s chatter soon became apparent, and we all hid further within the undergrowth.

“I will tell you again, young man, my master will not be happy. If I do not return in the morn with the miller’s flour, my master will seek his losses with you.”

“Shut up, wench.” The dark elf leading Rosalie’s horse had said this at least four times since they’d come into earshot, and from his monotone, it was quite clear he’d said it plenty times before.

“Now, you go treating my ponies with respect, you hear? Those two are my darlings. They are all I have, now. If anything should happen to them, I should surely die.”

The other elf chuckled and dragged the horse he led along behind him.

“I just don’t see to what purpose you are taking me with you. I am just an old lady. Where did you say you are taking me?”

“We didn’t.”

“Oh. Well, if we are going to Clover Hill, that would be helpful, because that’s where I need to go, too. You could just drop me off at the trading store, and all would be forgiven.”

“Just shut up, wench.”

“You are quite rude, young man, do you know that?”

Thomas winced as I grabbed his hand and squeezed. My other hand I pressed to my mouth, stifling the laughter bubbling up from within.

This surely was no laughing matter, but Rosalie was doing the only thing she could do ~ let us know where she was so we could rescue her.

And, she was doing a pretty good job of annoying the elves while she was at it. I had to admire her courage.

We waited for them to pass before we dared to speak amongst ourselves.

“There are only two of them,” Thomas said. “It shouldn’t prove too difficult for us neutralise them and get Rosalie back, but…”

“But what?” I asked frowning.

“What’s your plan?” Arianna asked.

“Rosalie has them fooled into thinking that she is common fae. I also believe they haven’t found the other horses, except those two.”

Thomas pointed up the road with his chin.

“Had they wanted to kill her, they would have done so already. So, I guess that they are taking her to wherever the dark elves are holding the rest of the villagers.”

“Thomas,” Arianna looked from him to me, “I promised Dana’s father to keep her safe. Even if we find the people of Clover Hill, how would we help them? The town is overrun by elves. We’d stand no chance against them.”

“We could try,” he pleaded. “We can’t just leave them to their fate.”

“It’s too dangerous,” Arianna said.

“I also worry about the villagers,” I said, “but we can’t just use Rosalie as bait.”

“She wouldn’t be in any danger if we get it right.”

“How do you know they will not harm her?” Arianna scowled at him.

He cleared his throat. “I don’t. All we would need to do is find the villagers. Then, we could free them, rescue Rosalie, and the villagers can then fight while we carry on our way.”

“Oh, you think it’s that easy?” Arianna huffed.

“We’ll soon find out.” Thomas pointed up the road. “The elves are almost out of sight. Do you have a better idea?”

Arianna dug in her bag. “Yes,” she nearly shouted. “Let’s get Rosalie. I’ll be able to get the elves to talk.”

Thomas only hesitated a moment.

“Let’s go,” Thomas urged us. “We’ll need to hurry.”

My heart hammered as we ducked low and sprinted across the dark road. We dived into the treeline on the other side unseen and then ran along the verge.

The elves moved at a slow tempo, pulling Rosalie along on her horse. We caught up steadily, and my magic fizzled beneath my skin.

“Stun them, only, Dana,” Arianna warned me as we got close.

We tried to be as stealthy as possible, but, of course, the horses’ senses picked up they were being stalked, and they became nervous. Too late, though.

We came upon them, and Arianna rushed to keep the horses steady, while I sent blasts towards the elves. Thomas circled them, catching them as they fell.

“Rosalie.” I ran to her horse’s side, reaching up to her.

“You came for me.”

“I would never leave you.”

Arianna stepped around, holding the other horse. “We need to hurry.”

Thomas propped up the two elves and bound them together. He slapped both of them across the face several times until one of them eventually woke up.

The dark elf struggled, making the other elf bound to him flop around.

“Be still, or I will blast you, again,” I told him, hovering a blue ball above my palm.

Arianna produced a small, red bottle ~ not much bigger than my little finger ~ from her bag and bent over the elf. Gripping his jaw firmly, she pried his mouth open and dripped a few drops from the bottle into it.

We watched him swallow, and after a moment, Arianna asked him, “What have you done with the people of Clover Hill?”

The elf glared at her. “Nothing.”

“Are they alive?”

The elf spat, “Yes.”

We all looked at each other, hope surging.

“Where are they?” Arianna asked.

“Locked up.” The elf strained now, speaking through his pointy teeth as if he had realised Arianna had given him a truth potion, and there was nothing he could do about it.

“Where? Where did you lock them up?” Impatience now tinged Arianna’s voice.

“Argh.” The elf squirmed. “Harvest shed. They are in the harvest shed.”

I leaned back against Rosalie’s horse. My heartbeat slowly returned to its normal rhythm.

Thomas and Arianna dragged the elves off the road and tied them to a tree, out of sight.

“The moon should rise within an hour,” Thomas said. “Then, we’ll have some light to see by, but it’ll also make it easier for us to be seen. We’ll have to be careful.”

“Let’s get our horses, so we can get to Clover Hill as quickly as we can,” Arianna agreed.

We marched through the dark forest and found the horses still in the same spot where we had hidden them. Rosalie had taken her two horses and led the two elves away from the rest, so they would not be discovered.

My heart warmed at her bravery.

The horses walked hesitantly through the black forest, and we had to coax them along until we reached the road. We didn’t dare light the way for them.

Eventually, we saw specks of light in the distance, and we hesitated to go closer, wondering if more than the two elves we had immobilised patrolled this stretch of road.

“We should get off the road,” Arianna warned.

“Just a little further,” Thomas said.

We crossed the bridge a quarter-mile before Clover Hill and then pulled the horses off the road. Thomas led the way into the trees, and I brought up the rear.

We skirted towards the north of the town, and Thomas found us a place where we could leave the horses while we went to rescue the villagers.

“Stay here, Rosalie,” I told my handmaiden. “Look after the horses, but don’t get caught, again.”

She smiled sheepishly. “Be safe, Ladybug.”

I hated to leave her behind, again, but if we had to fight in town, or anything else bad happened, I wanted Rosalie out of harm’s way.

By now, the moon had risen, giving us light to see by. It was only a quarter crescent, but at least we could see.

The town was the same as when we had left it earlier. Warm light streamed from windows as if its inhabitants were safe within.

Horses snorted contentedly within stables, and every so often the sound of laughter drifted across the streets.

“The harvest shed is that big building you can just see the roof of from here.” Thomas pointed. He was the only one who knew his way around Clover Hill. “I think we should go past the smithy and get the villagers something to fight with.”

“Thomas, that’s too risky,” Arianna warned.

“They won’t stand a chance if we don’t.”

Arianna sighed but argued no further.

Thomas led the way.

Once, we had to stop as a dark elf came out of a house, crossed the street, and entered the house opposite.

Even with Arianna’s concealment spell over us, the blood drained from my face, and I waited for discovery as we cowered, pressed against a garden fence.

We finally reached the smithy. It was cold inside; the furnace black and dead.

The smell of ash and iron still lingered here, but metal had not been worked here in days.

We wrapped whatever we could find in leather aprons and bags ~ hammers, chisels, saws, pitchforks, swords. The smith had a wide variety of weapons for sale, too.

Laden as we were, progress slowed. Our burdens rattled within their bounds, and we tread carefully to avoid detection.

As the harvest barn neared, we dropped our loot behind a water trough and approached silently along the dark outer wall.

Two elves guarded the tall barn doors, locked with a loop of metal chain.

My power tingled within my hands, and nausea bubbled up within me at the thought of what I could do to the guards.

“Easy, Dana,” Arianna warned, nudging me.

I quickly hid my glowing hand within my coat, and we sneaked closer, hiding

Thomas turned from us and started to undress, letting his clothes fall to the ground. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the shimmering, until I saw the white wolf padding silently around the edge of the barn towards the elven guards.

Arianna hurriedly picked up his clothes.

“There’s a wolf,” one whispered.

Arianna and I jumped around the corner. My blue magic zoomed silently across the open space towards the man on the right.

Arianna’s magic hit the one on the left. Both fell to the cobbled road without a sound. Thomas went to change, then quickly helped us to hide the unconscious elves.

“Let’s get the tools.”

We ran back to the water trough to retrieve the packages. The guards would not stay stunned forever, so we hurried.

Thomas used the bolt cutters to cut the chain, and we slipped through the barn door before closing it firmly behind us.

Candles burned within, and the frightened faces of the villagers stared at us, surrounded by the aroma of sweat, urine, and fear.

My blood boiled at how the children clung to their mothers; how the men hovered protectively before their women.

They were left in their own filth, without food. What were they doing to these people?

“We’re here to help.” I removed my hood from my head, showing them my face. “I am Princess Dana of Draeguard. We’ve come to free you.”

The fear in their eyes mixed with uncertainty and then hope. Some came forward.

Thomas opened the bags and handed out what we brought.

“There’s not enough,” Arianna whispered.

“They’ll find more,” Thomas replied quietly.

I looked around at the people. Most of them were common fae, but there were also dwarves, and pixies, and satyrs.

“My father is gathering his army to fight the elves. You are not alone,” I said. “Now, go, reclaim your town.”

The men spread from the barn, as did some of the women. Grim, determined faces nodding our way on their way past.

“We need to leave,” Arianna said.

“What about the people?” I asked.

“We’ve done what we can for them,” Arianna put her hand on my arm,” now it is my duty to make sure you are safe.”

She steered me out of the harvest building. Her firm grip told me now was not the time to argue with her.

Thomas guided us away from the commotion stirred up by the freed townspeople and led us on a circuitous route back to our horses.

We could still hear the shouting from the town, but it was dulled within the trees. Little moonlight penetrated here, and we followed Thomas closely as we walked.

When he suddenly stopped, we bumped into him.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“That smell. It’s much stronger now.”

He’d mentioned it before. A smell he could not identify.

“Do you know what it is?”

Before he could answer, one of the horses whinnied shrilly in the distance. Branches snapped loudly.

Thomas ran, and we followed, my heart pounding wildly in my chest.

The ground vibrated beneath our feet, and Thomas stopped again, pushing us all roughly into a bush.

Our horses came stampeding past us; their eyes rolling wildly in their heads.

We stared after them when more branches snapped behind us.

We turned to look and managed to scramble back into the bush just as a giant lumbered through the forest after the horses.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

“Rosalie!”

My heart exploded into a million fragments at the thought of what could have happened to her. Had the giant killed her?

I stumbled over roots as we raced through the dark forest back to where we’d left her with the horses.

The ground was broken up and churned from where the horses had milled, and the giant had tried to catch them. Broken branches blocked our way, and we jumped and ducked, pushing ahead.

“Rosalie,” I yelled, not caring if anyone else heard me.

“Ladybug.”

The faint voice made me giddy, and I dived through the foliage. “Where are you?”

“Here,” Thomas yelled, holding up a broken branch, covering a hollow tree stump.

Rosalie cowered within the stump, her fingers gripping the edge, and her face smeared with dirt.

“My Rosalie,” I rushed to her, “are you hurt?”

She shook her head. “I couldn’t save the horses.”

Thomas helped her up, and I took Rosalie into my arms. “You are the bravest woman I know.”

“We need to go after the horses,” Thomas said.

“You two go,” Arianna said. “I’ll take care of Rosalie.”

I hesitated but knew Rosalie would be in good hands. We needed to leave right now if we wanted to stand any chance of finding the horses.

Thomas and I took off running. I trusted in his instincts and focussed on his blonde hair in the darkness, following closely.

The giant frightened me. I’d never seen one and knew nothing about his speed, ability to hear, or even his eyesight.

The horses must have led him on a twisted path, for we caught up with him sooner than we expected. The twelve-foot lump of a man roared angrily every time he lost sight of the horses.

What if he noticed us chasing him? What if he turned around?

Wherever the trees stood too close together, the giant ploughed straight through, breaking branches as if they were sticks.

We dodged them, jumped over them, and still chased the giant when we left the forest on the most northern side of Clover Hill.

Out in the open, the horses lengthened their stride and put distance between them and the giant. The darkness soon swallowed them.

The giant, his simple Hessian clothes torn from running through the trees, stood breathing heavily on a knoll overlooking a lake.

We hid behind the last trees of the treeline, catching our breath.

With only a hundred feet separating us from the giant, even I could now smell his strong odour.

He reached up and scratched his head, staring into the direction the horses had disappeared to. Then, he seemed to make a decision, for he lumbered down to the lake.

The giant knelt and stuck his head into the water, taking long, noisy gulps from the pool.

“Go, go, go,” Thomas whispered.

We dashed across the open field, the lake to our right. The field ran on for about a mile until it ended at a wooden fence, and we clambered through it.

“Where did the horses go?” I asked.

“There must be an opening.” Thomas frowned. “I should have looked out for their prints.”

Thomas cursed under his breath, and we trailed along the fence to the south. It wasn’t long before we found an open gate.

We could clearly see the hoofprints within the soft soil leading through the narrow gap.

From there, they led at an angle away from the fence towards the west. We picked up several items that must have come loose from the horses’ packs during their wild gallop.

When we reached them, we found them at a paddock with other horses, drinking from their water trough.

The farmhouse stood far in the distance, and we were in no danger of discovery.

After ensuring ourselves that no harm had come to the horses, we re-strapped their loads and retraced our steps through the open gate.

“Do you think the giant is gone?” I asked Thomas.

“Let’s not risk it,” he said. “We’ll take the long way around. It will take us closer to Clover Hill, but hopefully, the villagers are in charge of the town, again.”

We rode in silence, then, until we reached the forest. Thomas guided us around the destruction the giant had left, and we found Arianna and Rosalie unharmed where we’d left them.

The relief that Rosalie was rescued from the elves, that she had survived the giant, that we had found Arianna and Rosalie unharmed, and that we had gotten our horses back, washed over me in a smothering wave.

The night’s excitement finally over, my body went from high alert to fast asleep. I struggled against it as we turned our horses and resumed our journey home.

The rhythmic motion of the horse lulled me into closing my eyes. I forced them open, concentrating on the swaying rump of the horse in front of me.

Several times, my chin dropped to my chest, startling me awake. I stared wide-eyed around me in the dark, only to find we were still riding along as we had been before.

When the sun finally crested behind us, and its first tentative rays found our backs, Thomas led us into a thicket of hazel trees.

“We’ll rest here.”

I could have kissed him, had I not been so tired. When I took my feet out of the stirrups, I nearly toppled out of the saddle.

Thomas took care of most of the horses, but I don’t know how he did it, as I could barely concentrate on my own. Lazuli stood patiently, though, while I fumbled around her.

We ate some of our packed rations and took our sleeping mats under the trees without setting up our tents. We just didn’t have the energy for it.

“Your father would kill me if he could see us now.”

Arianna shook her head, sitting tiredly on her mat.

“This is hardly your fault,” I mumbled. “Besides, we’ve been through worse.”

She sighed. “Not since I’ve been your mother.”

 

***

 

“Do we have to continue already?”

Rosalie struggled to rise from her mat, and I quickly went over to help her.

“Are you alright, Rosie?”

“My old bones are not as sprightly as yours. Running from giants and hiding in trees is not how I envisioned my nights.”

My handmaiden had not once complained last night. I didn’t think her to be much older than Arianna, anyway. I could be wrong, though. It was difficult to tell with fae.

“We should not have to fight, or flee, the rest of the way,” I assured her, “but we must travel for another two days to reach the farmstead.”

She grumbled as she packed her bag. “Onwards, then.”

Thomas guided us far north of the road between towns and well away from traffic.

Once, we came across a satyr farmer; his wagon piled high with his belongings, and his family sitting beside him.

“The dark elves want the townsfolk to join their fight,” he explained. “If you don’t, they lock you up. We got out of there before they came to Silverlakes.”

“It has come to this, then,” Arianna said. “After their defeat in the woods, the elves must have realised they are not strong enough to go against the fae alone.”

“I don’t believe that.” Thomas slowed his horse to ride beside Arianna. “I think the elves are trying to divide the country to make it more difficult for the fae.”

My stomach roiled at the thought. “Why would the people want to side with the elves?”

Arianna answered, “Most wouldn’t, but there are some who believe the fae only ever looked out for their own, and if the elves can promise better, then they would be easily swayed.”

“We should let my father know so he can rally the people back to his side.”

“I am sure word will come to him, and he will take appropriate steps, Dana. My job is to keep you safe, now, and to teach you what I can about your magic,” Arianna said.

I looked down at my horse’s bobbing head. “I feel helpless watching from the sidelines.”

“Most people would be happy to be out of harm’s way.”

“Well, I’m not most people.” I pouted.

“That’s clear.” Arianna laughed.

 

***

 

We reached Wilderfield late that afternoon, and nature had reclaimed some areas of the homestead in the weeks we’d been away.

The horses loved the tall grass in the paddock, while Arianna moaned about the tall grass, and the weeds, in front of the house.

The flower beds, and vegetable patches, sprouted weeds as tall as our knees, and birds had eaten all the tomatoes.

Archimedes, the magpie, had made a collection of items ~ from pieces of wire to stained spoons ~ and placed them on the doormat by the front door. He now waited for us, cawing happily.

“Looks like we have our work cut out for us,” Arianna laughed.

It took us until nightfall to take care of our fourteen horses and to bring in all the goods we’d brought.

Tired and hungry, we all sat at the kitchen table eating rations from our packs. We could cook tomorrow.

We dragged ourselves off to bed ~ I got to sleep in the same room I had slept in before ~ and, tired as I was, I laid awake thinking for a long while.

At the beginning of spring, the elves began targeting the palace. Their dark magic attacks caused some damage but achieved little. They eventually brought in an army to attack, and during that attack, stole the stones.

So, why attack with magic in the first place? Was it to sow discord within the court? If so, then they certainly had achieved that.

Now that they had some of the stones, they were certainly more powerful than they were before. I still didn’t understand how they used the stones like that.

Although we had defeated the elves in the woods, it hardly meant the war was over. They still had the stones, and they kept attacking. My father had no choice but to send his army to Raven Hall.

I turned onto my side, staring out of the window at the dark sky.

What was the elves’ plan by turning the whole of Wiltera against us? Did they need more soldiers?

How many elves lived in Raven Hall? Elothrien looked to be a large city. Not as big as Draeguard, but large enough to make a difference. It was difficult to tell as the city was built into the forest.

I’d learned about population count during my homeschooling, and the elven numbers had always been vague. Aladrien was said to be old ruins, and I now knew the castle to be flourishing.

Elothrien remained as closed-off to foreigners as Draeguard. I’d never thought of Draeguard’s decision to hide from the rest of Wiltera as strange until now.

What was Draeguard hiding?

I turned onto my back, staring at the dark ceiling.

Arianna kept herself hidden here at the homestead. Although I knew the reasons why, it made me wonder how many others were out there in Wiltera who lived amongst us unseen.

Could they see us? I shuddered at the thought.

And, what was that Arianna had said about the planets aligning with the moon? The moonclaven. The elders and mages were preparing a ceremony for it, as it was an event that only happened every ninety-eight years.

Would this event influence my moon magic? Or, worse, would it impact the strength of the moonstones?

I sat up in bed, running my fingers through my hair.

So much still didn’t make sense. How was my father supposed to win with so little information? Or, did he know more than I did?

After everything we’d been through, I was still over-thinking everything. 

I shook my head and laid back down, pulling the blanket up to my chin.

If only there were someone out there we could go to for help.

I sighed and closed my eyes.

 

***

 

The tea on my bedside table was cold when I woke up, but I drank it anyway. I stretched my stiff limbs and smiled at the bright sun through the window.

Barefoot, I padded to the bathroom. The house was quiet, and I wondered if everyone was still sleeping.

I changed into a comfortable dress ~ one of the items Rosalie had packed for me ~ and then made my way through to the kitchen.

I thought I could get breakfast started, but when I opened the door, the mouthwatering aroma of beef roast permeated the kitchen.

“Ah, Dana, just in time for lunch,” Arianna greeted me.

“What? What time is it?”

Arianna laughed. “I brought you tea at eight this morning, but you told me to go away. It’s now nearly two o’clock.”

Fire singed my cheeks and ears as I stared at Arianna, but she laughed it off.

“You needed the rest.”

“Where is everyone?” I asked, helping Arianna clear away the dishes she’d just washed.

“Thomas went to Wilderfield this morning to buy the meat and fetch the goat, and now Rosalie is helping him rescue the vegetable garden.”

I paused with a dish in my hand. “I thought this was Wilderfield.”

“Well, technically, this whole area is called Wilderfield. Not far from here within the forest, there is a little town, which serves as the hub of this area. Not many people know about it, and that’s how they like it.”

My musings from last night came back to me, and my heart beat faster.

“Why do they like it like that?”

Arianna turned to me, and her dark green eyes searched mine. “Most of them are like us, Dana.”

Like us. The plate in my hands shook, and I set it down.

“Half-bloods? Mixed breeds?”

“Yes.” Her face softened. “Love falls where it does. You cannot control it with a law. Faced with persecution, these folk have made a life for themselves outside of society. Like me.”

Not long ago, I had condemned Thomas for being a half-breed. Even now, my brain recited to me all the laws applicable to punishing those associated with this abomination.

It was so ingrained in me that it had never occurred to me that they were people, too. People that loved each other. Loved each other so much that they would rather break the law than be without the other.

My heart slowed. My hands steadied. Maybe it was time a royal rose to change the law. Perhaps, that royal needed to be a half-breed, too.

“I’d like to visit, sometimes,” I said.

Arianna nodded. “I’d love to take you.”

Laughter, and the stomping of feet behind the door, alerted us that Thomas and Rosalie had returned from the garden.

A moment later, the door opened, and they entered in their socks; their boots left outside on the mat.

“Morning, Freckles,” Thomas greeted me.

“Did you sleep well, Ladybug?”

“Don’t call me that,” I whispered under my breath. “Fine, thank you,” I replied to Rosalie.

“Lunch is almost ready,” Arianna said. “Get washed up, while Dana and I set the table.”

“It smells wonderful,” Thomas said, sticking his nose into the air, before marching through to the back.

Moments later, we all sat around the central kitchen table. I’d put the vase with the flowers Arianna gathered from the meadow this morning on the far end, so we could all see each other.

Thomas cut the roast, while Rosalie dished potatoes and Brussels sprouts.

The simple meal made my mouth water, and my stomach growled noisily. Rosalie gave me an extra potato.

We ate in silence for a while, with only the clatter of cutlery keeping us company.

“Do you want to tell us what you found out this morning?” Arianna prompted half-way through the meal.

Thomas wiped his mouth on a napkin. “The giants are working with the elves, and only satyrs are being recruited into the elven army.”

I dropped my fork. “All of them?”

Thomas seemed to know what I meant, for he nodded. “Gerald has information that at least eight giants are working with the elves.”

Eight. My heart pounded. The current population count on giants stood at eleven. They usually kept to themselves and never ventured off their low mountain range to the north. Ever.

“And why the satyrs?”

Thomas shrugged. “Fighting ability? Strength?”

“We need to go back to let my father know.”

“You know what it took for us to get here. Wiltera is overrun by elves. It is up to your father, now,” Thomas replied.

“But, what if he marches into an ambush?”

Thomas reached out and put his hand on mine. “He knows what he is doing. He has a great army at his back. Trust him.”

Given the current company, the warmth from Thomas’ hand brought heat to my cheeks. I pulled my hand back and picked up my fork.

“I suppose, but it doesn’t feel right.”

“I can try to get Archimedes to get the message to him,” Arianna cut in. “It’s about time that magpie earns his living.”

“He can do that?” I gaped.

Arianna smirked. “With a bit of magical help, yes.”

I smiled at her, but as Arianna’s face drained of all blood, an icy shiver ran down my spine.

Arianna’s chair scraped across the floor. We all looked up at her as she stood, her hands stretched out to the sides, eyes shut tight.

“Arianna.” Thomas sprang to his feet and ran to be beside her.

“What’s wrong?” Rosalie asked.

“Someone’s here,” Arianna whispered between clenched teeth. “They are searching for the magical boundary.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

“Is it the elves?” My fork clattered onto my plate.

“Shh,” Thomas shushed me. “Let her concentrate.”

Rosalie and I huddled closer as we watched Thomas hover around Arianna as she screwed up her eyes in concentration.

Beads of sweat formed on her forehead and her outstretched arms shook.

“From the far side of the paddock,” she managed to say, huffing.

“How many?” Thomas asked.

The kitchen began to smell like that moment just after a cloud burst. Ozone, my teacher had called it.

The hairs along my arms rose to stand erect as the amount of magic in the air rose. My scalp tingled with it.

“Just one.” She sighed deeply and dropped her arms, falling back onto her chair.

“Who is it?” Thomas asked.

“Gerald. It must be important for him to come here. Go. Find out what he wants.”

Thomas nodded and went to the door to put on his boots. A moment later, he had left.

“What did you do? How do you know it was Gerald?” I asked.

“It’s called ‘the sight.’ A good witch should be able to master it in her lifetime.”

I gaped. “So, could you use it to spy on the elves, then?”

Arianna laughed. “No, I wish it were that easy. Most witches use it to see who has come to visit before they open the door. To see as far as past the paddock took nearly all my strength.”

“Oh.” My chest deflated. “What about if we are near enough to the elves? Could you look into their castle or something?”

“You don’t give up, do you?” She chuckled. “Again, no. The sight only works on things that belong to me. My house, my paddock, my property.”

No wonder Arianna hadn’t used it while we’d been in Raven Hall. It could have come in handy.

My heart suddenly pounded at the prospect of what kind of magic Arianna would be able to teach me while I was here. With me being a half-breed, it no longer mattered if she taught me witch magic.

I grinned. I was half witch.

Arianna frowned at me, probably wondering what I was thinking.

“Could you teach me?” I asked.

Rosalie shot me a look; her brows furrowed over her eyes.

Arianna kept quiet for so long; I squirmed on my chair.

“If it’s something you would like to learn, then I am happy to teach you.” She smiled brightly.

“Ladybug, would it be seemly for you to learn this magic?” Rosalie shot a sideways glance at Arianna. “You are here to learn about moon magic.”

“And, I will,” I agreed, “but I am also part witch, now, so I don’t see why I shouldn’t learn some witch magic.”

My lips pulled into a half-smirk, and I looked at Arianna, who chuckled. My body tingled, having spoken the rebellious statement, and the rest of my lunch sat forgotten on my plate.

Rosalie mumbled and rose from her chair to clear away some of the dishes.

Just then, male voices drifted to us from outside, and the clip-clop of hooves sounded along the paved path around the house.

Arianna got up from her chair so quickly; it nearly fell over. “Dana, you need to hide.”

She waved her hands at me to follow, and my heart raced in my throat. Rosalie stared, then ran after us, as we sprinted down the corridor to the bedrooms.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“No-one ever comes here,” Arianna explained. “I just want to make sure you are safe. Let me find out what’s going on, first.”

She closed my bedroom door behind her as she left, leaving Rosalie and me sitting on my bed.

If it was only someone she knew, then why did we need to hide? Did she not want anyone to know we were here?

I crept to the door and put my ear to it. The bedroom was far down the passage, and I couldn’t hear anything. I now wished I already mastered ‘the sight,’ so I could see into the kitchen.

The silence drew out, and I paced in front of the door, exchanging glances with Rosalie every few seconds.

My fingers played with the buttons on my dress on their own accord, and only when one of the tiny things dropped to the floor, did I force myself to stop.

I clasped my hands in front of me and sat back down on the bed. Rosalie rubbed my arm when we heard footsteps in the passage.

I sprang to my feet.

A knock on the door. “May I come in?” Thomas asked.

I ran to open it.

“Arianna would like you to come to the kitchen, please.”

My heart raced as we followed Thomas back down the hall to the kitchen. He entered through the door first, but once I rounded the corner, the visitor was all I could see.

The tall, burly satyr’s cloven hooves thudded dully on the wooden flooring as he moved around the table.

He wore a green tunic, belted at the hip, leaving his hairy goat legs bare from mid-thigh. The hair on his head had greyed, but there was a quick sparkle in his eyes as he nodded a greeting to me.

“Dana, this is Gerald Norrel, leader of the Wilderfield community,” Thomas told me.

“A pleasure to meet you.”

“The pleasure is all mine, Princess,” the satyr replied in a deep timbre.

“Gerald has some information you should hear,” Arianna said, coming around to my side of the table. “Let’s sit.”

Once we were all seated around the table, Arianna nodded to Gerald to begin.

“For years, now, the dark elves have meddled in affairs better left alone. They have woven themselves into communities they have no right to be in, but people have allowed it because the elves pay well.”

He shifted uncomfortably on his chair, which was not designed for legs such as his.

“Some people were disenchanted by the fae community because they did little to nothing to stop the elven influence on Wiltera.”

“We didn’t even know about it,” I interrupted.

The satyr raised a bushy eyebrow. “The fae are the majority of the population in Wiltera, and your father is the only king in this country. He doesn’t just rule over Draeguard, but over all of us.”

I hung my head.

“Anyway,” Gerald continued, “what I am trying to say is that the communities are now divided. The elves have moved into the cities to recruit soldiers, and people are siding with them.”

“Oh, no.”

“This isn’t because the elves are promising anything better, but because the fae haven’t offered anything at all. Not for a long while, anyway.”

“We’ve given them peace,” I disagreed.

“Be that as it may,” Gerald said, “that’s not something the people can grasp right now. They want something tangible. The elves are offering that.”

“What are they offering?”

Gerald shrugged. “I don’t have all the details, but there is talk about land, livestock, and,” he shook his head, “electricity.”

“Electricity?” I gaped at Gerald. “We have never needed electricity here in Wiltera.”

“It’s easier for the magical folk,” Gerald replied. “Not all communities have it that easy, and the promise of electricity can be very tempting.”

Thomas asked, “How would they achieve that without discovery by the humans?”

“Again, I don’t know, but the people believe it. The point I am trying to make is that the elves are gathering their strength, and the fae kingdom needs to do something about it, now.”

“My father is already gathering his army.”

“Arianna told me so, but I don’t know if it will be enough. Rumours are that the elves plan to attack multiple fronts.”

“When?”

“I don’t have the timeline, I wish I did, but we think it’s still weeks from now.”

I clasped my hands over my chest.

“Give Dana the bad news,” Thomas said.

I swallowed. What had this been, then? The good news?

The satyr sighed. “There is a bounty on your head, Princess Dana. The whole country is looking for you. Whatever the elves are up to, they need you out of the way.”

“What?”

“You’re safe, here, Dana.” Arianna reached out to take my hand.

“I found your place, Arianna,” Gerald cut in. “Others might, too.”

“You knew where to look, Gerald,” Arianna replied, but she frowned.

Rosalie took my other hand, and we sat in silence for a while. The satyr shifted on his chair again.

I shivered, suddenly cold, even in the warm kitchen.

“Can we warn my father, somehow?”

Gerald nodded. “I have friends in the cities. Give me a token that the message comes from you, and I will make sure it gets delivered.”

I looked at Arianna. 

“I can get Archimedes to fly to the palace,” she said, “but give your token to Gerald. His men will stand a better chance of catching your father out in the field.”

I ran back to the bedroom and dug in one of my bags for the pearl hair clip my father had given me for my fourteenth birthday.

“Take this.” I handed the clip to Gerald once back in the kitchen. “He will recognise it.”

“I will leave in the morning.” He rose from the table. “If you want my advice, leave Wiltera for a while. You aren’t safe here. It was a pleasure to meet you, Princess Dana.”

“Thank you, Gerald of Wilderfield.”

The satyr clip-clopped to the door, where Thomas saw him off, before closing the door behind him.

“What do we do now?” Rosalie asked.

“There are few people as well informed as Gerald,” Arianna said. “The elves have been working underground for so long; it has gone largely unnoticed. Now, that they are operating in plain sight, it is causing an uprising.”

“Do you think he’s right about having to leave?” I asked.

Everyone looked at me. I shifted on my chair.

Arianna grimaced. “He might be. This place is well protected, but we’ve seen what the elven sorcerer was capable of.”

“Do you think he’ll come after me?” I shuddered.

“I hope not.”

Thomas came back to the table. “I could take her to Steve.”

Arianna’s mouth opened, then closed again. Her brows drew together over her eyes as she regarded Thomas with a dark look.

He shrugged his shoulders. “It’ll be safer than here, right now.”

“Who’s Steve?” I asked.

“He’s a friend of mine,” Thomas replied. “We could stay there for a while. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.”

“I don’t know, Thomas,” Arianna hesitated. “I have no control there. You’d be completely on your own.”

“She’d be safe there,” he countered.

Arianna narrowed her eyes. Goosebumps formed on my arms.

“I don’t like it,” she said.

I looked from her to Thomas and back again.

“Okay,” Thomas said, sighing, “let’s see what the next few days hold. Maybe the danger is not as great as Gerald makes it out to be.”

Arianna shot Thomas another look. He didn’t flinch, only raised his eyebrows.

She huffed and turned to the rest of the dishes on the table. Rosalie went to help her.

“Who’s Steve?” I whispered, following Thomas to the seating area in the dining room.

He cast his look back to the kitchen before answering me. “It’s someone I know who lives in Oxford.”

“In the human world?” I caught my breath and nearly fell into my chair.

“Shh,” Thomas warned,” let’s give Arianna some time to think about it. She’s not fond of England. She says it’s too dangerous.”

I’d never been, so I had no first-hand experience, but we weren’t ignorant here in Wiltera. Humanology was a compulsory subject at school. How dangerous could a place without magic be?

Boring, polluted, and noisy ~ those were the terms I associated with the human world.

“Do you believe everything Gerald said?” I asked, instead.

“Gerald is a good man. There has been mutual trust between him and Arianna for many years. He told us what he believes to be true.”

I frowned. “What he believes to be true?”

“His information might be wrong. His source might be corrupt.” Thomas shook his head. “I doubt it, though. His men are loyal to him. I believe we should act on what he said.”

“Why does Arianna hesitate?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “You’d have to ask her. Maybe she doesn’t want to leave you out of her sight, again.”

“She could come with.”

We both looked over to the kitchen. Finished with the dishes, Rosalie hung the cloths over the chairs to dry. Arianna sat down at the table with a cup of tea, tucking a stray strand of hair back into her bun.

We looked like a typical, commoner family, waiting for the father to come home from work or something. Grandma had finished the dishes, mum was drinking her tea, and the kids were up to no good.

I giggled. Thomas looked at me, questioningly.

“How far away does Gerald live? Is it too late to visit there, today?” I asked.

Arianna looked up, frowning.

Thomas answered. “Not far, at all. Half an hour,  and that’s if we walk slowly.”

“But, I want you back before dark,” Arianna said, setting her cup onto her saucer with a clink.

“Of course,” Thomas said, then turned to me. “Put your riding pants on; then we’ll take the horses.”

I grinned and sprinted down the corridor to the bedroom. Most of my bags were still packed, and I had to dig around before I found my riding pants and something suitable to wear with it.

When I came back into the kitchen, Arianna and Thomas stood facing each other by the door, her right hand gripping his arm.

“I promise,” he said.

Arianna nodded. She let him go, then came over to me.

“It’s not far, and they have protection around their village, as well. But I want you to be careful. Listen to Thomas.”

“I will.”

She hugged me, and I sucked in the gentle scent of lavender that always hovered around her.

Arianna and Rosalie waved as we walked through the door. My stomach gave a strange, little twinge, and my heart grew momentarily heavy as the door closed on my two mothers.

The moment didn’t last long as we raced each other to the shed to get the saddles, laughing all the way there.

The horses snorted when we bounded into the paddock, and we had to calm ourselves before we could saddle them.

 

***

 

Warm afternoon sunlight filtered through the canopy and bathed the forest path in a pale green light as we headed north into Wilderfield Forest.

Birds darted across the path, snatching insects out of mid-air. A fox ran along the grassy edge ahead of us for a while, before disappearing back into the trees.

“Wilderfield is home to everyone who society rejected,” Thomas explained. “They are all like us. Mixed breeds. Try not to stare at some of them.”

“Are they all darkfae?” I couldn’t believe it.

Thomas chuckled. “No, not all of them are half-fae. You’ll see. Arianna has helped them for years to maintain their magical boundary. Wilderfield is Wiltera’s best-kept secret.”

“Had you told me about this a couple of months ago, I would have been obligated to report it,” I confessed.

“I know.” His face softened, and he reached across to take my hand. “But, you’re not that girl, anymore.”

The cursed blood shot into my cheeks, and I looked away from him so he wouldn’t see.

“What’s that?” I shouted.

I ripped my hand back from Thomas to point ahead of us. As quickly as it had come, the blood drained from my face, leaving it icecold.

Something furry lay on the path, contorted at impossible angles. Green cloth covered it in places, and beside it rested a leather satchel.

My stomach turned.

“That’s Gerald,” Thomas whispered.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7

 

My sensitive mare threw her head and snorted uneasily, as she felt my shaking hands on her reins.

She pranced as we approached slowly; the reality of it becoming clearer the closer we came.

Some of Gerald’s possessions were strewn around him on the path: the satchel, a walking stick, a knife.

“There was no struggle,” Thomas whispered. “No scuff marks.”

We halted and got off our horses. They fidgeted, and we held on to their reins as we walked up to Gerald’s prone body.

“Is he dead?” I asked.

Gerald’s left arm angled acutely behind his back, his head turned sharply to the right, and I wasn’t sure if satyr legs could bend at such an angle.

Thomas knelt and put two fingers to Gerald’s throat. I held my breath.

The seconds drew out, and I heard my heartbeat pulse through my ears.

Thomas shook his head. “He’s dead.”

I let out my breath, and an icy shiver washed over me. I stared into the forest around us.

The afternoon forest still glowed in golden and green tones, peaceful with the sounds of forest life.

Thomas shifted and drew my attention. He gathered Gerald’s things and handed them to me.

“We have to take him to his family,” he said. “They have to know.”

I nodded and put the knife in the satchel, then tied it, and the stick, to my saddle.

“My hair clip is missing.”

“What? Are you sure?”

“Yes. It’s not here.”

We looked at each other; this could mean nothing good.

Thomas then walked further up the path, then down. He paused for a moment, lifting his face into the soft breeze. After a short hesitation, he stalked into the forest to our left.

I could still see him fifty feet in, only he wasn’t looking for spoor on the ground, but staring up at the treetops.

When he came back, he said, “Someone was there. Up that tree. They would have had a clear line of sight to Gerald. They were waiting for him.”

“Oh, no. Do you think it’s someone from the inside?”

Thomas’ nostrils flared. “I don’t think so, but if not, then it means we are compromised. We have to warn the village.”

“And, Arianna.”

“I will need help with Gerald. He is too heavy for me. Are you up for it?”

I froze, hesitant to touch Gerald’s contorted form.

“Dana.”

“Alright,” I agreed, swallowing the lump in my throat.

Thomas handed me his horse’s reins, then bent over Gerald to straighten out his limbs.

The arm clicked and ground awfully when Thomas moved it, making me gag.

He then made the dead man sit up and threw his arms over his shoulders.

“Wait,” I yelled.

“What?”

“There is something on his back.”

Thomas leaned Gerald forward, and we both looked. The green tunic was stained with blood around a short, black shaft sticking out of his back.

“A bolt,” Thomas said. “He got shot with a crossbow.”

Who would shoot a man in the back? Cowards. Bile rose to my throat at this coldblooded murder.

Thomas staggered to his feet with Gerald draped over him. The veins in his neck bulged, and blood rushed to his face.

“Take the feet,” he huffed.

With effort, Thomas brought Gerald alongside the horse and threw Gerald’s arms across the saddle. I knew Thomas to be strong, but the satyr must have weighed twice as much as Thomas.

While Thomas grabbed Gerald’s torso to heave him up, I took hold of his hairy legs.

The coarse hairs slid through my hands, and I had to adjust my grip. I grabbed Gerald by his knees, or hocks, or whatever they were called, and hoped he would forgive me for my undignified groping.

Finally, the weight shifted. The torso slid over the saddle, and Gerald balanced out to lie evenly across. I held him by his hooves while Thomas tied him down.

Thomas paused for a moment after that, catching his breath. Beads of sweat clung to his still red face as he stood bent forward, with his hands on his knees.

My eyes travelled back to Gerald, and I silently wished him fair travels.

“Let’s go,” Thomas finally said, taking the reins of his horse from me.

I walked beside Thomas, leading my horse, as well. If the circumstances were different, this would have been nice.

As it was, we kept glancing into the trees, expecting an ambush at every turn. Thomas used all his senses to scan the forest ahead of us, and the tension emanating from him made the hairs on my skin stand erect.

Trickles kept running down my spine, and I turned around often, sure someone was watching us.

“Were almost here,” Thomas said, taking my hand.

For once, I held on to him, gripping his hand like a lifeline.

A haze appeared before us, blurring the trees. I narrowed my eyes, trying to focus, but Thomas gripped my hand tighter and pulled me forward.

The magic of the barrier flowed through me, momentarily taking my breath away. The horses snorted.

“It’s always strange the first time, but now that you’ve been shown, you won’t feel it anymore,” Thomas explained. “It’s magic from many different people.”

The path branched in front of us, and we took the one to the left. It forked again shortly after that, and we went left again.

Mostly taller redwood trees grew here, leaving the smaller pines behind us. The path wound around the massive red trunks of the trees until we reached a small settlement.

The wooden cabins sat apart from each other, each with its own vegetable garden around it. Narrow paths crisscrossed the village.

Chickens roamed freely between the houses, and further along, a fenced-in portion held cows and goats.

I did not let go of Thomas’ hand. We stopped, and I moved closer to him. The hairs on the back of my neck stood erect.

“Where is everyone?” I whispered.

“I don’t know.”

A fire still burned in a pit to our right. A donkey still plodded in a circle, driving the wheel of a grinder.

“Do you think the assassin has been here?”

Thomas let go of my hand, moving forward towards the fire.

I clasped the reins with both hands, instead, and followed him.

“Someone was cooking here only moments ago,” he said. “I think they ran when they saw us coming.”

I stared around the ghost town.

“It’s Thomas. Thomas Denson,” he shouted

I startled; my heart galloping a mile a minute.

“We mean no harm.”

We walked the horses between the cabins at a slow pace. Thomas repeated his name every minute until we reached the end of the village.

I wanted nothing more than to leave, and the longer the silence around us continued, the more I fidgeted.

Then, some faint shouts went up from our left. We turned to look.

“Gerald.” The woman’s voice cracked on the single word.

“Hally, no.” The man’s voice sounded urgent.

A woman came running towards us in a flurry of skirts, her pinned, dark blue hair coming loose in her dash. Several men followed her.

“Gerald,” she called again, a quiver in her voice.

She reached us, and Thomas caught her. He held her as she reached out with both arms towards Gerald, her pale-green heart-shaped pixie face contorted in agony.

“Gerald.” A heart-wrenching wail escaped her. “Let…me…go.”

“Hally, I’m so sorry.” Thomas held her tighter.

She buried her face into Thomas’ shoulder, her chest heaving.

The three men reached us ~ a satyr with the face of an elf, a pixie with legs like a satyr, and a dwarf with fae ears.

I tried not to stare; I really did.

“What happened?” the satyr-elf asked.

Thomas spoke over Hally’s head. “We found him on our way to you.” He motioned with his head towards the cabins. “Why are you hiding?”

“That’s why,” the dwarf-fae spat, pointing at me. “People have been threatening us. If we don’t hand her over, they will start killing people.”

I staggered back, ice running through my veins.

“What?” Thomas asked, Hally still in his arms.

She now sniffed and looked up, leaving Thomas to go to Gerald. “He went to see you, didn’t he?”

“Yes.”

I held on to Lazuli, clinging to her as if she could make it all go away.

The satyr-elf grumbled. “You need to leave. Our people are scared. These dark elves have powerful magic if they can find us. We cannot help you, Thomas.”

“Or, we could turn them in,” the dwarf-fae mumbled under his breath.

The pixie-satyr stomped on the dwarf-fae’s foot, then dragged him away.

“Thank you, Cain,” Thomas said. “I am sorry for your loss.”

Cain, the satyr-elf, nodded brusquely and then helped Thomas heave Gerald off the horse. They laid him on the porch of one of the cabins, and Hally was instantly by his side.

I shuddered at the sight of Gerald’s dead body in Hally’s arms. I couldn’t imagine what it must be like to see your loved one like that. What if I found my father, or Thomas, like that?

“We need to leave. Now.” Thomas grabbed me by the elbow and steered me away.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

We mounted our horses, even as the people of the Wilderfield community came out of hiding. Most bore scowls on their faces and weapons in their hands.

“Ride,” Thomas hissed.

We put our heels to our horses, and they sprang away at a canter. The beauty of the forest was lost on us as we guided our horses along the winding path between the trees.

I looked over my shoulder, but no-one followed us. My heart beat in rhythm with my horse’s hoofbeats, and I couldn’t calm it.

“Would they have hurt us?” I shouted across to Thomas.

“Some might have.”

We left the winding path behind us and settled into a steady canter along the straighter road home.

Although still only afternoon, the light had faded from the forest around us. Gone were the pale green highlights between the trees and the golden dust motes.

A chill crept over me, and I urged Lazuli to greater speed. Thomas must have felt the same, for he stuck with me, keeping pace.

We raced along side by side when Thomas suddenly grabbed my reins and yanked both our horses sharply to the left.

Their heads flew up, and they swerved sideways, almost throwing me from the saddle.

At the same time, two solid thuds hit the tree along the path a few feet in front of us. I stared at the two crossbow bolts.

“Ha,” Thomas yelled, slapping my horse on the neck.

She jumped forward, and we raced off at a gallop. Running low along the path, the horses stretched their legs. Thomas kept shouting at them.

Tiny sparkles of fae magic jumped between the horses as I encouraged them to give their all. I didn’t dare look behind us.

We thundered out of the forest and across the meadow. Thomas turned east, away from the homestead, creating a wide arch around it.

He now kept glancing back, riding further and further around Arianna’s property; I guessed he was trying to mislead any followers.

White lather covered the horses’ necks when we eventually reined them down to a trot and guided them towards home. Their heads hung low, and their nostrils bulged as they drew breath.

Arianna and Rosalie sprinted towards us; they must have seen our head-long dash around the property.

“Thomas,” Arianna shouted when we were still fifty feet away, “what happened?”

“They killed Gerald,” Thomas said, jumping off his horse.

All blood drained from Arianna’s face, and her features darkened. She balled her hands into fists.

“See to the horses.”

She turned and stomped back towards the house.

“Are you alright?” Rosalie asked.

I nodded, and Rosalie followed Arianna back across the meadow.

“Come,” Thomas said, and I followed him quietly to the stables.

I would have loved to spend the rest of the afternoon brushing the horses down; the familiar smell of hay and horses a comfort to me.

My heart raced when we entered the kitchen, and the two women sat silently at the table.

The dark look remained on Arianna’s face, and one finger tapped continuously on the wooden surface.

“Take a seat.”

I swallowed, pulling the chair back with a shaking hand.

“Tell me what happened,” Arianna demanded.

I looked at Thomas, and he squeezed my hand under the table.

“We found Gerald on our way there. Shot in the back with a crossbow. We put him on my horse and took him to Wilderfield.”

Arianna’s tapping stopped.

“The people hid when they saw us coming. Only when Hally recognised Gerald, did the mayor and his men come out. They won’t help us anymore. They’ve been told to hand Dana over, or people will be killed.”

Arianna blanched further. She looked from Thomas to me and back again.

“Who chased you?”

“Cain told us to leave. Not everyone would have been so friendly. We were halfway home when I heard a crossbow fire. It only just missed us. That’s when we raced home.”

Rosalie clasped a hand over her mouth. Arianna slammed her fist on the table. I jumped.

“Did Cain say who threatened them?”

“Dark elves,” Thomas growled.

Arianna sighed, closed her eyes, and put her fingertips to her temples.

“Dana’s hair clip is missing.”

Arianna’s face darkened. “You kids pack your bags. I’ll take you to the well, right now.”

I wondered what she meant, but her tone stabbed right into my heart.

“Come,” Thomas said softly and tugged on my shirt to follow him.

Once in the passage, I asked, “Where are we going?”

“She’s sending us to the human world. It will be safer there, for now.”

“What? No? I can’t leave here.”

“Dana, if you stay, you are not only endangering yourself but others, too.”

I stared at him, my stomach knotting with the turmoil of my emotions. How could I leave when my loved ones were still in danger, here? What about Arianna and Rosalie?

“Pack a bag with clothes for a few days. No fancy dresses, okay. Jeans, preferably.”

“I don’t have jeans.” As if that was my biggest worry, right now.

Now, he stared at me.

“Alright, we’ll buy some. Just pack some clothes.”

He left me standing to go to his room. My hand shook as I reached for the door handle, and I had to sit on the bed for a moment before I was able to pack my clothes.

The human world. It was because of the human world that my cousin had died. Had Kenya not gone there in the first place, she would not have been killed on her way home. The thought about the human world frightened me more than I wanted to admit.

And now, the elves were hunting me. I shuddered as I thought about the sorcerer, or Sorena, using me again to make the moonstones work. I had no choice but to go to the one place my entire darkness was built around.

Taking a few steadying breaths, I pushed the human world to the back of my mind and then packed what little practical clothes I possessed.

With my backpack strapped to my back, I stepped back into the kitchen.

Thomas was already there, wearing what I guessed to be jeans and a tight, black t-shirt.

I gaped at him until Rosalie came up to me and packed some sandwiches on top of my clothes, distracting me from this new, sexy, Thomas.

“Here is some money,” Arianna said to Thomas. “Do you have everything you need?”

“We’ll be fine.”

She gave him a long, hard look. He didn’t flinch.

“Look after each other.”

My eyes misted over as Thomas hugged Arianna and then went around to say goodbye to Rosalie. Arianna hugged me, too, before Rosalie took me in her arms.

“Be safe, Ladybug.” She squeezed me tight.

Thomas led the way out of the kitchen. Arianna and I followed close behind, walking along the edge of the paddock, due west.

“Why does this feel so hard?” I asked. “I feel like I am abandoning you.”

“I will make sure your father knows everything we know. He will be able to make the right decisions based on that. The only thing you can do now is to keep your head down.”

“I wish I could help.”

Arianna squeezed my hand. “The only thing that would really help, now, would be another army for your father.” She sighed.

I hung my head and trudged along behind Thomas and Arianna on a path that skirted a field.

We didn’t have far to go. Two miles from the homestead stood a disused well. Its broken stones lay scattered around the field.

“This is it,” Arianna said. “I will try to get word to you when it is safe to return.”

We embraced again, and then Arianna spoke the words of the spell to bring forth the tear in the fabric between worlds.

We waved and then walked forward into the shimmer between worlds. Grey wetness awaited us on the other side, and I put up the hood of my coat.

Pouring rain drenched us the moment we stepped through. Noise all around us. Stench in my nose.

A shrill sound to my right and awful screeching.

Two round blinding lights racing towards me.

“No,” Thomas screamed, grabbing at my coat, but slipping off because of the wetness.

The lights hit me. My head connected with something hard, and I stared at someone’s face for a fraction of a second, before my world went dark.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 8

 

The cold seeping into my bones warred with the shooting pains in my head. Wetness drenched my body. I shivered.

From somewhere, a ghostly voice whispered my name. “Dana.”

I couldn’t open my eyes. So tired. I grimaced as the pain stabbed through my head again.

“Dana.”

I tried to blink, and this time, bright lights blinded me. I screamed and threw up my arms to protect myself.

“Dana.”

The voice louder now. Arms gripped me.

Thomas. I firmly shut my eyes and huddled into his chest. His arms closed around me, holding me. I sobbed.

“Shh.” He stroked my hair.

“Is she alright?” someone else asked. A man.

“No thanks to you,” Thomas said harshly. “What happened to the park that used to be here?”

“Park? They got rid of that months ago. Where have you been?”

Thomas growled. His chest vibrated against my ear.

“Look,” the man said, “let me take her to the hospital.”

I felt Thomas shake his head. “She needs to get out of the rain. Can you take us to an address?”

I guessed the man must have agreed, for a moment later, Thomas shifted me within his embrace, and the ground disappeared beneath me.

I threw my arms around him and burrowed my face into his neck.

“It’s going to be alright,” he breathed.

The cold rain seeped into the back of my coat, trailing icy fingers down my back. I shivered, even in Thomas’ arms.

We walked past the man, who held open a low door, and Thomas bent down to gently put me on a seat. It was warm here.

I didn’t want to let him go, but he only moved me and then scooted up beside me. The man slammed the door shut behind us.

When the man got in, and the lights within came on again, I saw the steering wheel and the front seats, and I suddenly realised what had happened.

“I got hit by a car.”

“Shh, Dana, you’ll be alright. He’s taking us to Steve.”

Thomas rocked me gently in his arms. So warm now, even with the wet clothes.

The strange hum of the engine, and the low vibrations of the car, soothed me as the man drove us.

I kept my face buried in Thomas’ neck so I wouldn’t have to look at the bright lights of the other cars on the road.

My forehead thudded dully; the shooting pains receding. I probed the spot carefully with my fingers but winced when I touched it. My fingers came away bloody.

“We’ll get you fixed up. We’re almost there,” Thomas whispered in my ear.

His breath sent warm shivers along my skin. I closed my eyes; his scent so close, sending bursts of fire into my stomach.

I snuggled closer, but more pains flared up along my arms as I moved them. I gritted my teeth, trying not to moan.

The car slowed and then came to a stop.

“Are you sure you will be alright from here?” the man asked. “I can still take you to a hospital.”

“No, we will be fine,” Thomas said.

“Then, take this.”

The man turned in his seat and held something out for Thomas to take.

“Take it. It’ll make me feel better.”

Thomas took it. “Thanks.”

Cold air blew into the car when Thomas opened the door. He helped me step out into the rain, and I put my hood over my head, while he picked up both our bags.

Thomas put my arm around his shoulder and then wound his around my waist. He held me firmly as we walked across the road and onto the pavement. With his free hand, he rang a bell of a red-bricked building.

“Yes?”

“It’s Thomas.”

The buzzer sounded, and there was a click in the door. Thomas pushed it open.

An empty room greeted us, with a set of doors opposite, stairs to the left, and an entire wall of tiny, square metal doors with slits in them.

Thomas didn’t seem perturbed by this room and made straight for the doors. He pushed another button, which lit up.

We stood there, and nothing happened. I leaned into Thomas, suddenly tired.

The doors slid open to another empty room; this one smaller than a closet. We entered.

The doors closed behind us, and the room moved.

“An elevator,” I gasped, gripping Thomas with all my strength.

He laughed. “Yes, an elevator.”

It came to a stop on the third floor, and my knees buckled. Thomas laughed again, and he helped my wobbly self along the blue-carpeted corridor to apartment number 7.

A tall bearded man, maybe in his mid-thirties, with shaggy brown hair and glasses, greeted us by the door.

He flashed us a bright smile until he saw my head.

“Oh man, what happened?”

“The site is compromised. She got hit by a car when we came through.”

“Bring her in.”

Thomas took me through into the warm apartment and deposited me on a grey couch. Steve must have been sitting there moments before, because he had one of those electronic devices on the glass table, with his half-eaten dinner beside it.

Some kind of lively music played softly from somewhere, and only three short table lamps provided any light within the living room.

Rain still drummed against the windows, and it was now completely dark outside.

“Here we are,” Steve said, coming into the lounge, bringing a green box with a white cross on it with him.

“Steve, this is Dana. I hoped to introduce you under better circumstances.”

“Hello, Dana,” Steve greeted me. “Shall we get you fixed up, then?”

“I’d like that very much, thank you.”

My smile sent stabbing pains to my forehead, so I frowned, which made it worse.

“Come,” Steve said, “let me look at that.”

Thomas moved up to make space for Steve, leaving my left side cold.

The solution Steve used to clean the wound stung, and I sucked in audibly through my teeth. Thomas reached out to take my hand. I clasped it.

“You probably have a concussion. I can give you some medicine for the pain, but you will need some bed rest for a few days.”

I looked at Thomas out of the corner of my eye as Steve put a bandage around my head.

“Are you hurt anywhere else?” Steve asked.

“Uhm.” How could I tell them that everything hurt, right now? I had pain in every part of my body.

“Where, Dana?” Thomas encouraged me.

“My arms, my legs. And, my hips, too.”

Steve nodded; his expression so neutral I could not read what he was thinking.

“Let’s have a look, then.”

“What?” My voice rose several octaves.

“You don’t have to get undressed all the way,” Steve said. “Just show me where it hurts; otherwise I can’t help you.”

“Dana, Steve is a nurse. You can trust him. I’ll go take our bags to the bedroom, so long.”

My heart raced, and I wound my arms around my torso. Even that simple movement caused twinges along my ribs.

I looked at Steve’s kindly doe-brown eyes behind his round spectacles. I noticed he had faint freckles around his nose, too. He wore pleated pants and a white shirt, and everything about him screamed ‘safe.’

Did I want to be alone with him? Or, did I want Thomas to see me half-naked? My stomach somersaulted.

Suddenly, my skin tingled with blue magic. Thomas and Steve moved away from me, staring.

“What’s happening?” Steve asked.

“It’s her magic,” Thomas whispered. “Dana, what are you doing?”

Blood rushed in my ears. I didn’t want anyone to see me without my clothes on, not even a nurse. My magic trembled through me, and I could have sworn it touched all the places where I hurt.

“Dana,” Thomas repeated.

Heat flushed through my body. It enveloped my sore ribs, caressed my bruised flesh ~ the magic healed me.

When the magic finally abated, I stood there, blinking, taking deep breaths. I still had a headache, but the body aches were nearly gone.

“Can I put on some dry clothes, please?”

The two men stared at me. Thomas recovered first, having seen my magic in action before.

“Are you alright?”

“Almost good as new.” I gave him a half-smile. “Still have a headache, though.”

“Did you heal yourself?” Steve asked.

“Yes,” Thomas answered for me. “It’s her moon magic that does that. I have never seen her use it like this, though.”

“Amazing,” Steve breathed. “We’ll just watch your concussion for a few days, then.”

Thomas draped his arm around me and led me to a bedroom so I could change.

Two single beds occupied most of the bare room. I took off my shoes, but then quickly stepped off the cold tiled floor and onto the fluffy beige rug in the centre of the room.

A tall mirror hung on the opposite wall to the beds, and once naked, I looked at myself.

Some light bruising indicated where I’d made contact with the car and the road, but my magic hopefully prevented them from going black and purple.

My bag sat next to the bed by the window. Although wet on the outside, it had kept my clothes dry.

I guess I must have landed on the bag after my collision with the car, for the sandwiches were a squished mess within their wrappings.

I dumped them on the bedside table, then found myself something to wear for the night. It proved difficult. Looking at Thomas’ bag by the other bed, I guessed he would be sleeping there.

I could hardly wear my short nightdress now. Besides, my body still ached a bit, even though it was mostly healed, and I was still cold from the rain.

I settled for my black tights and threw over a jersey. Finally, I wrapped the spare blanket from my bed around my body. In my socks, I left the room to find Thomas and Steve in the kitchen.

They filled what little space there was in the small room, and I watched them make coffee in a noisy machine from the doorway.

“Sugar?” Steve asked.

“Yes, please.”

Thomas winked at me, making me smile. It was one of the things that made Thomas who he was, and it no longer made me blush. However, his scent still lingered in my nose, and the memory of the rise and fall of his chest against my face, while we drove in the car, was another matter altogether.

I looked at my feet and stepped out of the way as they carried the cups through to the lounge.

When I settled back on the couch, Thomas sat beside me. His arm reached up to gently rub my back.

“How are you feeling now?”

“I’ll be fine.”

I didn’t want to let him know how tired I really was. Steve had said that was a sign of a concussion. My head still throbbed, even though the cut had closed and stopped bleeding.

“Thomas tells me it’s your first time here. I’m sorry it started like this.”

“Looks like I was right not coming here, before,” I said, but smiled to let Steve know I was joking. “The coffee is good.”

I drank tea, mostly, at home. Although we imported coffee, it was not a drink the fae favoured.

Thomas stopped rubbing, but his hand remained on my back. He leaned forward to his cup and took a sip.

“It’s still safer than at home, right now. Steve says we can stay as long as we need to.”

“That is very kind of you,” I said to Steve, gracing him with another smile.

The hand on my back travelled up and down my spine. I breathed slowly.

“Anything for Thomas,” Steve replied. “He’s like a little brother to me.”

Thomas nodded beside me, and I wondered what their story was. My eyes grew heavy, and I struggled to keep them open. I took another sip of coffee.

“Once you feel better, I’ll show you around.”

Thomas applied some pressure to my back, as if to enhance his statement, then continued rubbing.

“We can go shopping, go to the movies, the museum, or whatever else you want to do. Just for fun.”

Just for fun? Guilt gnawed at me already, and we hadn’t even done any of those things. Wiltera was at war, and we had run away to have fun.

I blinked and stifled a yawn.

“Thomas,” Steve said, “Dana needs to stay awake for a few hours. Those tablets I’ve given her will help with the headache, but I just want to make sure she’s fine before she sleeps.”

The hand stopped again, and I pouted. Thomas looked at me.

“Do you feel like playing a game?”

“A game?”

War in Wiltera and I sat here playing a game. I thought I was going to be sick. What I really wanted was sleep. I yawned again.

“Can’t I go to bed?”

Steve and Thomas looked at each other, and I knew I’d said the wrong thing. I obviously did have a concussion, and my magic hadn’t healed it completely.

“How about Monopoly?” Steve suggested and got up from the couch to fetch a colourful box from the cupboard.

 

***

 

Steve was strict about resting and taking care of myself. Thomas insisted I remained on the couch for days, while he supplied me with Chinese food, pizza, fish-and-chips, and chocolate.

I must have eaten my bodyweight in foods he thought I should try, and I became the new Monopoly champion.

After a week of this, I could take it no longer. My head didn’t hurt at all. The weather outside had returned to summer, not that miserable rain during which we arrived.

“We do need to get you some clothes,” Thomas said, eyeing the dress I wore today.

It was a simple dress, one of the plainest I possessed, which was why I had packed it. Pale blue, long pleated skirt, and the oval neckline was embroidered with a design of jasmines.

“Don’t you like this dress?”

Thomas came to me, took my hand, and then twirled me around.

“You look stunning, as always,” he said, not letting go of my hand.

“But?”

“This isn’t really something a normal British teenager would wear.”

“You want me to wear those jeans, like you? I’m going to look like a boy.” I laughed.

“They make them for girls, too.” Thomas laughed with me. “If you’re up for it, we can go today. Westgate Centre isn’t far from here.”

“What’s that?”

Thomas chuckled. “It’s a shopping mall. They have tons of different shops there. You’ll love it.”

We left Steve a note to say we’d gone out. Steve had left early, like he did every morning, to take his shift at the hospital where he worked.

My hair cascaded in all its curliness over my shoulders as we closed the apartment door behind us. I fidgeted with it some more, making sure my crimson strands covered my pointy ears.

“I’ll buy you a cap first chance we get,” Thomas laughed.

We entered the elevator, and it descended to the ground floor, sending my stomach on a somersault through my abdomen. I gripped Thomas’ hand, and he turned to wind his arm around my waist, pulling me close.

When the elevator came to a stop, my body tingled where it pressed to Thomas. His breath sent shivers along my skin.

The elevator doors opened, and an elderly lady entered, looking at us with raised eyebrows.

Blood rushed to my face because of her judging demeanour, and I wriggled free from Thomas’ embrace to dash through the doors. Thomas chuckled as he followed.

My ears still glowed as we stepped into the summer sunlight. Cars were parked along the edge of the short street, but none were driving. A dull droning noise hung in the air, permeating everything.

We walked along the pavement towards another street. What had just happened in the elevator? I could still feel my body tingling.

Our hands brushed as we walked around a dustbin. When we separated again, Thomas gave me one of his crooked smiles. I smiled back, my heart bounding along.

When we reached the crossroad, Thomas indicated to go across, and we stepped off the pavement between two cars.

As we stepped into the street, Thomas put his hand into the small of my back to guide me. His hand was so warm; it flowed through me.

Suddenly, a car hooted beside us. The pain in my head flared up, and flashes of my accident resurfaced in my mind.

I spun around, my arms tingling with magical energy. I saw nothing but those bright lights from my accident.

“Dana, no!”

I screamed as the blue magic flew from my hands. It erupted in electric sparks along my arms, travelled along my fingertips, and shot out like hundreds of whips.

The car in front of me exploded.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 9

 

Sparks shot high into the sky; their brilliant blue sparkling blinding me.

I knelt, shaking, my arms still outstretched, staring at the gaping hole in the car that was slowly rolling past me until it stopped.

The man in the car grasped his steering wheel with a white knuckle grip, staring straight ahead with a deathly pale face.

As I blinked, the sounds around me reached my ears ~ running footsteps, people shouting, more hooting, tyres screeching.

Thomas grabbed me roughly by the shoulders. “Run.”

He dragged me to my feet, and I stumbled after him. My dress swished around my ankles, and I hoisted it up, freeing my legs.

We darted along the pavement, weaving between people until Thomas shoved me into a narrow alley between houses.

He pressed me with my back against the brick, then shielded my body with his own by turning himself half towards the opening and half towards me. His one arm rested outstretched on the wall.

Our chests moved in sync as we caught our breath, but my heart would not slow down as his body once again pressed against mine.

We waited, but no-one came. Noisy cars with blue lights came passed, and still, no people came looking for us.

“Let’s go,” Thomas whispered into my ear.

He took my hand and led me from the alley. Out on the pavement, we blended with the other pedestrians, but Thomas did not let go of my hand.

I flinched every time a car hooted, or its engine made too loud a noise, but Thomas held me firmly, guiding me.

We crossed a river and then turned down another street. Once I got used to the noise, I couldn’t stop looking at the city around us.

“Dana,” Thomas said once there were no people around us, “you can’t use magic, here.”

I hung my head. “It was an accident.”

“I know, but you really need to be more careful. This could get you into serious trouble.”

“I was scared.”

Thomas squeezed my hand. “But I know that you are brave.”

I returned the pressure with my own hand, my heart galloping at his compliment.

“Luckily, no-one got hurt,” Thomas said. “I don’t think the humans knew it was you who caused it; otherwise, they would have come after us.”

“I wasn’t trying to hurt anyone.”

“Dana, I am not trying to make you feel bad.” He pulled me to a stop and turned me to face him, holding both my hands. “The humans have their own justice system, which is bad enough, but if the shifters discover you used magic on the humans, you could be sentenced under pack law.”

I gaped at him. He’d told me that shifters inhabited the human world because they blended in so well, but I didn’t know they policed it.

“Alright, I’ll be more careful.”

“That’s all I ask. I brought you here to keep you safe. Not to endanger you further.”

He smiled, and his amber eyes softened. My heart skipped a beat. We walked on, still hand in hand, even when we crossed an area where there were no cars.

I thought the city to be pretty, with its red-bricked houses, but the further we walked from Steve’s apartment, the less I liked it.

Grey buildings took over, noisy construction sites, broad streets with so many cars.

I clung to Thomas’ arm as we crossed a major road towards a massive building.

“This is Westgate,” he said as we entered.

We stepped into another world full of lights, and people, and noise, and colour.

I didn’t let go of Thomas as we passed shop after shop, and I stared through the glass fronts at the wares they had to offer. Some of the things I had never seen before.

“We’ll go in here. Primark.” Thomas pulled me into a shop.

Clothing for a thousand people hung on display within the shop, and I didn’t know where to look first.

Thomas steered me towards some tables, laden with jeans.

“These are for girls,” he explained.

“How do I know if they fit?”

“I think you are about a size eight.” He looked over the table, then picked a pair of blue jeans. “Try this one. The fitting rooms are over there.”

A grinning female shop assistant with big teeth led me to a cubicle, and I slipped on the jeans under my dress. They sat tight against my skin, tighter than my riding pants, but the waist fit perfectly.

“They fit,” I told Thomas when I was done.

He took me back to the table with jeans and picked out the same kind in black, as well.

“So you have another pair,” he said.

Next, he searched for t-shirts, blouses, a hoodie, and even socks and shoes. While looking at the socks, my eyes travelled to the underwear.

“You can get some if you like.”

Startled, I dropped the shoes from my hands, then quickly bent to pick them up before Thomas noticed the redness in my face.

“Uhm, no, it’s fine.”

“I’ll wait over here. Find yourself something nice.”

He left me standing there, between the shoe department and the underwear department.

I’d never bought underwear in my life. It was made for me by my royal seamstress. And, it certainly didn’t look like this.

I turned around to follow Thomas, but he was gone. My heart pounded in my chest as I took a step towards the embarrassing racks.

“May I help you?”

My heart dropped out the bottom. I stared at the shop assistant for so long; she eventually raised her eyebrows.

“Size eight,” I stammered.

“A set?” she asked.

I didn’t know what that meant, so I nodded.

The plump, dark-haired woman led me further into the warren of racks with skimpy panties and lacy items until we came to a stop in front of a stand with just white things.

She took a hanger from the rack and held it to me. “This one is beautiful. Young, but sexy. It’s definitely your size.”

“I’ll take it.” I snatched the hanger out of her hand. “Thank you.”

My nerves failed me, and I bolted. I zigzagged between the racks until I came upon an aisle, and then I stopped to scan for Thomas.

I stood there, trembling, as I stared around me at the colourful shop that looked the same in all directions.

“Did you find something nice?”

I squeaked, then clapped my hand over my mouth. Blood shot back into my face as I turned around to Thomas, then I remembered I still held the underwear and quickly hid it behind my back.

“Can we go now?” I asked, a slight tremble in my voice.

Thomas laughed. “Yes, let’s pay. I think that was enough adventure for you for one day.”

Adventure. Who would have thought the human world would be so difficult to navigate? I’d rather hunt elves.

We went to the tills but had to stand in line and wait our turn. To my horror, Thomas then handed all the clothes, even my underwear, to the young man behind the counter.

I half-hid behind Thomas while the man put everything into two packets, and Thomas paid him. Now, two men had laid eyes on my undergarments. Could this get any worse?

We took a different route back to the apartment, and Thomas bought me ice-cream. A scoop of vanilla and a scoop of hazelnut. Now, here was a human thing I could get used to.

Thomas took the initiative to hold my hand when we stepped into the elevator. His warm fingers wound through mine, and I momentarily forgot about my ice-cream and the fact the floor moved beneath my feet.

The right side of his mouth pulled into a half-smile when the doors opened, and he pulled me towards the apartment.

Why did he keep doing this to me? Why did I let him?

Steve sat in the lounge when we came in, waving a ‘hello.’

“There is a message for you,” he said.

Thomas let go of my hand and dropped the shopping bags on the other couch. From the glass table, he took a folded piece of paper.

His eyebrows drew together over his eyes as he read the message.

“Dana. It’s for you, too.”

My heart thudded. It had to be bad news.

We sat down on the couch together, and Thomas reread the letter aloud.

‘Thomas, I hope you reached Steve safely. Please, enjoy your holiday. Your father has begun his hunt as we thought he would, but he does not have many friends to share it with. The prey is fleet and clever, and there are too many to hunt by himself. I am trying to rally some hunting partners for him, but it is proving to be difficult. We are all safe. Missing you, love, Mum.’

Thomas sighed. I still stared at the letter. I guessed it was from Arianna, but struggled to understand what it meant.

“So, Wiltera is at war, then?” Steve asked.

“Yes,” Thomas confirmed, “and it doesn’t sound good.”

“I don’t quite understand,” I confessed.

Thomas handed the letter to me as if that would make me understand.

“We cannot risk information from Wiltera to cross over into the human world,” Thomas said, “so we speak in code.”

I looked up from the letter.

“Your father has gone to war, but there are more elves than he expected. If the fae are to win this, they will need allies. Arianna is doing what she can to convince the people of Wiltera to side with him.”

I balled my hands into fists, the letter crumpling within them. “We have to go back.”

“And, do what, Dana?” Thomas asked.

“We can help.”

“There is a price on your head.” His voice rose as he rounded on me. “Every elf in the country is looking for you.”

My nostrils flared as I held his gaze. “We need to do something.”

“Yes,” Thomas barely restrained himself from shouting, “we can stay here. Safe. Let the adults handle this.”

My blood boiled. Why was he so stubborn? We’d fought the elves before. We’d been in danger together, and it had been fine, then.

I knew we could help if we just went back. And, it wasn’t even the fact that I couldn’t feel the moonstones here in the human world that I wanted to go back.

“I can’t just sit here.” I crossed my arms.

“That’s exactly what we’re going to do,” Thomas spat.

“Hey,” Steve stood up and waved his hands between us, “time out. I may have a solution for you.”

Thomas glowered for a moment longer, then sat down on the couch opposite me.

“What?”

“I may know of an army that’s always spoiling for a fight,” Steve said, sitting down again.

I stared at him, but Thomas shook his head. “That’s a risk I’m not willing to take.”

“What risk?” I asked. Could these people ever not speak in riddles? “If there is an army, we should seek them out.”

“Dana,” Thomas leaned forward, his hands clasped together, “just forget the idea. They have no reason to help us, so we would endanger ourselves for nothing approaching them.”

“Who are ‘they?’” I narrowed my eyes, holding Thomas’ gaze.

“The alpha pack, Dana, the alpha pack,” Thomas said as if that was supposed to mean something to me.

“Who’s the alpha pack?”

“Argh.” Thomas stood up, raking his fingers through his hair.

I looked at Steve, searching for answers.

“A pack is what we call a family, or community, of wolf shifters,” Steve explained. “Within every country, there is an alpha pack, which gets called upon during times of war to discuss strategy. It consists of all the alphas of every pack.”

My heart beat faster. If we had an army of shifters on our side, maybe we stood a chance, after all.

Thomas didn’t think so. “And, who do you think would call these alphas into action? Me? An outcast? Or, Dana? A fae?”

His icy tone trampled what little hope I’d built up. He glared at Steve, daring him to deny his reasoning.

“I could do it,” Steve said, reviving the fire within me.

Thomas gaped at him. “What would you tell them? Go save the fae that persecuted you for centuries?”

My heart sank again.

Steve looked at me. “We’d have to find out how good a speaker your princess is.”

My heart stood still. All blood drained from my face. The room moved around me, and I put my hands down on the couch to steady myself.

“No.” Thomas rose from the couch and paced in front of the window. “They’ll eat her alive.”

Was this a figure of speech, or was he genuinely concerned they would eat me? My stomach roiled.

“Thomas,” Steve stood, too, “give her a chance. There is a fire within her soul that burns for her country, and that will not go down without a fight.”

I stared at Steve. We’d spoken every evening since we’d been here, but I didn’t know he’d assessed me in any way.

“Dana needs to be given this chance, or she will never be able to forgive herself for not doing everything in her power to help. It is who she is.”

“Steve.” There was a note of warning in Thomas’ voice.

“No, Thomas. You brought her here to keep her safe. That gives me at least some kind of say over what happens here. You have trusted me in the past. Trust me now.”

Thomas looked at me; the anger gone from his amber eyes.

“I’m sorry, Dana,” he said softly, then came to sit on the couch beside me.

I’d never been this confused before. “Sorry about what?”

Steve remained by the window, folding his arms over his chest.

Thomas took my hand. “The packs know about the prophecy. Steve told me the night we arrived.”

“What?” I snatched my hand back. Why had he kept this from me?

“I didn’t know until Steve told me, I promise. It’s a well-guarded secret. One that only pure-blooded shifters know.”

I got more confused by the minute. None of this was making any sense.

“Why? What do I have to do with the packs?”

Thomas sighed and looked at Steve. He just stood there.

“The prophecy goes a little differently in the shifter world,” Thomas continued. “A fae will rise above all fae and claim the wolves as alpha. She will lead them into death and glory, in a world as new as morning.”

As the blood drained from my face, my whole body tingled. Death and glory. I could feel the power of the blue death magic bubbling beneath the surface of my skin.

Could it be that I would turn into what Arianna had warned me about? Would I do it to save Wiltera? What would happen to me afterwards?

I didn’t want to become an evil ruler, hated by my people. There had to be another way. The prophecy had to be wrong.

I shook my head. “If that is what it says, why would you want me to see the alpha pack?” I directed the question at Steve.

He came to us and sat on the couch opposite.

“Not everyone interprets the prophecy the same way,” he said, his eyes kind. “Some believe this fae to bring unity and a new world order.”

“That’s not what it sounds like.”

“Maybe not,” Steve smiled, “but I am one of those that believe the prophecy to be a good thing.”

“How would that help me to convince the alphas to assist me?” I asked, sceptical.

Steve’s mouth turned down in the corners in a suppressed smile, and he chuckled. I frowned, and even Thomas looked at his friend strangely.

“I may not be who you think I am. I have worked hard to blend in here and forget my past, but my status is still as it was.”

“What are you saying, Steve?” Thomas asked.

“Before Lily died, I was alpha of the Suffolk pack and a respected member of the alpha pack.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 10

 

I went to stand by the window, looking through the pane at the quiet street below.

Behind me, Steve and Thomas still argued. I wished I could shut them out of my mind.

“Five years I’ve known you, Steve. You could have told me,” Thomas said, for the third time.

“It doesn’t matter, now,” Steve said, also not for the first time. “You cannot control what happens to Dana. She needs to make her own decisions.”

“I’m not controlling her,” Thomas snapped. “What you are proposing is suicide.”

“The pack aren’t killers, Thomas.”

“The families aren’t, but you know very well what the alpha pack is like when it gets together.”

Steve laughed, a rough rasp at the back of his throat. I turned to look.

“How would you know what the alpha pack is like, Thomas? Have you ever seen them?”

Thomas’ already red face darkened. They’d been throwing these kinds of arguments back and forth for the last twenty minutes.

“I know enough,” Thomas said through gritted teeth.

Steve slightly tilted his head and regarded Thomas through narrowed eyes. He leaned forward.

“Did some of the alpha chase you away when you were looking for your father?”

Thomas blanched. “How did you know?”

Steve sat back and shrugged. “It’s the only way you could have had a run-in with the alphas. I’m sorry, Thomas.”

I went back to the couch at the sudden change of mood in the lounge and sat down beside Thomas.

“Let’s just say that most aren’t pleased that I exist,” Thomas said.

“I bet it’s the same alphas that believe the prophecy to be about doom and gloom.”

Steve shook his head, sighing deeply.

“Okay,” he finally said, looking at Thomas, “if you let Dana speak to the alpha pack, I will not only summon them but step-up as a former leader to assist and protect her.”

My heart raced at the thought, and something snapped within me.

“What about me?” I yelled.

They both looked at me, wide-eyed.

“Do I have a say in this?”

Thomas opened his mouth to speak. I cut him off.

“You argue, and make all these plans, but did you once think to ask me what I want?”

“Dana.”

“It’s my prophecy,” I snapped. “I get to make the decision.”

“But…”

“You think I can’t handle myself in this world. Is that it?”

“No, but…”

My face glowed as the blood rushed to my cheeks and ears.

“I will do what must be done, with or without you, Thomas.”

The smirk on Steve’s face infuriated me.

“And, you’re coming with me, Steve.”

I snatched the shopping bags off the table and stormed off to our room. The door slammed with a satisfactory bang behind me.

The blood boiled beneath my skin. How dare they assume to make decisions for me?

I’d been too soft this past week. Lying here on the couch as if I needed looking after.

It was my own fault. I gave them the impression I was weak and incapable. Well, no more.

The plastic bags rustled as I shook them out, and the items tumbled onto the bed.

I’d show them I could handle this world. How difficult could it be? I knew everything in theory; I’d just have to get used to it in reality.

My blue dress ended up in the corner as I flung it off me. No more little Miss Princess until I was back home.

I stuck my legs through the blue jeans, put on some socks, and the trainers, and then one of the tops. This one was light grey and tighter than I thought it would be.

The reflection in the mirror showed me an angry-looking stranger, and I rearranged my features to something that resembled a smile.

I could do nothing about the red cheeks until I cooled off, so I tied up my hair, took a deep breath, and stepped back out into the lounge.

“How soon can we see the alphas?”

Steve, making coffee in the kitchen, dropped the spoon as he stared at me over the counter.

Thomas jumped up from the couch, open and closed his mouth, and then sat down again, his eyes fixed on me.

Had I disturbed them? Had they been discussing something I wasn’t supposed to hear?

“Tea?” Steve asked, smiling. He knew my preference by now.

“Please.” I walked over to the couch.

“Uhm, you look nice,” Thomas said.

“Thanks, although they feel a bit strange. Very tight.” I squirmed.

Steve chuckled. “It looks very good on you.”

I frowned. “Then, why is it funny?”

Thomas reached up and touched my hip. “Because you didn’t take off the price tags. May I?”

As understanding dawned, colour crept back into my cheeks. Of course, clothing had labels, here.

It tickled when Thomas carefully tore off the label from the jeans and then the top. I squirmed a bit when he touched the skin around my neck to get to the label; his warm hands sending shivers down my spine.

When he was done, I struggled to find the rage with which I had stormed out earlier, and I sat down on the couch, sipping my tea in silence for a moment.

Steve sat opposite, drinking his coffee, while Thomas drank a soda.

“I’m sorry, Dana,” Thomas finally said. “Of course, it is your decision. I’m just worried, that’s all.”

“I understand, but I have the whole of Wiltera to think about. The risk is worth it.”

Thomas looked down at his hands.

Steve nodded. “I will make contact tonight. We should know within the next few days if, and when, the alphas are willing to meet.”

“Thank you, Steve,” I said. “And, I am sorry for what this must cost you.”

His lips drew into a thin line, and he nodded.

“Let’s cook dinner, and we start making plans tomorrow, how about it?”

I knew he was distracting from his discomfort about the subject, but I had no right to pry.

“Let’s do that,” I agreed with a warm smile.

 

***

 

I had done nothing but embarrass myself since I had arrived in the human world, and I planned to change that.

Confidence didn’t just vanish because of a change in scenery. I was still me, and that was good enough in Wiltera.

While we waited for news from the alphas, I asked Thomas to take me shopping again.

This wasn’t some vain attempt to make myself look beautiful, but another practice-run to gain confidence.

I also wanted to get some specific items, if I could, to bolster my confidence further.

Thomas agreed, but only after explaining how little of the human money we had available. Steve said he could chip in if it were for essentials.

Well, I decided leather boots and a leather jacket ~ even if they were imitation leather, as Thomas explained ~ were essential items.

When I stepped out of the apartment for the second time ~ this time wearing human clothes ~ I vowed not to get rattled by the noisy, unfamiliar city.

As a princess, it had been drilled into me from the moment I could talk not to embarrass myself in public. Tact and diplomacy used to be subjects taught to me by a tutor.

Besides, I had always been adventurous, and this was just another adventure. If I could crawl through drains under the gardens, I could go shopping in Oxford.

I asked questions, now, which, in retrospect, I should have done before.

There were rules on how to cross a road. Once I knew them, I had no difficulty navigating the busy streets with the ugly cars.

The mall, with its people and bright lights, didn’t startle me, anymore, and I pushed through the crowd as if the space belonged to me.

Only one thing still sent little prickles of heat to my cheeks ~ Thomas putting his hand on the small of my back every time another man walked past.

“Why do you do that?” I finally asked him.

Not that I wanted him to stop.

“Because of the way they are looking at you.” He smiled.

His statement and his facial expression were at odds with each other. So, he didn’t like them looking at me, but it made him happy?

“How do they look at me?”

Thomas took my hand and pushed me away from him, so he could look at me without letting go.

“Have you looked at yourself in the mirror? You are stunning.”

My heart leapt in my chest, and my ears burned like fire within the confines of my hair.

“I look like a stranger.”

“Like a beautiful stranger.” He smiled again, and his amber eyes sparkled.

Thomas didn’t let go of my hand as we carried on walking towards the shop. I warred with myself for a moment, but his warm hand clasped around mine sent tingles along my arm, so I held on.

Within the clothing shop, Thomas steered me to the shoe section, and I found a pair of perfect boots. Ankle-high, thicker sole than those trainers, and black leather.

I put them on straight away, and Thomas carried my trainers in a packet, instead. To find a jacket proved more difficult. The human world did not make items the way I imagined them.

“You’re not going to find a huntsman’s jacket here, Dana,” Thomas laughed.

I pouted but refused to give up, and we scoured several other shops for a jacket for me.

“I know what you need,” Thomas finally said, grinning.

“You know where to find one?”

“Not exactly.” He squeezed my hand and pulled me along. “You are looking for something to cover you, to protect you. Am I right?”

“Yes,” I hesitated.

“Well, then it doesn’t need to be a huntsman’s jacket, but a female human equivalent. Right?”

My heart beat faster. “Yes.”

“Alright.” He grinned. “I know where to get one of those.”

We walked almost the entire length of the mall to get to the shop Thomas had in mind. The moment we stepped in, I knew this shop sold real leather by the smell that permeated everything.

Jackets, bags, shoes, belts ~ they had it all. I stared wide-eyed at all the beautiful items around me, then frowned when I noticed the price tags on some of them.

“Thomas, we can’t afford this,” I whispered, knowing how much money we had.

“I wanted to keep the hundred Pounds the guy that drove into you gave me for emergencies, but I think a leather jacket is a good investment.”

“What? No.”

Our whispering got interrupted when a snowy-haired saleslady in an elegant suit approached us.

“May I help you?”

“A black cropped jacket for the lady, please,” Thomas said. “No tassels.”

“Very well.”

I didn’t know what a cropped jacket was, but when she came back with three different designs of said crop jackets, I needed no further persuasion.

Long sleeves and cropped to end above my ribs. I picked the one that had press studs at the wrists, a zip, and a broad collar with press studs so it could be folded over.

“This is beautiful,” I said to Thomas when we left the shop.

“I am glad you like it. We would not have been able to afford a full jacket.” He laughed.

We got two Pounds change from buying that jacket. I could only imagine how much a full jacket would have cost us.

“Thank you, Thomas.”

He gave me one of his crooked smiles. “You’re welcome. Now, all you need to do is make a pack of wolves follow your lead. Nothing to it.” He winked.

My stomach dropped out the bottom. I’d pushed the thought to the back of my mind, but I couldn’t avoid it forever.

I would have to prepare myself. Overcome my fear of shifters, overcome a lifelong mindset, and ignore a centuries-old feud ~ nothing to it.

I trusted Thomas. And, I now trusted Steve. So far, my personal experience with shifters had been good. I should base my expectations on that, and not on the bias I had been taught.

We stopped to buy some street food on our way home, and Thomas distracted me with stories of his first times in the human world.

Had it not been for Steve, Thomas would have been as lost as me. Arianna knew Steve from a long time ago and had asked him to help Thomas in the search for his father.

Thomas had been here five times; each time spending about a month, hiking through the country to meet with packs.

“That must have been difficult for you.” This time, I took his hand.

“Here, they don’t arrest you for being a half-breed, but that doesn’t mean they like you,” Thomas said. “Some packs wouldn’t even see me.”

“I’m so sorry.”

The muscles in his jaw moved as he ground his teeth. “No matter.”

“Maybe,” my face lit up, “I can ask around for your father when I meet with the alphas.”

Thomas stopped to throw the empty packet of his lunch into a bin. I did the same.

“You would do that for me?”

“Of course.”

I smiled at his suddenly pale face and took his hand. It trembled slightly.

“Let’s go home to see if Steve’s got any news for us,” I said.

A couple of weeks ago, I would have given anything for a chance to meet my mother. Thomas had no biological parent in his life, so I could only imagine how he felt about it.

I still didn’t know how to approach the alphas about the war in Wiltera, but asking about Thomas’ father would prove no challenge. I would do it with a glad heart.

Clouds drew together overhead as we walked along the main road that would lead us to the side street Steve lived on. Thomas looked up, gauging how much time we had before it rained.

He shrugged. “We’ll make it.”

As we neared the corner of our street, Thomas hesitated.

“What’s wrong?”

He pulled me closer to him. “I don’t know.”

Thomas surveyed the street around us, watched the cars go by, smelled the air.

Nothing looked out of the ordinary to me ~ cars driving on the street, cars parked along the pavement, a few pedestrians.

“Let’s just hurry,” he said, pulling me along.

We half walked, half ran along the pavement. Shivers trailed along my back, making me cast glances behind me.

A car hooted in the distance. I flinched but didn’t let go of Thomas’ hand.

Tyres screeched to a halt beside us. Thomas’ head turned to look at the silver car.

A huge man came barreling out from an alley to the right and smacked into Thomas, pinning him to the silver vehicle.

I screamed as Thomas’ hand was ripped from mine.

The doors of the silver car opened. I saw another man before someone threw something over my head, and I could no longer see.

My hands twisted painfully as they yanked my arms back to tie them.

I could hear Thomas struggling and then a fist connecting with his body. I screamed through my full-face blindfold, and the magic surged through me.

“Try anything funny, and we kill this puppy of yours,” a gravelly voice whispered close by my ear.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 11

 

The ties bit into my skin as they pulled tight behind my back. Someone shoved me forward roughly, and I stumbled, unable to see.

Iron hands grasped my arms and yanked me upright, then dragged me along. A large hand pushed my head down, and then my body got crammed into the car.

A man slid in beside me; his body too close to mine. My hands bent at an odd angle behind my back, cutting off the blood flow.

Car doors slammed.

“Drive,” another man ordered gruffly.

The car sped off with screeching tyres.

“Where’s Thomas?”

“Be quiet.”

I squirmed on the seat. A burning pain shot through my wrist. I cried out.

“Shut up, I said,” the man yelled.

Pain erupted in a flash of bright sparks in my nose. My head slammed back, and my breath caught in my throat.

Tears shot to my eyes, and warm liquid streamed from my nose, soaking into the cloth covering my face.

I panted through my mouth, trying not to panic. The men spoke no more, and I concentrated on my breathing.

Try anything funny, and we kill this puppy of yours. The sentence kept repeating in my head.

Were these people shifters, too? How else did they know about Thomas? What did they want from me?

A hundred and one questions chased each other around in my head, none of which I found an answer to.

I feared for Thomas’ life. Had they killed him? Why was he not with me?

The pain in my hands eventually became all I could think about. Red-hot needles shot through my wrists; a vice clamped around my fingers.

I lost track of time as I fought the nausea welling up within me. The men drove on in silence, not speaking once.

We must have left the city behind us, for we drove for long periods, hardly stopping at all.

Then, we hit the city again. The noise around the car intensified ~ more traffic, hooting, people. I could hear it as the car crawled along.

I struggled again, hoping someone on the outside would notice.

“Help.”

An iron grip tightened around my throat, cutting off my air. The man leaned heavily against my shoulder.

“If you don’t shut that face of yours, I will shut it for you. Permanently,” he hissed into my ear.

My mouth gaped open and shut. I tried to nod my understanding, but his hold was too tight.

He pushed harder against my throat. Stars danced in front of my vision. My body twitched as I struggled feebly to free myself.

“Let her go,” someone from the front said.

The hand fell away. I gasped for breath. It seared my throat.

Tears burned my eyes as the car drove on. My magic simmered beneath my skin ~ try anything funny, and we kill this puppy of yours.

The car slowed, stopped briefly, then drove over a bump and stopped again. The doors opened. It smelled like car fumes and oil.

“Bring her.”

The man’s large hand wrapped around my arms, and he yanked me out of the car. I screamed as my shoulders twisted.

“Don’t kill her, yet.” Someone laughed.

More car doors slammed. Other men’s voices. Shuffling.

“Thomas?” My heart beat faster.

“Shut up.” I received another smack in the face.

“Dana,” Thomas yelled.

More shuffling. A huff. I guessed they hit him, too.

My magic boiled. Thomas was here, alive. Even in the dark with the cloth over my head, I could see the blue magic simmering to the surface.

My hands screamed in pain as the magic took form.

BANG

I froze as the echo of the shot vibrated through me. My eardrums rang, and I could hear little else. My magic fled as I cowered in fear.

“You try that again, and I’ll shoot your dog. Understood?”

Rough hands made me stand up straight. I nodded.

“Good. Bring them.”

I was dragged down some stairs and then pushed into a room. I heard the metallic click of a lock.

Hinges squeaked, and I got shoved. I tumbled forwards, stumbled over something on the floor, tripped, and then hit my head on something metal as I landed on my knees.

A gate slammed shut behind me. The lock clicked shut.

I remained frozen on my knees, my hands pinned to my back. My head throbbed where I had hit it, and the pain in my nose flared up again.

A sob bubbled up from deep within me. I hunched over further, hanging my head, staring at the blackness of the cloth.

As the sobs built, I rocked my body. I couldn’t breathe through my nose. Spittle and blood fell from my lips onto the cloth.

My hands went numb. I heard nothing. I saw nothing. I could do nothing.

Time stood still for me as the pain in my chest built through the sobs and then abated as the tears dried.

Constantly breathing through my mouth had dried my throat, and thirst was now my constant companion.

My legs went numb from kneeling for so long, and I toppled over onto my side. I screamed again as my right shoulder hit the floor.

Then, silence. I remained like that for an indefinite time, shivering on the cold concrete beneath me.

Not for the first time I wished I was back in Wiltera, taking my chances with the elves. The human world was cold and cruel.

Footsteps.

My heart beat faster.

Men’s low voices.

A door opened.

I didn’t move.

The voices stopped.

The lock clicked, and the gate creaked open.

I tensed.

Hands grabbed me and made me sit up. I gritted my teeth so I wouldn’t scream at the pain it caused.

The hands travelled to my head. They tugged at the cloth several times until it was yanked off. I blinked in the light.

“Welcome back, Princess,” a male voice greeted me.

My eyes wouldn’t focus. Everything was light and shadows. Movement.

The hands moved down my arms. The cold steel of a knife touched my skin. I flinched.

“Hold still.”

The knife cut through my ties, releasing my arms from the awkward position behind my back.

My shoulders screamed in pain, and as blood shot back into my hands, they burned like fire.

I fell over again, sobbing as my useless arms flopped beside me in agony.

“Clean her up,” the man said.

The hands pulled me back into a sitting position. I couldn’t breathe as I spat out some blood. My vision came back.

Iron bars surrounded us, but the gate still stood open. A dark-haired woman came in. She carried a case similar to what Steve had used to patch me up after the accident.

The hands did not let go of me. The woman ~ human, as far as I could guess ~ started by cleaning my face.

“Who did this to her?”

“Just work.”

The woman’s blue eyes narrowed at the man’s comment, but she continued to swab my face with a cool, stinging solution.

Every time she moved her hand from my face, I saw blood on the cotton swab. She used several.

After cleaning away all the blood, a frown settled over the woman’s face. “There was so much blood…” she hesitated, “your nose should have been broken. And all this blood here, where you hit your head, barely even a scratch.”

My heart raced as I avoided her eyes. “It hurts,” I croaked.

“Here,” she said and stuck two pills in my mouth.

The cold water she gave me to drink the tablets with ran down my dry throat, reviving me.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

“Alright, enough,” the man said harshly.

The woman packed her things, and they both left the cage, locking the gate behind them.

The man, also human, let the woman out, then took a seat on the only chair in the room. He took something out of his pocket, and it lit up when he held it. A phone. Steve had one of those.

The room was bare besides the cage and the chair. It had concrete walls and a concrete floor.

Iron bars covered the two short windows that sat high on one side of the room. Some daylight came through the windows, but I could see nothing beyond them.

I scooted into a more comfortable position. My arms and hands still burned as blood returned to them.

“What do you want with me?”

The man looked up from his phone. He wore jeans and a t-shirt, just like Thomas, but he had tattoos all along his arms and a scar across his neck.

“Quiet.”

“Where is Thomas?”

“Shut up, already.”

“What have you done with him?”

The man’s jaw muscles worked, and he narrowed his eyes at me.

“Please, just tell me. How long are you going to keep us here?”

The man sprang from the chair, covered the distance to the cage in three big steps, reached through the bars, and with his left hand grabbed me by the shirt.

He yanked me forward until my face pressed against the bars. With his right hand, he pushed his weapon to my temple.

My heart thudded in my ears as I squinted at the black thing in his hand.

“I told you to shut up, witch. You speak, I shoot. You move, I shoot. Do you understand?”

I looked from his hand to his face. His foul breath nauseated me. I nodded.

The man pushed me backwards, and I landed painfully on my rear. I scrabbled back to the furthest corner of the cage.

Only once he was seated, and immersed in his phone once more, did my breathing slow. The weapon rested openly on his lap.

He’d called me a witch. Did that mean he didn’t know I was fae? He knew I could do magic, and he was afraid of it.

Whoever he worked for had told him only enough to be able to capture me and keep me subdued.

If I used any magic, they’d hurt Thomas. Simple. I guessed I wasn’t supposed to be hurt, or they wouldn’t have brought in the woman to fix me up.

But why humans? I thought they weren’t supposed to know about us. Who had hired them? Could it be the shifters? Those that believed the prophecy to mean evil?

I cowered in my corner, rubbing my wrists where the ties had bitten into my skin. A red ring circled each like a bracelet. Although they were already healing, they were still painful.

Sounds of traffic filtered through into the silence of the basement, and I strained my ears, trying to pick up any other sounds.

Nothing happened for a long time, and I shivered as day turned to evening.

When the man’s phone suddenly rang, it woke me from a half-sleep I must have eventually slipped into, and I struggled to sit up straighter against the bars, listening.

The man mumbled some kind of agreements and then left the room without even looking at me.

The light faded completely while he was gone, leaving me alone in the dark within my cage.

What little light there was came from the two windows. There must have been street lights somewhere, leading me to believe this building to be in a populated area.

If only I could get out of the cage and through those windows. With the man not here, I could use magic to free myself. But where was Thomas?

I stood and took a step towards the gate. My shoulders still protested when I held my arms out in front of me, palms up, and summoned forth the magic.

Blue veins crawled under my skin. The magic fizzled along my arms.

The door opened with a bang, and the lights came on. Two men rushed in. They had weapons in their hands.

I adjusted my aim. The magic wanted out. The blast shot forth from my hands at the same time that the men fired their weapons.

The man on the right got struck by magic and flung against the far wall. Then, their white lightning magic hit me.

My whole body tensed, and I twisted and spasmed, squirming uncontrollably on the floor, hot, excruciating pain shooting up and down my body.

My teeth clamped so hard together, I thought they might break. I could do nothing about it. I flopped around like a fish; the white magic burned through me.

Then, it stopped. Several men rushed in. I couldn’t move.

“You killed her, you idiot.”

“No, I only zapped her.”

They picked me up. The woman came in. She brought a blanket.

“Clean that up,” someone ordered.

Another one gagged.

I knew what I had done. The effect of the death magic still coursed through my veins.

I closed my eyes while the woman fussed around me. I only zapped her. The humans didn’t have magic.

“What happened?” I asked, my voice hoarse.

“That idiot tasered you.”

“What?” I stared at her blankly, still shaking and twitching from the aftereffects.

“Electricity. They shot you with electricity.”

My heart raced from the experience ~ at one point, I thought it might stand still.

The men worked in the background while the woman brought me something to eat, and then another blanket and a pillow.

“Your friend is in the other room.” She fluffed the pillow and then put it in the corner. “Everything you do in here, they punish him for later.”

She placed a water flask next to my make-shift bed.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

The woman’s blue eyes were hard, like she’d seen hardship, but her face softened as she looked at me.

“There is a bucket in the corner for you to use. I’ll be on watch tonight.”

They all left, but the stench of the man I had splattered against the wall remained. I stared at the discolouration on the concrete.

A few minutes later, the woman came back in, carrying a mattress. She switched off the light and sat down in the other corner of the room to stare at her phone.

Defeated, I sat down on my makeshift bed. Thomas had been through so much because of me. This wasn’t the first time he was tortured.

He would be better off without me.

If ~ no, when ~ we got out of here, I’d make my own way. I could not continue to endanger him like this.

Wrapped in one of my blankets, I huddled in the corner. They obviously didn’t want us dead.

I guessed that whoever wanted us, wasn’t here, yet. Maybe, we’d meet him tomorrow. I shuddered.

As my questions chased each other around in my head, my eyelids drooped. I forced myself to stay awake, but my body protested.

I ached everywhere; as if the electricity had touched every cell in my body. I gave in and put my head on the pillow.

My mind drifted, seeking blissful oblivion when the night was interrupted by a howl.

I blinked, rousing myself, and sat up.

The howl repeated and was then taken up by several others.

More joined. Closer now.

A howl outside my window. A shadow. A wolf.

Arooo

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 12

 

Glass shattered. The woman screamed, then the light came on. She stood by the door and stared at me from across the room; her eyes wide and mouth open.

Men shouted outside the door. The wolves kept howling. Gunshots. The window next to my cage shattered. Snuffling.

I backed into the corner of the cage. My body tingled with magic. Hairs stood erect all over my skin.

Running footsteps, growling, and shouting passed the door to the room. The woman cowered back against the wall.

The magic crawled along my arms and built within my hands. A blue ball grew between my palms, sparks arching around it.

I aimed, and the ball of energy sailed through the air towards the gate. It exploded with the high-pitched screeching of metal, leaving the bars twisted and deformed.

With my hands still glowing, I stepped through the opening. The woman backed away from near the door, leaving me free to walk through it.

I had no idea who the wolves were, but they were attacking the humans; I would make use of the distraction.

When I stepped out into the bare corridor, it was empty. Sounds of a struggle came from the left, which was where we’d come from when they brought us here.

I turned right, hoping to find the room they kept Thomas in. Two further doors led off the corridor on the right and one straight ahead, which was open.

As I put my hand on the handle of the first door, a wolf appeared through the doorway on the left, growling.

I froze, staring at him. Huge, dark brown, fangs bared. My magic flared up in response, glowing faintly along my skin.

Another wolf appeared behind him; this one even taller, shaggy, and russet. His deep chocolate eyes fixed on me.

The other wolf stopped growling, and they both trotted towards me, tails wagging. My heart pounded as I took a hesitant step back.

They calmly sat down before me. The dark one regarded me with a fixed stare, while the shaggy one panted and looked between me and the door.

I had my back pressed against the wall now. I could still hear the commotion happening past the stairs. The wolves had me trapped. What did they want?

The shaggy one got up and scratched on the door, then looked at me again. There was something about those eyes. Those calm brown eyes. It was as if I’d seen them before.

Even when Thomas was in his wolf form, I still recognised his amber eyes. Did I know this wolf?

Hesitantly, I reached out and put my hand back on the door handle. The shaggy wolf wagged his tail in excitement. Is that what he wanted? Did he want me to open the door?

I pushed the handle down and opened the door. The wolves rushed in before me and spread out, rushing through the room.

Thomas knelt tied up to a post, with his arms at an odd angle above his head. Whoever had guarded him must have left to join the fight.

The wolves converged on Thomas, sniffing him, yipping, growling. I rushed over.

“Thomas. Thomas, are you alright?”

His head hung limply; his chin resting on his chest.

I put my fingers to his throat. He had a pulse. When I lifted his head, I saw an angry red bump on his forehead.

“He’s unconscious,” I told the wolves. I knew they’d understand me.

The shaggy one nodded, and the air around him shimmered. I blinked, trying to focus, even though I knew it was impossible to concentrate on a shifter in mid-shift.

I took a step back as Steve stood up to his full height, naked like the day he was born, showing off an incredibly toned body. His hair was a mess, and he looked so very different without his glasses. He gave me a lopsided grin.

My heart fluttered, and I swallowed hard, before quickly looking away. I’d never seen a naked man, before.

“Let’s untie him,” Steve said. “I’ll have to carry him out of here.”

I nodded dumbly.

“Are you hurt?” Steve asked.

I shook my head.

Steve made quick work of the ropes and then threw Thomas over his back. He carried him as if he weighed nothing.

The dark wolf trotted silently behind us as we left the concrete dungeon through the exit on the right.

We emerged onto a quiet side street. Steve whistled, and after a moment, was answered by several howls.

“This way,” he ordered and took off at a slow, but steady jog.

We ran down several streets, all of which were quiet this time of night, and the people that were out paid us little attention. The human world was weird.

One of those van-type cars waited for us next to a park. Steve opened the back, and someone from the inside helped him put Thomas gently on the floor of the van.

The dark wolf and I jumped in after, and I immediately went to sit by Thomas.

“Thank you,” I finally managed to say, looking through the gloom at a spot slightly to the left of Steve.

“No-one abducts my friends,” Steve replied.

The other man, who had helped put Thomas in the car, reached over and handed something to Steve. There was a rustle of fabric.

“Thanks, Paul. Dana, you can look at me again.”

Paul, who looked dark and mysterious in the gloom of the van, chuckled.

“Are you sure you’re not hurt?” Steven asked me, now wearing slacks and a t-shirt.

“I’ll live. What about Thomas?”

Steve chuckled, but I detected a bitter tone. “You two seem to have a knack for concussions. They struck him hard. I might have to take X-rays.”

Bone pictures. I’d heard of them. We had other methods in Wiltera, but human medicine had fascinated me in school.

When the van came to a stop, I expected to see Steve’s apartment but was instead greeted by a big old house surrounded by tall trees. Lights illuminated the wide staircase.

“Where are we?”

“You were taken to London, so I asked my good friend Ollie if we could lay low here for a bit. This is his estate.”

“Ollie?”

Steve pointed to the dark wolf trotting up the broad steps of the house.

Other cars pulled up behind us as Paul helped Steve get Thomas to the house.

The driver of our van, a burly guy in his forties by the name of Hank, and I followed them in, not waiting for the ten, or so, other men that were getting out of their cars.

“What is this place?” I whispered to Hank as we stepped into the high entrance hall of the house.

Angels pressed in relief looked down on us from the ceiling, portraits hung in rows on every wall, and an intricately carved staircase led to the next floor.

“It’s Stapleton Manor,” Hank replied. “It’s one of the oldest estates here in Surrey.”

It could have passed for a palace given its decorations, gold trims, and carvings. Hank went on to explain that it was a trend back then, several hundred years ago.

A servant, who did not look surprised to see his master trot past him as a wolf, ushered us in and led us through a long corridor to a sitting room.

We milled there for a moment, while the servant seemed to dust the bookshelf. I stood, impatiently, next to Thomas, when suddenly the bookshelf moved.

It slid back to reveal an entrance, which lit up, illuminating a passage. The servant entered, indicating us to follow.

The short passage led to a room full of equipment, and Steve asked us to stand back. Ollie yipped and left with the servant.

Paul, Hank, and I watched as Steve carefully removed most of Thomas’ clothes to look at his injuries. Paul helped when necessary.

Once Steve began to work, I realised what the equipment was. There was even a machine that took the bone pictures, and we had to wait outside for a moment.

I guessed Steve didn’t want to take pictures of our bones.

They’d beaten Thomas, leaving him blue and bruised all over his torso. I cringed and remembered the vow I made. It was because of me that these things kept happening to him.

I was grateful to the shifters that they had come to rescue us, but once Steve called the alphas, I would ask him and Thomas to stay out of my business.

The astringent smell of antiseptic hung heavy in the air by the time Steve had finished. They moved Thomas to a bed on the far side of the room, covered him with a blanket, and let him rest.

“He woke up twice,” Steve said, “but I gave him something to help him sleep. His skull isn’t damaged.”

We left the hidden hospital room and joined with the others, who had gathered in a large lounge area with tall windows, a massive fireplace, and the same gold-trimmed, carved furnishings as the rest of the house.

A tall black-haired man in a tweed suit leaned against the cold fireplace, speaking to several men lounging on the furniture around him. The adoration with which they looked at him was plain to see.

“Ollie,” Steve said as we entered, and the black-haired man turned to us, “sorry for the delay. I’d like you to meet Dana, Princess of Wiltera.”

“Draeguard,” I whispered.

All eyes turned to us, and I couldn’t stop the rush of blood into my cheeks. Ollie pushed himself off from the fireplace and gracefully sauntered over to us, looking very much like a predator.

“My Lady.” He took my hand and brought it to his lips. My blush deepened. “It is an honour to meet you.”

His deep blue eyes fixed mine and held me there. My breath caught.

Steve cleared his throat.

Ollie smiled, baring perfectly white teeth. “Steve tells me of your dilemma. It’s about time we had a new adventure around here.”

He still held my hand. I pulled it back. My blood bubbled beneath my skin, and I found my voice.

“Adventure? My people are fighting for their lives. This is hardly a game for us.”

“Ah,” Ollie laughed, “there is that spunk Steve told me about. Of course, it’s not a game. I will personally vouch for the loyalty of the Surrey pack in support of your cause.”

I blushed anew. “Thank you.”

“Now,” Ollie gestured towards the centre of the room, and we followed him, “let me introduce you.”

Steve was suddenly close by my side as I stood face to face with a pack of shifters. The testosterone in the room became a living thing as they vied for my attention, and I clung to Steve’s arm, trying to remember their names, all the while trying to forget the vision of Steve’s naked body.

Every one of the shifters in the room had darkish hair ~ from hazelnut brown to black. I understood now why Thomas’ blonde hair would attract attention.

One thing Thomas did have in common with these shifters, though, was the muscular build. I had assumed it was because Thomas worked physically on Arianna’s homestead, but maybe it was merely a shifter trait.

“Come, Dana,” Ollie took me by my elbow and guided me away from the ravenous pack, “let us talk in private.”

My heart skipped a beat, but then settled when Steve followed us out of the room.

We entered a study clad all around in a dark wood. Books filled the shelves, as well as an assortment of objects I failed to recognise at first glance.

Ollie settled into a leather chair behind a large desk and asked us to sit in the visitors’ chairs before him.

Thick carpeting muffled our footsteps in this room, and heavy curtains draped the windows. Once the door closed behind us, we heard none of the conversations from the pack in the next room.

“Let’s get straight to the point, shall we?” Ollie leaned forward over his desk. “What you propose is not going to be easy.”

I looked at Steve, for although I knew I needed to speak to the alphas, I didn’t know what Steve’s plan was.

“Have any of your contacts found out anything, yet?” Steve asked.

Ollie shook his head. “We’ll know soon enough who kidnapped them, don’t worry.”

Steve’s jaw muscles clenched. “Alright.” He sighed. “War is never easy, Ollie. This prophecy has loomed over our history long enough. Your family have been believers since the beginning. With your influence, we just might stand a chance.”

“You don’t need to convince me,” Ollie said. “You have my support already. It will take some time to get the alphas together. Some will fight the call. Some will have to be brought in personally. Are you prepared to do what must be done?”

“I am.”

“And, Dana?”

My heart stopped for a second.

“I can teach her the ways of the packs, but it’s what’s in her heart that will convince them,” Steve answered.

“What about Thomas? The packs may not look favourably on him.”

This was my chance. “I don’t want Thomas involved,” I shot out before Steve could answer.

The two men looked at me, eyebrows raised.

“He always ends up getting hurt because of me.” I sighed. “This is my fight. He should not have to suffer for it.”

Ollie fixed his blue eyes on me again, and I couldn’t look away.

“Dana, this fight is as much his fight as it is yours. Thomas belongs to both our nations. Do you not want there to be peace between shifters and fae?”

The blood drained from my face as the truth of that hit home. Thomas was half fae, as much as he was half shifter.

He had a foot in both worlds but belonged in neither. If I could convince the alphas to fight alongside the fae, and thus procure peace between the races, Thomas would finally belong.

“But….” I could not find an argument against it.

Steve smiled. “He already knows how to fight, but this time, he won’t do so alone. He’ll have a pack at his back. As it should be.”

A shiver passed over me, and I knew Steve meant it. Even if Steve no longer had a pack of his own, he considered Thomas to be pack.

Ollie leaned back in his chair. “You and Thomas will need a few days of rest. Steve and I will make some phone calls to see who is on our side. We should know by the end of the week which packs will need visits.”

“Thank you. Both of you. For everything.” I reached out and touched Steve’s hand. It was so warm.

Steve smiled at me; his warm brown eyes crinkling in the corners. A flush shot through me, and I pulled my hand back to fold it neatly on my lap.

What was it with these shifters that set my heart to racing like this? This was hardly the time or place. Besides, these men in their thirties were far too old for me.

A beep interrupted my thoughts and saved me from delving further into the subject. I looked up at Ollie, checking his phone.

“Thomas is awake, and James has arrived with news. Shall we?”

My heart fluttered in my chest as we exited the study. Most of the pack had dispersed from the lounge, but of those that remained, I only had eyes for Thomas.

“Dana.”

The broad smile on his face eased my tension all at once, and I flew into his arms. I didn’t care that the others chuckled softly.

“How are you feeling?”

“If you don’t squeeze too hard, I will be fine,” he huffed.

“Oh, sorry.” I let go, my ears turning a shade of crimson.

Steve patted Thomas on the shoulder. “Good to have you back.”

“Thanks for patching me up.” He turned to Ollie. “Thank you for putting us up, Lord Stapleton.”

“Please, call me Ollie. And you’re welcome.” Ollie gestured for us to sit. “James, will you please tell us what you found out?”

A brooding man, with dark hair and thick eyebrows, dressed all in black, took his seat beside Hank and Paul, who were the only two who had stayed.

“I found out who those humans worked for,” James said, “and you’re not going to like it.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 13

 

I couldn’t believe it. The blood drained from my face.

“James, are you certain of your description of the elf?” Thomas asked.

Ollie’s man, James, had been quite clear as to who had been the one who had hired the humans, but I couldn’t fault Thomas for asking. I couldn’t believe it myself.

“Yes, certain.”

I nodded. “Then, he is the same, indeed,” I agreed. “He is the sorcerer we fought at Elothrien.”

Ollie growled. “We’ve had trouble with Eltaor Wranfaren for years. He is breaking our laws by importing forbidden human goods into Wiltera.”

“Yes, we’ve seen,” Thomas replied.

“Do you know what he is doing with them?”

“No, unfortunately not.”

Ollie balled his fists. “The dark elves have been operating under the radar for a long time, but now they are using magic to get what they want, and they involve humans in their plans. It needs to stop.”

“Well,” Thomas said, “at least now we know why we were taken.”

“What does Eltaor want with you?” Ollie asked.

I sighed. “They are using the moonstones they stole from Draeguard to attack our kingdom. Eltaor believes he can use my strength, or magic, or something, to enhance the magic of the stones.”

Ollie whistled. “I guess those moonstones of yours are pretty powerful.”

“They are the source of our magic,” I agreed. “The elves stole four of the twelve, but it’s enough for them to cause chaos.”

“And,” Thomas chipped in, “there will be the alignment of the planets, soon. We think the elves may be planning something for that event.”

“Thomas, that is still speculation.” I turned to him. “No-one has been able to prove that the moonclaven has anything to do with it.”

The shifters in the room shuffled in their seats.

“The moonclaven?” Ollie asked. “That’s about two months away. It is the most potent event in the shifters’ calendar.”

“You celebrate it, too?” I gaped at him.

“Yes, did Thomas not tell you? We celebrate the halfclaven every fifteen years, and the moonclaven every ninety-eight years.”

I turned to Thomas, frowning.

“I was six the last time there was a halfclaven. I had no pack to celebrate it with, so,” he hesitated, “I spent a week hiding in the cellar because I didn’t know what was happening to me.”

Steve reached out to Thomas, growling. “Someone should have been with you.”

“Alright,” Ollie stood up and paced in front of the fireplace, “now that we have a timeline, we need to hurry things up.”

“You believe the elves’ plan has something to do with the moonclaven, then?” I asked.

“Certainly, it does. I am sure of it,” Ollie answered. “They would not let a powerful event like that go to waste. They have the stones, the moon is moving into position, and now all they need is you.”

I shuddered. It sounded so simple when Ollie said it. And yet, what was it the elves wanted out of all of this?

“Dana,” I looked up at Ollie, “Thomas, you two get some rest. You’ve had quite a night. I’ll get my guys to contact the packs we know are on our side and bring them in.”

I blinked and stifled a yawn. My tiredness suddenly weighed on me like a lead blanket.

We were held in that basement all night and only rescued after midnight. We’d talked all through the rest of the night, and now the first rays of the morning sun streamed in through the window.

“Thank you, Sir,” Thomas said.

“The butler will show you to your rooms.” Ollie flicked his right hand. “Harold.”

The servant silently materialised from the shadows of the corner. He indicated for Thomas and me to follow him.

“Your bags were brought to your rooms an hour ago,” the butler said. “If you need anything else, just ring the bell.”

I wished Thomas a brief ‘goodnight,’ then entered the room Harold had allocated for me. Even this guest room wore the same gold-trimmed decor as the rest of the house.

An enormous bed took centre space, with some chest-of-drawers along the walls. I briefly used the bathroom, then drew the heavy curtains, and took off my boots.

Jeans and all, I sunk into the bed, and even my worries could not prevent me from falling asleep.

 

***

 

The clink of cutlery, accompanied by the often ribald banter of the Surrey pack, filled the spacious dining room of Stapleton Manor.

As the only girl, I spent most of dinner with my face matching the colour of Steve’s wine and hiding behind my hair.

Fifteen, including Ollie. From what I’d learned so far, this was a big pack, and this number did not include the wives and kids at home. I’d meet those tomorrow.

I poked at my peas and watched Thomas dig into his steak as if he hadn’t eaten in days. Most of the guys were already on their second or third piece of meat.

“Don’t mind them,” Ollie said, who sat to my left at the head of the table. “Most of them have to go back home to their wives tomorrow, so let them have their fun.”

My ‘it’s alright’ got drowned out by a burst of laughter by the pack, and they banged their fists on the table. The crockery bounced, and I held on to my plate. Ollie laughed.

“They are good at what they do,” Ollie said when some sort of calm returned. “Ten packs have already pledged their help.”

“How many packs are there?”

“In the whole of the United Kingdom? One hundred and thirty-six,” Ollie replied. “One for each county.”

“And,” Steve cut in, “every alpha of those make up the alpha pack.”

“Which ones…”

My question got cut off by a shrill siren. The shifters all dropped their cutlery and turned to look at Ollie.

At a simple nod from him, the shifters sprang up, chairs toppling, and raced from the room.

The siren stopped, and Harold came in, carrying a long weapon.

“Your shotgun, Sir.”

“What’s going on?” I whispered to Steve.

“We’re being attacked.”

“You two,” Ollie turned to us, “go to my study. Lock yourselves in. Steve, come with me. Let’s see who we are dealing with.”

Ollie took the shotgun, and he and Steve strode from the dining room.

Thomas and I looked at each other.

“Miss Dana, Master Thomas,” Harold said, “if you would please follow me.”

“No, Harold.” I stepped past him. “We can help.”

We ignored Harold’s arguments as we made our way to the entrance hall. The front door was open, and we could see Ollie and Steve standing at the top of the steps.

Thomas stopped me from going outside.

“Wait, they are talking to someone.”

We peeked around the door.

From my angle behind the door, I could see two wolves standing on the lawn to the left; their hackles raised and teeth bared.

Down on the paving of the driveway, a man as big, but as elegantly dressed, as Ollie, took a step forward.

“Your property is surrounded, Stapleton. Bring her out, and everyone gets to leave unharmed.”

My skin crawled at the man’s words. Why did the shifters want me?

Ollie must have been wondering the same. “She is safe with us, Caxton. Why did you bring your pack here to steal her from us?”

Caxton laughed. “Because I knew you wouldn’t just hand her over if I asked nicely.”

“You know me so well.” Ollie chuckled. “But, I won’t even hand her over if you threaten me. What do you want with her?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“I think it is since she is my charge now.” Ollie’s arms moved, and his weapon clicked noisily. “Please, get your filthy paws off my property.”

Caxton raised both his arms. “You will regret this.”

Ollie took a step forward, and Caxton bared his teeth. He then turned and sedately walked away down the driveway.

Surrey wolves crawled out of the bushes all around the house as we stepped out through the door. Ollie looked at us through narrowed eyes.

“Get ready. We won’t have much time.”

The wolves nodded, and some ran off into the house, while others changed right here, dropping their clothes and turning the air hazy with their shifting.

“Didn’t I tell you to lock yourselves in the study?” Ollie rounded on us.

“I am not going to hide while you put your lives on the line for me,” I protested.

“The prophecy is no good to us if you’re dead,” Ollie argued.

“She is stronger than you think,” Thomas defended me.

Ollie growled at him.

The hairs along my arms vibrated. Only a shifter could make a sound like that, and it was both dangerous and exciting.

“He’s right, Ollie,” Steve jumped to our defence. “Dana might be an asset in the fight.”

“I don’t like it,” Ollie growled again, “but we don’t have time to argue. Thomas, you know her abilities. It will be up to you two to defend the manor. Harold will supply you with whatever you need. Do not leave the house. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Sir.”

It was not what I wanted, but at least I wasn’t locked up.

Harold led us through to the library, where several shelves had already been moved aside to reveal racks upon racks of weapons.

The pack armed themselves and then moved out, leaving me alone with Thomas and Harold.

“I know little of your weapons,” I confessed to Harold. “I know that they are as deadly as a common rifle, but I have never handled one. Is that how wars are fought, here?”

“Yes, Miss.”

My stomach knotted, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that something would go terribly wrong tonight.

Thomas shouldering what he called an automatic rifle sickened me.

Harold had just fastened this black vest around my midriff when we heard the first shots ring out. I never knew them to be that loud.

Thomas and I ran to the window. Harold, cocking his weapon ~ for I knew now that’s what it was called ~ ran for the door.

Even in the human world, the sun only set late during the summer months, and now, at seven in the evening, it was still light outside.

From the library window, we could see towards the stables and the garages, across the yard. Nothing moved.

“Come.” Thomas pulled my sleeve.

More shots rang out as we crossed the entrance hall and then ascended the stairs. We hurried along the corridor and into one of the many bedrooms. This one looked out over the front of the house.

One lone figure huddled behind a tree along the driveway, sending a shot towards the gate at irregular intervals.

“Where is everyone?” I asked.

“The property is too big for us to see everything. There are too many trees.” Thomas growled, and even in this situation, I could not suppress the tingling shiver.

“How many do you think there are?”

“It’s Caxton’s guys,” Thomas said, his mouth pulling down in the corners. “He’s alpha of the East Sussex pack, but I bet he’s brought his brother’s West Sussex pack along, too. With their women, there could be forty of them out there.”

My heart sank. We stood no chance against that many. Why would the shifters be this divided? What had I done that they hated me so much?

I flinched as gunshots sounded closer to the house. We looked back out of the window and saw Hank run across the yard.

He was almost across when two wolves jumped out of the bushes and attacked him.

I clamped my hand over my mouth, while Thomas opened the window and aimed his weapon.

We could hear the growls, and Hank’s cussing, from up here, but Thomas couldn’t get a clear shot as the man grappled with the wolves.

One of the wolves yipped sharply as Hank kicked it in the stomach. It rolled to the side.

The other bit into Hank’s arm and worried it viciously, pulling Hank over. Thomas fired a shot, hitting the dirt behind the wolf.

Hank used the distraction to swing his weapon and smack the wolf over its head. It collapsed silently next to him.

With his sore arm cradled against his body, Hank levelled his weapon at the other wolf. It eyed him for a moment, then heaved itself to its feet and darted into the bushes.

“We’ve got to do something.” I got up and paced the room.

“Dana, you’ve never fought against guns. I can’t risk you going out there.”

“I don’t understand what is happening, Thomas. I thought we’d be safe, here. Why does Caxton want me?”

Thomas pulled me down beside him next to the window.

“I’m sorry, Dana.” He took my hand, instantly distracting me. “I didn’t know it would be like this.”

I sighed. “I know.”

“As for Caxton, I don’t think his actions have anything to do with the prophecy,” Thomas growled, and it vibrated through his hand all along my arm. I shivered. “Even those who do not believe would not attack another pack because of it. I think Eltaor is behind this, too.”

My blood turned cold at the thought. How could one elf have such far-reaching influence? What could he have possibly offered the shifters so they would side with him?

Shouting and shots close to the house brought us back to our feet, and we looked out of the window.

Ollie stood in the yard, giving orders. Paul bled from a wound in his shoulder. A still figure lay a few feet from them on the grass.

“People are dying out there, Thomas.”

I didn’t know if he was Surrey or Sussex pack, but the fact remained that a shifter had lost his life.

“They are dying for me.” My throat grew thick as I looked down on the prone figure.

“There is nothing we can do. Let the pack handle it.”

“No.”

Thomas stared at me as I took a step back into the room.

“How will I convince the alpha pack to believe in me, when I cower here like a scared child at the first sign of danger?”

I took another step back from the window.

“I need to show them that I am worth believing in. That I am worth fighting for.”

“Dana.”

“They need me now. I need to do this.”

I turned and left the room. Thomas followed me out into the corridor, and I sprinted down the stairs.

My arms already tingled with magic when I crossed the entrance hall. The door handle sizzled with blue energy when I touched it.

I stormed out into the open and raced down the wide steps, Thomas right behind me.

Shots rang loud all around us. Ollie yelled at us from across the yard. Two wolves crossed the driveway fifty yards away.

My skin tingled all over my body ~ a sensation not unlike when I had touched the moonstones in the vault.

The danger of standing in the open fuelled my magic, and I raised my arms above my head. The magic arced between them.

A shot zinged passed us, and Thomas ducked, yelling at me. Ollie ran towards us. Blue clouded my vision.

I could contain the magic no longer. I opened my hands, fingers spread, and blue lightning shot high into the air.

I watched it go up, screaming at it, willing it to go higher. The lightning branched out, thick and blue, and it spread over us like a dome.

Then, I slammed my arms down.

Lightning struck all around us.

Men screamed.

Wolves yelped.

The earth shook.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 14

 

Thomas knelt beside me with his arms over his head as the lightning flew from my fingers.

The power rushed through me, freed me.

I could see clearly ~ the wolves, the men, the women ~ and I brought it all down.

Lightning rained down all around us to a cacophony of sounds, but I held steady as the ground vibrated beneath my feet.

The blue dome spread further until it encompassed all of Stapleton Estate. The sizzling energy wormed itself into all hiding places until none remained.

When the screams had stopped, and all I could hear was the zapping of the lightning, I looked up at the brilliant light I had created.

The blue zigzags above me swam in my vision, and as I dropped to my knees, they faded into the sky.

Strong arms caught me as I toppled over. I saw a tree, upside down, as Thomas laid me on the ground. He, too, was upside down.

“What?”

“Shh.” Thomas cradled my head.

I closed my eyes. So tired. Feet shuffled close to us. Too tired to open my eyes.

Someone picked me up. Strong arms. I pressed my face into a leather jacket. It smelled good.

The motion of being carried soothed me, so when I was put down on a hard surface, I protested.

“Dana, I need to take a look at you.” It was Steve.

A laugh. “I think she’s fine.” Ollie.

“Hey,” Thomas grabbed me by my shoulders and made me look into his eyes, “focus on me. Are you alright?”

“Am so tired.” I blinked.

They’d brought me to the hospital room. I was fine, really. What about…

My heart leapt and raced in my chest. I was suddenly wide awake.

“Oh no,” I gasped. “What about the others?”

Ollie laughed again. “You certainly showed them.”

“Did I kill them?”

“What? No. Stunned them. All of them. My guys are rounding them up, now.”

I gaped. “And, you?”

“Didn’t touch us, but then you knew that, right?” Ollie fixed me with his smouldering stare.

“Um, sure.”

“Let Steve look you over, and then I’d like a word in my study, please.”

Ollie looked around at us.

“Yes, Sir,” Thomas replied.

After Ollie left, Steve checked me over.

“I’m fine, really.”

“I don’t know what you did out there, but it took its toll on you.”

I lifted my arm so that Steve could remove a device from it.

“Your blood pressure is low, your reactions are lagging, and I might have to investigate further if the shaking of your hands doesn’t stop, soon.”

I balled my hands into fists and pressed them onto my lap.

“Dana,” Thomas came to stand beside me, “I’ve seen you do some incredible things, but never anything like this. Just take it easy, okay?”

“I will.”

They helped me off the examination table, and I teetered for a moment as my feet found the ground.

This would not beat me; I ground my teeth together and found my balance, but still held on to Thomas’ arm as we walked through to Ollie’s study.

I could not explain to them how I felt. I would not. For the longest time, I had battled to control the urge to use the death power the moon magic gave me. It had frightened me.

Today, I had found something else. The elation within me at the fact that this didn’t kill, was overruled by such an immense sense of power and superiority, I did not want to admit it. Not to anyone.

Not even myself.

It must have been an accident. A fluke. A desperate response to an impossible situation.

Whatever I was, and would one day be, I did not want to be a ruler who looked down on its people in superiority ~ one who abused her power. I shuddered.

Ollie looked up from his papers as we walked in.

“Take a seat.”

Steve pulled up a third chair, and we all sat in front of Ollie’s massive desk.

“Caxton’s pack has been apprehended. We’ll send them home with a warning after dark. The message will spread loud and clear.” Ollie grinned.

I shuffled my feet.

“It will make the other packs think twice about opposing us. We’ll give them until tomorrow evening to respond to our call. Everyone who hasn’t pledged their alliance by then will get to meet Dana in person.”

“Didn’t you want to call the alpha pack?” I asked.

Ollie nodded. “We’ve tried to get the alphas to get together, but most don’t see the situation as a national emergency. Our only option is to bring the individual packs on board, first.”

With this new power flowing through me, I wanted to tell Ollie not to bother. To keep the shifters safe in the human world.

I could handle it from here ~ go back to Wiltera alone, take on the sorcerer, eliminate the elves, and take back the moonstones.

My better judgement kept me from saying something I would regret later, and I wisely kept my mouth shut. I bit my lip, fiddling with my hands.

I didn’t even know if I could recreate what I had done in the garden. Just because it had made me feel so powerful, it did not make me invincible.

Tiredness crept back up my spine, and I yawned. If only I could lie down for a bit. Sleep, for maybe a hundred hours or so.

The men’s lulling voices faded around me, and in the silence, the bottom disappeared beneath me.

I snuggled into the strong arms that carried me, breathing in the masculine scent. I was lowered onto my bed, and warm breath brushed my face. Soft lips pressed against my forehead, making my heart flutter just before I fell asleep.

 

***

 

“I hate missing out on an entire day like this,” I complained to Thomas.

“You needed the sleep,” he said, ladling more potatoes onto my plate.

“It makes me feel so weak.”

Thomas laughed. “Weak? You do remember what you did, right?”

“Yes.” I sighed.

Ollie’s entire pack looked at me as if I was some kind of goddess. Or, like they wanted to eat me. I hadn’t decided yet.

“Eat, Freckles,” Thomas ordered, “you missed two meals. Harold insisted on keeping dinner for you.”

I was ravenous. Although I tried to pace myself, I was sure I ate like one of the wolves tonight.

“So,” I said between mouthfuls, “what did I miss?”

Thomas leaned forward, his eyes bright. “It didn’t take much to convince the Scottish packs to join. All their alphas have agreed to meet. They will be making their way down here. Ollie said it’s because they’re a superstitious lot.”

I nodded, my mouth full.

“Two counties in Wales and another five counties from England need convincing. If we cannot do so by tonight, then we’ll go on tour tomorrow.”

“That’s not too bad, then.” I smiled.

“Well,” Thomas played with the salt shaker on the table, “the Irish counties won’t agree to anything unless their main alpha, the one from Dublin, agrees to it first.”

“Oh.”

“And,” Thomas drew out the word, “of the five counties in England, London is one of them. Ollie says that if we can’t sway him, there is a chance others will renege.”

I put down my fork, unsure if I was full or if I had lost my appetite.

“Ollie wants to see London first. He’s hoping that if we do sway him, the rest of England will follow.”

“Do we really need them all?” I asked. “I mean, if some don’t want to fight with us, then I’d understand.”

“To Steve and Ollie, it’s more than just adding soldiers to your father’s army.” Thomas put down the salt shaker with a soft thud. “They are fighting to fulfil the prophecy, and for that, they need all the packs to be involved. This is bigger than just you now. Ollie even spoke to Caxton and has convinced him to fight for you.”

“What?”

Thomas laughed. “After what you did to them, they wouldn’t dare oppose you, again.”

I huffed, stuffing another potato in my mouth.

Thomas raised his hand and brushed my cheek with his fingertips. “I love how your skin does that.”

I leaned back in my chair and stared at Thomas with wide eyes. “I’m not blushing.”

He raised his eyebrows. “No, maybe not as often, anymore, but it still looks sexy on you.”

“You are distracting from the subject,” I protested.

I stood and motioned to the cook that I had finished eating.

“Now, if you’re quite finished ridiculing me, can we join the others?”

Thomas winked at me, so I turned and ignored him.

Ollie’s pack was in the lounge, planning our tour. I’d walked in on them after I’d woken up, but Steve had chased me out again, saying I needed to eat before I could join.

“I wasn’t ridiculing you,” Thomas mumbled behind me.

My lips twitched into a smile.

When I opened the door to the lounge, the wolf pack fell silent. All eyes turned to me, and I had a distinct feeling that I was dinner. A hot shiver travelled along my spine.

These things happen when fifteen hot guys look at you at once. I lifted my chin, took a deep breath, and found a place to sit beside Steve ~ much to Thomas’ chagrin, as he had to sit on a stool next to Paul.

“As I was saying,” Ollie winked at me, “I haven’t seen Lex in almost a year. After he became alpha of the London pack, he changed. He became too arrogant for my taste, so I stopped socialising with him. He can be unreasonable at times.”

Great! How was I supposed to convince a man like that?

“The London pack is also one of the biggest, even if their county isn’t,” Ollie continued. “Their numbers stand just over thirty, so be prepared to be bullied when we show up there.”

Ollie wasn’t making this sound fun at all.

The shifters around me growled, setting the air to vibrate. My body tingled in the most disturbing way.

“Dana,” Ollie said, startling me, “this will be a nice test for you. Use that charm of yours on Lex. Practice. The real test will be Dublin.”

Wonderful. I pouted, and Ollie winked at me, again. My stomach knotted just thinking about talking to these alphas. I didn’t even know what I was supposed to tell them.

Ollie and the pack continued to make plans until long into the night. The two Wales counties confirmed their allegiance just before midnight.

In the morning, after only five hours of sleep, we got into a variety of cars from Ollie’s garage and drove out to London.

I thought I had seen the city, but the closer we got to London, the more I realised how little I’d actually seen.

Paul, sitting in the front seat, was like a tour operator, telling me the history of every street and building we passed.

Steve and Thomas sat on either side of me on the back seat of the black Mercedes, grinning like idiots every time I leaned over them to look out of the window.

We finally arrived at a multi-storey building that looked like it was built only out of tall glass windows and pulled into its undercover parking.

The smell, car fumes and oil, gave me goosebumps. It reminded me of the night we’d been kidnapped, and I now knew we’d been taken to an undercover parking garage, then, as well.

“Welcome to Orton Corp,” a young man with white gloves said as he opened the doors for us.

We entered a shiny foyer with bright lights and mirrors on the walls. James pressed the buttons for both elevators. The orange lights with the ‘UP’ arrows came on.

A bell tinged, and the arrows on the elevators turned green. The doors opened, and the Surrey pack divided into two.

Soft, whiny music washed over us as we moved up to the seventh floor.

When the elevator came to a stop, the wolves around me tensed. I stared at the doors, waiting with a pounding heart for them to open.

When they did, I was almost disappointed.

A well-lit and elegantly furnished foyer greeted us. Plush carpeting softened our footfalls, colourful flower arrangements graced countertops, and the crystal chandeliers matched the glossy white furniture.

A pretty brunette girl in a short pink skirt greeted us and asked us to take a seat while Mr Orton finished his current meeting.

Two big men in black suits came up with the elevator a few minutes later. As they passed, they both looked at Thomas, and a shudder ran down my back at the venom in their eyes.

Hank and Paul, who sat next to us, growled, but Thomas waved them off.

“Leave it, it’s not worth it,” he whispered.

The suited men took a couple of steps towards us; their narrowed eyes focussed on Thomas, and their nostrils flaring as if they’d caught a bad scent.

Hank and Paul shot up from their seats at the same time and stood in front of Thomas, facing the suits. Deep growls rose from their throats.

The hairs on my arms tingled, and I gripped Thomas’ arm as I saw him rise from his chair. I pulled him back down beside me.

“Who’s the mutt?” one of the suits asked, his lips pulled into a sneer.

“Ours,” Hank said, taking a step closer to the suit.

I looked between them when the pink-skirted girl came back in.

“Mr Orton will see you now.”

A tense silence hung in the air for a moment, then the suits growled and left the foyer through a door to the right.

My heart pounded.

“My apologies,” the girl said. “Please, follow me.”

Ollie rose, and Thomas, Steve, and I stood, too. I pretended to smooth down my shirt, taking a moment to calm my nerves.

We’d discussed beforehand who would go in to see Lex. The others had only come as a show of strength ~ something which, apparently, had been a good idea.

The pink-skirted girl led us along a corridor, the left side of which were the windows to the building.

I looked down, then grabbed Thomas by the front of his shirt, dizzy.

“Never look down.” He laughed. “Don’t you know that?”

Ollie shot us a glance, and Thomas straightened his shirt. We reached a set of white double doors, and the pink-skirted girl pushed them open for us.

“Oliver Trent Stapleton.”

A very tall, broad-shouldered man in a blue, pin-striped business suit stood up from behind his desk and spread his arms.

“It is good to see you again, old friend.”

Ollie growled. “Sure. Good to see you, too.”

Lex came around the table, and he shook Ollie’s hand while smacking him on his back with the other.

“I’m sorry you had to come all the way out here,” Lex continued, “but I am a busy man. I can’t afford to go around chasing fantasies. You understand, don’t you?”

“I don’t, Lex.” Ollie stepped back out of Lex’s embrace. “I’d like you to meet Dana of Silverstalk, Princess of Wiltera.”

Draeguard, I thought, but then Lex’s grey eyes caught me, and he stalked around me as if I was prey.

Thomas and Steve growled, but Ollie put his hand up. My heart fluttered in my chest.

Ollie cocked his eyebrow at me. Lex admiring my derriere made me shiver ~ and not in a good way.

I wasn’t some piece of meat this dog could sink his teeth into. Who did he think he was treating me like this? I was the princess of Wiltera.

“Excuse me,” I rounded on Lex, my long curls smacking him across the chest in the process, “my face is here.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 15

 

Lex’s grey eyes opened wide, and he raised his eyebrows. A smirk played around his lips, but I wasn’t finished, yet.

“I did not come here to be insulted by you before you even open your mouth. As an emissary of Wiltera, I expect to be treated with the respect I deserve, and should I find that you do not adhere to correct protocol once you do finally address me, suitable reparations will be exacted.”

I did not spend years learning the ways of the diplomatic court to let them go to waste, no matter how my hands trembled behind my back as I faced Lex Orton.

It did not matter that here, in the human world, I was out of place. I was, and would always be Princess Dana, and no-one looked at my rear like it was a steak.

“Forgive me, Princess,” Lex took my hand and brought it to his face in a pretend-kiss, “rumours have a way of spreading that do not always give their source justice. Please, sit.”

Lex led the way back to his desk, and I took one of the two chairs in front of it. Ollie took the other. Thomas and Steve were left standing behind us.

Steepling his fingers in front of him, Lex smoothly continued. “I was expecting a little girl with a big dream. You took me off guard. I hope you can forgive me.”

With my back straight, and my chin up, I leaned a little forward to look him straight in the face. No matter how intimidating he might be, I knew the protocols.

“That remains to be seen.” My voice calm; years of training kicking in. “I have been made to understand that the prophecy I am the centre of affects your race, as well as mine.”

Lex leaned back in his chair, folding his hands. Lex, zero. Dana, one.

“As someone who has seen the prophecy in action personally, I know the destructive effect it could have if it is not fulfilled. Yet, there are still doubters amongst your people.”

Lex opened his mouth to speak; a smug smile tugging at the corners of his lips. I forestalled him.

“Which brings me to our visit.”

I leaned further over the table towards him, smiling.

“I was made aware of your ranking within the shifter community, and as such, I could think of no better champion for our cause.” I dropped my voice by an octave. “With your power and influence by my side, nothing could stop us.”

The mesmerising grey eyes fixed on me, and then Lex leaned forward in his chair to meet me half-way across the table.

“You want me to be your alpha wolf?”

“Yes,” I breathed.

He growled seductively. “Deal, Princess.”

 

***

 

The soft babble of voices in the coffee shop soothed me as the waitress poured me another tea.

My shifters hovered protectively around me at the table, glaring at anyone who dared look our way.

The teacup shook when I lifted it to my mouth. Hot steam rose from it, and I blew to cool it.

Thomas sat beside me, but I knew he was conflicted.

They had all been taken aback by my performance in Lex’s office. Even for me, it had been so unexpected that I now had to deal with the consequences.

Who would have thought diplomatic arrangements like this could be so nerve-racking?

Ollie understood the necessity of what I had done and knew it was all just for show. Thomas, though, had been cold towards me ever since we walked out of that office.

Right now, I was too frayed to worry whether Thomas was angry or jealous. My ploy had worked, and Lex was calling a meeting with the English alpha pack right now.

It would meet at Stapleton Manor in three days.

I set the teacup down on its saucer with a soft clink. It made sense now that my father had so many advisers and chancellors. If he had to do this all day long, he’d surely go mad.

A warm hand touched my own. I looked up into Steve’s soft, brown eyes.

“Calmer, now?” he asked.

“You must think I am such a silly girl.”

“The opposite, actually.” He still touched my hand. “You work extremely well under pressure.”

“I don’t know. I’m a bit of a mess,” I admitted.

Ollie leaned across, butting in on our conversation.

“You know, I have never seen anyone confront Lex the way you did and win.”

Thomas shifted beside me. Steve pulled his hand back.

“I think I will be fine now,” I said, pushing the rest of my tea into the middle of the table. “We can leave.”

The rest of the coffee shop looked up when the eighteen of us left our booths. They stared at me ~ the only girl ~ walking with all these sexy men. Who knew what these humans thought?

The summer air warmed my face as we walked back to the car park, and the rest of the stress melted away.

I’d done it. Most of the alpha pack would finally get together, and now, with Lex as my champion, he would help me convince them to fight for Draeguard.

Thomas remained silent during the drive back to the manor, but I couldn’t help him if he didn’t tell me what his problem was.

Steve told me about Lily ~ his wife who had died five years ago. They had been fated mates ~ which meant the same as soul mates, but even more, something you could not control ~ and she had been a firm believer in the prophecy.

He had vowed to her before she died that he would do everything in his power should he ever find himself in a position to make this prophecy come true.

Although Steve had never stopped believing, he had never thought it would happen in his lifetime.

“I am honoured to be part of your quest, Princess Dana,” he finally said.

If I thought back to just a few months ago, I would not have imagined my life would take such a turn.

We celebrated my sixteenth birthday during a blustery cold winter solstice in December. My father had made a fuss, and the whole palace had celebrated with me.

Fast forward three months, and during the spring equinox, my blue magic showed up for the first time.

Around that same time, the attacks on the palace started. I had been so afraid of this strange magic of mine, for it let me feel the dark magic that wormed its way through our home.

No-one else felt it, and I had been too scared to tell anyone. Had I known then, that they blamed my father from the start, things might have turned out differently.

Now, here I was, several adventures later, at the head of a pack of shifters, trying to save my kingdom. No-one could have foreseen this.

The human world rushed by in a blur as we drove back to Stapleton Manor. In my short time here, I’d seen so much and wondered why we didn’t have these things in Wiltera.

On horseback, it would have taken us five hours for the twenty-five miles, but with the car, we reached it in under an hour.

The pack poured out of the vehicles, and some ran to greet women that awaited them on the wide veranda of the house.

Thomas stopped me from following them up the stairs.

“Can I talk to you for a moment?”

When I turned to look at him, he beckoned me to follow. We walked side by side in silence around the house.

When we reached the stables around the back, we could no longer hear the elated voices of the shifters, and I went from door to door, petting soft horses’ noses.

“What do you want to speak to me about?”

Thomas cleared his throat. I could tell he struggled with the words.

“I didn’t like the way you dealt with Lex Orton.”

How to react? In a way, it flattered me that he should dislike the idea I could turn on the charm with another man.

On the other hand, though, Thomas had hardly any right to tell me what to do or how to behave.

“It needed to be done.”

Thomas worked the muscles in his jaw.

“He looked at you like you were his mate.” Thomas spat the words.

“It had the desired effect. We got what we wanted.”

Thomas growled. “He will think he has some right over you, now.”

“That’s why the Surrey pack will protect me.”

“Dana,” Thomas growled again, deeper, “do you really think it’s that easy? In Lex’s mind, he has marked you now. You’re his.”

My hand hesitated on the horse’s nose for a moment. Could he be right?

“Ollie doesn’t think it is such a big deal.”

“Because he doesn’t want to scare you.”

“Thomas,” I turned to face him, “please, don’t blow this out of proportion because you are jealous or something. I have enough to worry about.”

The moment the words were out of my mouth, I wished I could take them back. Thomas might be half fae, but at that moment, he was all wolf.

He bared his teeth; a growl building deep in his chest.

I took a step back. The horse next to us retreated into its stable.

“I have done nothing but looked out for you this whole time,” he snapped. “If you want me to stop, just say the word.”

His chest heaved as he glared at me.

“Thomas, I didn’t mean it like that.”

“Now that you’ve met the big dogs am I not good enough for you, anymore?”

“What? No.”

“Mind you don’t get bitten, Dana.”

Thomas growled as he turned and then stomped away without a backwards glance.

I stood there, blinking, wondering what just happened. My heart beat heavy in my chest, trying to pump the blood that was frozen within my veins.

He had it all wrong. I wanted to scream after him that Lex’s power and money meant nothing to me.

That I didn’t care for Ollie’s big estate and fancy cars. None of that mattered to me, for I had all of that at home.

What did matter to me was his friendship. His strong arms around me when I needed him. His laugh when I embarrassed myself. And, his protection when I was in danger.

I wanted to call after him, but by the time I found my voice, he had rounded the corner.

Would he have even listened? Would he believe me?

He felt betrayed by me ~ he had been my protector, and suddenly he wasn’t. All it had taken was one silly action on my part.

I had ripped that away from him. For a moment, he had felt important. Like he belonged. Like he was a part of something. And, I had destroyed that.

It was no wonder, then, that he was so angry with me. He had cause to be.

Tears stung my eyes as I made my way back around the house. I had to make this right.

Two boys ~ maybe ten or eleven years old ~ played on the front lawn when I came around the corner. They chased each other with imitation growls, snarls, and intermittent howling.

“Boys will be boys.” A petite brunette with a short haircut laughed down from the veranda as I climbed the steps. “I’m Sandy, Paul’s mate.”

“I’m Dana. Nice to meet you.”

“We already all know who you are, darling,” Sandy said. “You are the most excitement the pack’s had in a long while.”

“I’m sorry.”

Sandy laughed. “Come, lunch will be ready soon.”

She whistled for the boys, who noisily darted past us into the house. It was a lot cooler inside, and it took my eyes a moment to adjust to the gloom after the bright sunlight.

I searched for Thomas, but Sandy pulled me along to meet the wives of the rest of the pack. Mates, as they called themselves.

Even the kids, of which there were seven in total, wanted a piece of my attention, and by the time we sat around the table at three o’clock, I still hadn’t spoken to Thomas.

With so many people within the banquet hall of the manor, the meal dragged on until evening. As all the members of the Surrey pack had come for the meal, Ollie took the opportunity to celebrate our success in London.

More than once did I try to move my way along the table or walk past Thomas during the evening, but every time, I got waylaid, or he had moved.

By the time I was finally free to speak to him, Thomas had gone to bed.

It bothered me for the rest of the night that I did not get to speak to him, and it hurt that he had obviously tried, and succeeded, to avoid me.

I spent the night tossing and turning in my bed, thinking of other things I could have said to him down by the stables.

In the morning, Thomas did not come down for breakfast. When I asked Harold, he said Master Thomas had breakfast in his room.

I found Steve on the veranda out back, sitting in the shade of a red-and-white parasol. He sipped tea, while reading a newspaper.

Nothing could have looked more ordinary.

“Steve, may I ask you something?”

“Of course, shoot.”

“Thomas says that Lex has some sort of claim over me, now. Is that true?”

Steve folded the newspaper and set it on the cast iron table in front of him. He fixed me with a look of those dark eyes.

“We would never let Lex claim you, Dana. You’ve got to trust that.”

My heart raced.

“So, it’s true, then?”

“In a way, yes.” He hesitated, but then continued when I narrowed my eyes. “As you are not mated, you can be claimed. And, the proposal you made yesterday could have sounded like you were looking for a mate.”

“What? That’s ridiculous.”

“As I said, it’s true in a way. Given Lex’s ego, he probably believes it to be true, but none of us do, so he would have a hard time proving it. Besides, you are already claimed, so his claim would fall away, anyway.”

I pulled out the spare chair so that I could sit. The gravel crunched underfoot.

“What do you mean, Steve?”

My hands fluttered as I wound my fingers together on top of the table.

“As I said, Dana, if Lex were to announce that he is laying a claim on you, then the Surrey pack would vouch for you. We would not let him claim you.”

I nodded.

“The other part.” I frowned. “Where you said I was claimed already.”

Steve looked at me in silence for a moment; his eyes searching. I could not still my racing heart, and I was sure he could hear it.

“Dana,” Steve finally said, his voice warm and gentle, “you’ve heard the term ‘fated mate’ before. Just like Lily was my fated mate.”

“Yes,” I breathed.

“Do you know what it means?”

“I’m not sure. Not exactly.”

“In a shifter, it means meeting your life partner, the one that matches your soul, your spirit, and your heart. You don’t get to choose that person. Fate chooses for you, and nothing can break that bond. It’s like you are drawn to that person through an unbreakable bond, and once you have found each other, nothing will ever be able to separate you, again.”

A shiver danced over my back.

“What does that have to do with me?”

“You really don’t know?”

I shook my head.

Steve reached out to put his hands over mine, which were still knotted together on the table.

“You, Dana, are Thomas’ fated mate.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 16

 

How did one respond to that? I certainly didn’t know.

The last thing I wanted right now was to see Thomas. Just the thought alone set my heart to racing.

Sure, we’d gotten close, lately. I had loved all the attention he had given me, and I could not deny I had feelings of my own.

But, fated mate? That sounded so final. So forever. I hardly knew Thomas, and I didn’t know if I was ready for that.

Three days, Ollie had said. It would take three days for the packs to make their way to Stapleton Manor. Today was day one. How long could I hide in my room?

I sat here, staring out of the window, under the pretences of feeling unwell. Harold had brought me tea.

Thomas didn’t come looking for me; I knew he wouldn’t. He was too upset right now.

By noon, the first cars arrived. Stapleton Manor had a long driveway and ample parking in front of the house, but it soon filled up as the alphas pulled in.

I’d counted fifteen by the afternoon, but I wasn’t always by the window, so I could have missed some.

Ollie had said there were one hundred and thirty-six counties in the United Kingdom. That meant as many alphas.

I could not imagine them all here. Where would they sleep?

Being alone in the room left me too much time to think. I’d been gone from Wiltera for almost two weeks.

Was my father safe? Did Arianna get the message to him? Had the elves started the war?

I always thought my father to be a good and fair ruler. Which, in a way, he was, but he had turned his back on Wiltera and focused his rule on Draeguard.

When Gerald said Wiltera only had one King, it had shaken me. Could my father really have neglected his people?

Here, in the human world, everyone called me ‘Princess of Wiltera’. Maybe, there was something to it, after all.

“Urgh.”

I stood up from the chair by the window and paced through the room. My trainers hardly made a sound on the wooden floor.

This had all blown up into something so much bigger than simply going after the elves to retrieve the moonstones.

I discovered people oppressed by laws that made no sense. People living in fear every day of their lives. I found unrest within my country that had nothing to do with me ~ it was there already.

Something had to change, and that something wasn’t just getting back the stones. I wished I knew how my magic could help.

I had no idea what happened the other day in the garden. The magic had taken charge, and I guessed we were lucky no-one got killed.

A knock on the door startled me, and I stopped pacing; frozen in the middle of the room, and my heart thudded wildly.

“Miss Dana, will you be joining us for dinner?”

I took a deep breath. “No, thank you, Harold. Could you bring it to my room, please?”

“Yes, of course, Miss.”

The footsteps I had not heard approach, retreated. My heartbeat slowed. I shouldn’t be this on edge, but I was.

I tried to tell myself it wasn’t just because of Thomas, but the truth was I’d fight a hundred elves before confronting him about love.

Maybe, that was my solution. I should concentrate on the task at hand. The alphas had come here to meet me.

If I played it right, they would gather their packs and follow me back into Wiltera to fight for me.

After several more rounds of pacing, another knock froze me in my tracks.

“Miss Dana, your dinner.”

When I opened the door, Harold wheeled in a serving trolley with several dishes.

“You are missed downstairs,” he said.

“I’m not ready, yet, Harold.”

The butler bowed and left, and I lifted the silver lids off the plates to discover what he’d brought me.

When I looked back out of the window after I had eaten, most of the cars that had arrived during the day, left.

I worried that they left because they didn’t get to meet me, but surely Ollie would have called me if that was the case. Pacing before the window, I fretted about it until Harold collected the dishes.

“Why did the alphas leave, again?”

“They have gone to their hotels, Miss. They will be back tomorrow.”

“Thank you, Harold.”

Somewhat relieved, I showered and then resumed my vigil by the window. Bored did not accurately describe my current state. I didn’t think I could spend another day in my room.

When I woke in the morning, I sneaked down to the kitchen and asked them to bring my breakfast to the patio around the back.

Here, I could sit in the morning sun, without having to share a table with the rest of the shifters who had decided to stay at the manor.

The patio nestled in an alcove of blue hydrangeas, and birds nested in the trees nearby.

I had just finished my breakfast when Ollie walked across the yard towards me. The scowl on his handsome face worried me.

“We have a problem,” he said, taking a seat at my table.

“I was hoping for no more of those.”

“So was I, but I just spoke to Dean O’Connell, and the Irish won’t be coming.”

“Who is Dean O’Connell?”

“He is the alpha of the Dublin pack, and what he says goes for the rest of Ireland, too.”

My heart sank. “Is there nothing we can do about it?”

If I remembered correctly, Ireland consisted of thirty-two packs. We could ill afford to lose them.

“He doesn’t believe in you,” Ollie said. “He’s one of those that believe the prophecy is a myth created to sow unrest amongst our people.”

I nearly choked on my orange juice.

“That’s exactly what the prophecy said about me ~ that I would come to sow unrest amongst the people. Only that they meant our people. The fae.”

Ollie gaped at me; then a smile slowly spread across his face.

“Then, we will use that.”

“What do you mean?”

“Our two versions of the prophecy are almost identical. Surely, that must mean something. If you can convince Dean that he stands to gain as much as you through this alliance, then we might have a chance.”

My heart sank. “How do I do that?”

“Dana, we’ve been outcast for a long time. Some of us would like a life in Wiltera. You can make that happen.”

“Outcasts? I’ve never thought of you like that. I thought you preferred to live in the human world.”

Ollie laughed. “We are legendaries, just like you. But, because of our history with the fae, no matter how ancient, we eventually retreated from Wiltera.”

“I think there is a serious gap in my education.”

“They only teach what they want you to know, darling. It’s not your fault. And, shifters adapt well.”

“I am sorry, Ollie. I have learned things since this whole thing with the elves started that I am still trying to process. Maybe, the fae aren’t always right.”

“And, that’s why you are the child of the prophecy.”

The blood drained from my face. He’d never called me that before. The similarities between the prophecies were startling.

I took a deep breath and swallowed my misgivings.

“Alright, let’s go see this Dean.”

 

***

 

Thomas briefly looked at me when he got into the car, but after he fastened his seatbelt, he stared out of the window.

The fact our legs touched disconcerted me, but with three of us on the backseat, I could do nothing about it.

Steve was to my left, while Ollie was in the passenger seat. Hank drove, like he always did.

I only had a vague idea how far Ireland was, but I hoped we wouldn’t have to sit crammed into the car for long.

To my relief, we soon arrived at a place with high fences and security checkpoints. I craned my neck to see where we were.

We passed some buildings and then drove out onto a wide, open road without any cars.

“The flight won’t take long,” Ollie said as the car stopped. “We’ll land in Dublin within an hour.”

Hank got out and opened the back to take out our bags. As the others got out, I sat there, staring at the massive white aeroplane in front of us.

The only time I had ever thought of flying was when I had dreamed of dragons. They were extinct now, so flying had never been at the top of my to-do list.

“Dana, are you coming?” Steve ducked his head back into the car.

The spit stuck in my throat as I tried to swallow. I nodded mutely and climbed out.

The thing was even bigger from up close, and its steep steps led to a gaping doorway in its side. I followed Steve up.

A pretty blonde girl in a tight blue outfit greeted us at the top. With a bright smile, she showed us to our seats.

I didn’t know what I had expected, but I felt safer once I was strapped into the wide leather seat opposite Steve. Across the passage sat Ollie and Thomas.

Hank popped his head in to let us know the luggage was stored, and then he left. The blonde closed the door behind him before taking a seat right at the back of the plane.

My breath fogged on the tiny window as I looked out, but I couldn’t see much except that big building we’d driven past earlier.

Then, the plane moved, and we drove along the empty road, and I could see the tall trees that bordered the tall fence all along the side.

We moved slowly, and I tried to remember what I’d learned about the humans’ sky transport, but nothing could have prepared me for the sudden roar of the aeroplane’s engine.

My seat vibrated, and the plane rumbled, and then I got pressed back so I couldn’t move.

I gripped my armrests with a white knuckle grip, not daring to look out of the window at the speeding ground beside me, but not able to look away, either.

All at once, my world tilted. Was it dizziness? I still couldn’t move, pressed back and down into my seat.

My eyes travelled sideways to the window, and the world had disappeared. I dared a closer look and could not comprehend what I saw.

“Thomas,” I yelled.

“Dana, is everything alright?”

I heard the click of his seatbelt, and then he was by my side, holding my hand.

“Hey, Freckles.”

“I’m scared,” I whispered, only for him to hear.

The plane suddenly dipped, released me from the pressed-in feeling, and evoked a brand new swooping sensation of falling.

I threw my arms around Thomas’ neck and buried my face into his chest. One of his hands stroked my leg, while the plane flew on.

“Shh, it’s alright. We’ve levelled out now. You’re safe.”

I looked up ~ first into his gentle, amber eyes, then at Steve, who was looking out of the window.

My heart still beat like a stampeding herd of horses, but my breathing slowly evened out.

“You must think I’m so stupid.”

He shook his head. “This is my fault. If I had not been such an ass, I could have explained all of this to you beforehand. I’m sorry.”

Thomas, still kneeling in front of me, hobbled a bit closer so the blonde girl could go past. Steve motioned Thomas with his chin and then got up from his chair.

“No,” I breathed when Thomas stood up and took Steve’s chair opposite me, but then he reached out and retook my hand.

“I’ve got you,” he promised. “I won’t leave you.”

Now that my fear was slowly melting away, the logical part of my brain kicked in again.

Here I was, on a plane, with Thomas holding my hand after I had been trying so hard to avoid him. Yet, his had been the name I called out when I was scared.

And, he had been right there ~ no matter how angry he had been with me before then.

“Dana,” Thomas’ thumb rubbed over my skin, “I am sorry I have been such an ass.”

Startled, I looked up into his face. I’d been the ass. What was he talking about? “What? No.”

“You are dealing with so much right now. I don’t even know how you are coping with it all,” he continued. “Your prophecy, a new mother, a new world order that sits on your shoulders, and a magic so powerful not even you know its limits.”

Thomas shook his head, a smile playing around the corners of his lips.

“Arianna was supposed to teach you, yet, here you are, still figuring it out all by yourself. Dana, you are the strongest and bravest person I have ever met. You did not deserve to be treated the way I treated you.”

I swallowed hard. We were both leaning forward in our seats, and Thomas still held my hands. The urge to throw my arms around his neck was strong and had I not been restrained with the seatbelt, I probably would have ended up on Thomas’ lap.

My heart swelled with the way he looked at me, and my stomach swooped in a way that didn’t have anything to do with the plane.

“I’m sorry, too,” I whispered feebly but smiled. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“Let’s be friends, again, okay?” Thomas winked at me.

We sat in silence for a while, and I looked across at Steve and Ollie, and, to my chagrin, Steve winked at me, too.

“Will it also be bad when the plane goes down, again?” I asked Thomas.

“It’s different when we land, but I’ll explain every step to you, I promise.”

Thomas told me that the tiny checkered areas down below were fields and that the darker patches were shadows from the clouds.

We soon flew over the ocean ~ which was amazing, even if it was scary ~ and then the plane descended.

Thomas helped me through the landing, but now that I expected unexpected things, it wasn’t so bad. Not with Thomas by my side.

“Dean has agreed to see us,” Ollie said as we climbed into a taxi, “but don’t expect a warm welcome. Just don’t let your tempers get the better of you when his boys get out of line.”

Steve and Thomas clenched their jaws. I wondered what the problem was between the English and the Irish packs.

“Where to?” asked the driver.

“Greystones.” Ollie handed him a slip of paper with the address.

It took us nearly an hour to drive to the low-set manor clinging to the gentle slope of the mountain, overlooking the sea.

I could have stood there forever, in the driveway, smelling the salty air, but the fresh sea breeze soon had me shivering.

Two black-haired shifters in jeans and t-shirts told us to follow them inside.

On the inside, the manor revealed a modern, open-plan design, and whoever had furnished it, had a taste for furs and colourful rugs and fabrics.

We waited in a lounge with exquisite carpets, hand-crafted wall hangings, and fur blankets draped over the couches.

“Dia dhuit, Ollie.”

The voice of the man who entered behind us sent shivers along my spine ~ and not just because I couldn’t understand him.

“Dean,” Ollie nodded briskly, “good to see you. It’s been a while.”

The man with the voice that somehow seemed eerily familiar stalked along the far side of the lounge more like a panther than a wolf.

He kept his brown hair cropped close to his head, unlike any other shifter I had seen.

The black-haired men followed their leader and went to stand in the shadows against the far wall when Dean took a seat in what must have been an ancient throne, covered in fur.

“Let’s not be rude,” Dean said in heavily accented English. “Sit.”

Ollie took the lead, and we wove between the opulent furniture to find a seat on the couches.

They were soft and springy, and we sunk in low, putting us at a disadvantage looking up at Dean sitting on his throne.

Bottled water and glasses stood on a low glass table.

Ollie frowned, looking between Dean, sitting on his throne, and Thomas and me, sitting on the couch. I wondered what he was thinking.

“Well, then,” Dean gestured, “introduce this lass that has this grand fairytale for me.”

I stood up; I wanted to be on even terms with him when I gave him my name. Dean leaned forward and into the light that streamed through the window.

Our eyes met.

My heart froze.

I could not look away.

Dean’s amber eyes took my breath away.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 17

 

Amber eyes. I took a breath. My heart thudded.

Those hauntingly familiar eyes searched my face, waiting for me to speak. Dean leaned back on his throne and steepled his hands.

“Is ye dumb, lass?”

Dumb? Did he mean mute? The blood boiled beneath the surface of my skin, and the anger would have flushed my face red, had the shock not already rendered it snow white.

“My voice works just fine, thank you, although my hearing struggles with your accent.”

Dean stared. My heart stopped for another moment. Why did he do that to me? Then, Dean smacked himself on his thighs and guffawed.

I let out my breath, but raised my chin and watched him.

Thomas lacked this man’s arrogance, but those tiny dimples around the corners of his mouth when he laughed…they could be father and son. Goosebumps raised the hairs on my arms.

The others shifted on the couches behind me, and I wondered if they saw it, too. And, if they did, how did Thomas feel about it?

I resisted the urge to turn around and tried to remember everything about facing a difficult adversary at court.

This man looked like he was used to getting what he wanted, and unless I proved to him I wasn’t just a ‘lass,’ he wouldn’t even hear me out.

No matter how much Dean O’Connell said he didn’t believe in the prophecy, and he wanted nothing to do with us, if he was, indeed, Thomas’ father, there must have been something in his past that drove him to the fae.

How else had he ended up with my aunt? There was a history there he was trying to hide, to forget, which was probably the reason he didn’t want any part of this now.

What if I had it wrong, though? What if he was just another shifter that had nothing to do with the fae? Could I trust my instincts?

Dean wiped a tear from his cheek, still chuckling. The bodyguards behind him watched on, stony-faced.

“If you are quite finished,” I carried on, looking at him pointedly, “I am Princess Dana of Wiltera, daughter of Coran of Silverstalk, King of Draeguard. I have come to bring the prophecy and unite our people.”

My heart thudded at my bold statement, but I could not allow this shifter to get the upper hand on me. I needed to get him to say something that would confirm my suspicions. But what?

Dean’s face rearranged itself into stone. Those amber eyes narrowed, piercing me with their glare.

“A Silverstalk, eh?”

“Yes.” I suppressed a smirk, my heart suddenly racing with the idea in my head. “I am the daughter of Danielle of the House of Whiterose.”

If my mother’s maiden name reminded him of my aunt Eldora, then surely he would be Thomas’ father. Judging by the way his face fell, it worked.

He suddenly jumped up and took three long strides towards me, his boots thudding loudly on the wooden floor.

I stood my ground, but barely. All my instincts screamed at me to step back. My heart raced when the alpha of the Irish pack stopped only inches before me.

The three shifters behind me sprang up from their couches and stepped towards us. They hovered behind me like my own pack.

“Why have you come here?” Dean spat.

Well, the name had hit a nerve, of that I was sure.

Having fought my flight reflex, my fight mode now kicked in. The magic bubbled dangerously beneath my skin, and my breathing came in short gasps.

I leaned forward, invading his space. My arms raised on either side of me, trailing a glittering fan of blue magic.

“To show you the truth.”

I milled my arms further around and then brought them down between us. Dean shot back, his face a mask of horror, and he crashed into his throne.

The black-haired bodyguards rushed to his side, then turned to me, growling. I pointed two hovering energy balls at them.

“Wait,” Dean yelled, holding up one arm, palm facing me.

I let the magic fade and folded my arms across my chest. Behind me, my shifters sat down again. When I looked at then, both Steve and Ollie raised their eyebrows, looking questioningly at Dean. Thomas, on the other hand, only had eyes for me, mouthing ‘are you okay?’ before I turned back to the throne.

Dean shrugged off the help from his men and retook his seat on his throne. His face composed again, he turned to me.

“What do you want?”

“I want you to listen. I want you to have an open mind and an open heart. And I want you to claim what is rightfully yours. Can you agree to those terms?”

He regarded me with questioning eyes. “Rightfully mine?”

“Do you agree?” I insisted.

He growled, and it raised the hairs on my arms. “Yes, I agree to your terms.”

I dropped my arms to my side, and my face split into a wide smile. “Wonderful. Now, I’m starving. When’s lunch?”

You could have heard a pin drop in the silence of the room; then Dean burst out laughing once more.

“I like you, fiery lass. Liam here will show you to your rooms. Make yourselves comfortable. Food should be here in an hour.”

“Thank you.”

I curtsied without breaking eye contact and then walked straight out of the room, leaving my shifters, and Liam, to scramble after me.

From the entrance hall, the manor house opened up to the guest wing, which held four guest rooms.

The moment Liam showed me my room, I slammed the door shut behind me and leaned against it.

With my eyes closed, I concentrated on breathing. On calming my heart. What had I just done?

We had discussed how this could go. Ollie had given me advice. All of that had turned on its head the moment Dean had looked at me.

Those eyes. Or, was it all just my imagination? Other people could have amber eyes, right? But, like that? And, the cast of the cheekbones, the dimples, the angle of the nose.

The way Dean had reacted to Eldora’s surname surely meant something. And, Ollie and Steve had noticed it, too. At least, I thought so, with the way they looked at Dean.

The door opened silently as I stuck my head out into the hall ~ all clear. I knocked on the next door.

“Steve,” I whispered.

“Dana, come in.”

His bag lay open on his bed, and his shoes stood in front of it. When I looked down, he stood in front of me in his socks.

“I’m not disturbing you, am I?’

“No, of course, not. I wanted to speak to you anyway. Are you alright?”

“I’m not sure. I don’t know what came over me. But, when I saw his eyes, everything changed for me.”

“His eyes?”

Steve frowned and then invited me to sit at the table by the window.

“You didn’t notice, then?”

“I’m not sure what I saw,” Steve confessed. “I’ve never met Dean, but he looks strangely familiar like I have known him for years. It gives me shivers.”

“Steve,” I took a deep breath, “I think Dean might be Thomas’ father.”

“What?” The chair scraped against the floor as Steve leaned forward. “Yes, it makes sense, now. The shape of his face…I’d know it anywhere.”

“I wonder if Ollie knew.” I shook my head. “Even the timbre of their voices is the same.”

“While we were sitting there, Ollie said to me that there was something about Dean that he had never noticed before. He said he’ll speak to me about it later. I think he knows, too. Dana, if this is true,” Steve ran his hand through his already unruly hair, “we need to make sure.”

My stomach knotted, but my mind was clear. “I am sure, Steve. I just know it.”

With a low growl, the tall shifter stood up. He placed his hands on the windowsill and looked out at the mountain.

“Thomas has looked for his father for so long. Dean O’Connell. Who would have thought?”

“What do we do now?”

“I assume you came to me, first?”

When I nodded, Steve came to sit down again. Elbow resting on the table, he smoothed down his short beard with his left hand.

“I think we need to be careful and find out if Thomas has noticed anything, and if Dean knows who Thomas is. We don’t know how either will react.”

My stomach turned at the thought of them not accepting each other. Thomas deserved to belong.

“Alright, carefully, it is, then,” I agreed.

Steve nodded. “Let’s have lunch and play it by ear.” He smiled at me. “I know of no-one better to handle this, than you.”

Great. What had I gotten myself into, now? As if it wasn’t bad enough I had to convince an entire species of legendaries to fight for me.

When Liam called us for lunch, I thought I was walking to the gallows, instead of to the dining room.

“Where were you? I knocked on your door, but you weren’t there,” Thomas whispered to me as we walked down the passage.

“I went to talk to Steve,” I whispered back. “The meeting with Dean really shook me.”

Thomas’ face lit up. “You were amazing.”

“Thanks.” I smiled at him. “Uhm, Thomas?”

“Yes?”

“Did you notice anything strange about Dean?”

“What do you mean ‘strange’? The man is strange.” Thomas laughed. “I was more worried about you than to pay too much attention to him.”

“Do you trust me?” I asked.

Thomas’ brows furrowed, and he slowed, turning towards me. “With my life.”

Liam, who walked several steps ahead of us, stopped and gestured for us to go through a door.

It led to a rectangular room, with one long side covered in floor-to-ceiling windows facing the ocean. An oval, eight-seater wooden dining room table took centre space.

“Mr O’Connell will be with you in a moment,” Liam said and left.

Thomas and I went to stand by the window and admired the view, while Ollie recited the name of the dishes on the table.

“Have you ever eaten Irish food?” Ollie asked. “It wouldn’t be an Irish meal without the corned beef.”

He laughed and walked further around the table. Steve poked his head across, inspecting the dishes.

“There are even pan haggerty potatoes and colcannon,” Ollie said. “And creamed spinach, cheesy cabbage gratin, and Guinness cheese bread. I’m sure Dean didn’t cook all of this himself.”

“I didn’t,” Dean strode into the room, making us all jump, “which is why it’s edible.”

We all dutifully laughed at Dean’s joke. Steve and I exchanged a look, and he covertly let me know that he’d spoken to Ollie.

“Sit,” Dean ordered. “Lass, you sit by me so that we can negotiate the terms of our contract.”

Discuss this over food? The Irish sure had a strange way of doing business. Or, maybe it was just Dean’s way.

“You sure are bold as brass coming here,” Dean said, dishing himself some food, “but I like your style. I once knew a girl very much like you.”

My heart leapt into my throat, and I almost dropped my fork. Carefully, now, I reminded myself.

“I need to be bold to achieve what I have been tasked with,” I replied. “It is no little matter being the child of the prophecy.”

Dean raised his eyebrows, and the way he tilted his head was just like Thomas.

“I acknowledge that things have been difficult in the past between our races, but I also believe that I have been tasked to change that.”

The words came out of my mouth, and I knew them to be true. Everything that I’d learned suddenly made sense.

“Do you not want to be able to walk freely in Wiltera, again?” I asked Dean. “To be able to call it your home, if you wanted to? Or, even to love who you wanted to?”

I expected to see hope on his face at my last question, but his face grew closed and bitter.

“It’s too late for love,” he said.

Carefully, I reminded myself again.

“My point is,” I scrambled now, trying to rescue the situation, “that Wiltera has suffered under a close-minded rule for too long. This prophecy is here to change that. I am here to change that.”

My energy bubbled beneath my skin. The more I talked about it, the more it felt right. It had a ring to it that I could believe in. I hoped Dean would, too.

“What exactly are you saying, lass?”

Dean put down his knife and fork and leaned forward across the table. I had his attention, even if those amber eyes disconcerted me.

“The dark elves are trying to assume control of Wiltera. They are using dark magic and bribery to achieve it. Many have already died because of the elves’ brutal tactics.”

“You want us to fight your war so that the fae can rule, again?”

“No,” I disagreed, “I want you to fight with me to quash an enemy that will ultimately expose Wiltera to the human world, which could mean death to all of us. Our kind has been there before.”

“And what will we get if we help you?”

“I will overthrow the ancient laws, open Wiltera to the mixed breeds, allow wider trade of human goods, and promise country-wide aid for the needy.”

Thomas gasped. Steve and Ollie shifted in their seats but remained quiet. My heart beat like an eight-o-eight drum.

“Lass, ha,” Dean chuckled and leaned back in his chair, “if you can do that, all of Wiltera will follow you. What makes you think you can achieve that?”

I looked him straight in his face, without blinking. Magic suddenly tingled along my skin and up my neck.

My long, red hair spread out around my head ~ glowing blue.

“I am the child of the prophecy.”

The magic fizzled and sparked around me while the men stared. The energy coursed through me, holding, filling every fibre of my body.

It was as if the magic was confirming the truth of what I’d spoken. I could barely breathe.

The sound of chairs crashing to the ground reached my ears, and my eyes saw the men stagger backwards through a haze of blue.

My body shook, and the magic vibrated through me like it had that day in the vault. I couldn’t breathe.

A voice tried to break through the fog in my mind.

A face appeared in my tinted vision.

Thomas’ strong arms closed around me.

His warmth enveloped me, held me, helped me breathe. The glow faded. My hair fell over my shoulders.

“Dana. Dana,” Thomas whispered, rubbing my back.

“I’m okay.”

I looked over Thomas’ shoulder and saw the others stand with their backs pressed against the panoramic window, watching us with pale faces.

“Where do I sign up?” Dean asked.

I smiled weakly at him. Although glad the magic had chosen that time to show itself, I would still prefer to have control over it.

Yes, I could summon it, now, to fight ~ stunning shots, lifting shots, killing shots. But, pretty much everything else that happened was out of my control.

If only we’d had the time for Arianna to work with me, already. Now, I didn’t know if there would ever be a time.

Thomas pulled up a chair beside me so he could stay close, while the others picked up their hastily thrown over chairs and retook their seats.

Dean watched me, fascinated, as if I was some kind of science experiment.

“Absolutely extraordinary,” he said.

“I am glad I could make you believe,” I took a deep breath, “but if you remember, that is only the first part of our agreement.”

Dean’s eyebrows drew close over his amber eyes. “The second part?”

“That you claim what is rightfully yours.”

Steve drew an audible breath. Dean briefly looked at him, still frowning.

“And what might that be?” Dean asked.

“I already told you that I am the daughter of Danielle, but the Whiterose household had two sisters. Danielle and Eldora.”

Dean sat up straighter in his chair; his jaw clamped tight. Thomas looked at me questioningly.

“Once upon a time, Eldora fell in love and bore a child.”

Thomas shifted and whispered, “What are you doing?”

“Many were unaware of this relationship, or the child, and when my aunt died, the secret died with her.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Dean growled.

“Yet, the child lived and prospered.”

Dean’s mouth fell open.

“He grew strong and became a warrior. A champion of Wiltera.”

Now, Dean narrowed his eyes and sucked in a breath. He rose from his chair and paced the room.

Thomas nudged me, demanding answers. I smiled gently at him. “Do you trust me?” I asked him again.

He nodded.

“For years, this lone warrior combed the cities searching for his father, only to have his heart broken when, year after year, he didn’t find him.”

Dean growled again.

I turned to Thomas. “Shift, now. Trust me.”

Thomas hesitated. His eyes travelled between Dean and me; a thousand questions playing out in them.

“Please,” I begged.

Thomas rose from his chair, standing just behind me, and I heard his clothes drop to the floor. The air shimmered around him.

Dean glared at him and took a defensive stance across the room, as it was considered rude to shift in someone’s home without an invitation.

I forged on, my voice loud and strong. “I believe it is time for father and son to finally meet.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 18

 

Thomas’ white fur bristled as he stood in the dining room beside me. Dean stared at him.

Wolf shifters had incredibly developed senses ~ smell, hearing, taste ~ but these men had failed to recognise the connection between them. Or had they? Maybe, they had just denied what they could not explain.

Something inside me told me that as wolves, there would be something these two would be able to recognise, and then, they would be able to deny it no longer.

“What is this? He’s a white wolf,” Dean asked, his voice shaky.

Thomas bared his teeth; a low growl in his throat.

“Why do you think that is, Dean?”

“Shifters aren’t white.” Dean took a step back.

“No, they’re not,” I said, “but those mixed with fae, are.”

Dean blanched.

Thomas growled.

I knew they were making the connection.

“You were in love, once,” I said to Dean, “but you were unable to continue that love because of the laws of our land. Bitterness drove you apart. Left your lover to birth your child alone.”

“No,” Dean breathed, still not willing to accept it.

Thomas whined.

“Now,” I took a step towards Dean, “it is time to claim what is rightfully yours.”

Dean’s eyes turned from Thomas to me. I held his gaze and nodded. “Shift and meet your son.”

As his eyes travelled back, the air around him became hazy. I averted my eyes as Dean dropped his clothes to the floor.

A moment later, the massive dark wolf that was Dean stalked past me; a low growl in his throat.

Goosebumps rose all along my arms as the two wolves came together. Brown and white.

Their noses touched, and then they walked around each other ~ sniffing, learning, accepting.

When they both looked back at me, we could all see the matching, amber eyes.

Thomas wagged his tail hesitantly as Dean growled gently. I got up from my chair and moved over to Ollie and Steve.

“Dana,” Steve hissed low, “what happened to ‘carefully?’”

“I couldn’t help it. It just felt right. Look at them.”

When we turned to look, the air shimmered around them, and I quickly averted my eyes. I did not need to see both of them naked.

A moment later, Dean and Thomas came to sit by us.

“Lass,” Dean said, a quiver in his voice, “you have made a believer of this old fool. How do you know the things you do? You have spoken things from my heart that I have spent years to forget.”

He turned and put a hand on Thomas’ shoulder. Thomas looked into his father’s face, hesitant but also hopeful.

“Eldora was everything to me,” Dean continued. “When she got sick, and she said she had to go back to Wiltera, it broke my heart. We fought. I regret it to this day. I didn’t even know she was pregnant when she left here.”

“She thought you would not accept Thomas and that the packs would reject him for being a mix. That’s why she left,” I told him.

Dean’s grip on Thomas’ shoulder tightened. “No, that will never happen. You are the son I never knew I had. I will not let you go, not again.”

 

***

 

The crashing of the waves drifted over to us as we sat on the rocks overlooking the beach.

Down below, Dean and Thomas walked with their feet in the water, talking. They’d been down there for hours.

“If I ever had any doubts about the prophecy,” Ollie said, coming to sit beside Steve and me, “you have managed to remove them all.”

“I didn’t plan for any of this.”

“Dana, that is the beauty of it. I thought we’d be here for days trying to convince O’Connell, yet here you did it in half an hour with only your courage and honesty.”

The fresh ocean air blew into my face, and I took a deep breath.

“The words you spoke,” Ollie continued, “would convince anyone to follow you. It is time for you to meet the alpha pack and for this prophecy to come true.”

“I agree,” Steve said beside me. “Have you heard anything from the others, Ollie?”

“Lex phoned earlier. Everyone is on their way to Surrey, even the Welsh. We will have our meeting.”

My heart bounced in my chest. Of course, it was what I wanted, but it also frightened me. What if I couldn’t repeat what I had accomplished with Dean?

I wished Arianna was here or my father. They could tell me what to do, or at least, they could tell me how things stood in Wiltera.

Ollie had been trying to get news from there, but none of his messengers had made it back, yet.

Some seagulls screeched overhead, and I looked up. Dean and Thomas trudged through the sand towards us. Dean’s hand rested on Thomas’ shoulder.

Thomas, his face serious, listened intently to whatever Dean was telling him as they walked. I still didn’t know if Thomas felt any resentment towards his father, or if he had accepted him.

“Dana.”

Steve touched me on my shoulder.

“Huh?”

“Did you hear what I said?” he asked.

“No. Sorry. I was thinking.”

“Ollie says the plane can be ready within the next two hours. We could be home by tonight. Could you speak to Dean to find out if he will come with us?”

My mind screamed ‘yes,’ as it would mean we could return to Wiltera, soon. Yet, if we stayed a little longer, it would give Thomas and Dean time to get to know each other.

I closed my eyes and sighed. “Sure, I’ll speak to him.”

“Great,” Ollie said, taking out his cell phone, “I’ll let the pilot know to get the plane ready.”

Ollie walked away just as Dean and Thomas reached the top of the rocks where we sat. Thomas’ windswept hair sprouted around his head in all directions.

“What’s the plan from here?” Dean asked, making my task easier.

“Our plane leaves in two hours,” I told him. “Will you travel with us, or are you making your own arrangements?”

Dean glanced at Thomas. “I will travel with you, but I will send my pack to meet us there tomorrow.”

I looked at Steve. The idea was to speak to the alphas first, to get them to agree, to pledge their packs to the war. Once that was done, they could send for their people.

Steve nodded. I guessed it was okay if Dean wanted to send his people now. It showed his commitment to our cause.

We rose from the rocks and made our way back to the manor. Thomas fell in beside me. He took my hand.

“Thank you,” he whispered into my ear.

I looked sideways at him.

“It will take some time to get used to it, but I can make it work,” he continued.

Something inside me let go, and I could breathe again. I smiled at Thomas.

“I wasn’t sure how you would react.”

He squeezed my hand. “I was right to trust you.”

We walked in silence the rest of the way, and Thomas didn’t leave my side as I packed my bag. He sat beside me as we travelled back to the airport, and then, he kept his promise by explaining everything about the aeroplane to me during the frightening take-off.

Two cars picked us up from the airport, and Dean drove with us. Away from the other men, with only the driver in our car, Dean spoke in much softer, kinder tones than his outwardly arrogant persona.

Thomas hung on his words but was guarded. I could see he desperately wanted to like him. Only time would tell if their relationship could work. Abandonment wasn’t easily forgotten, even if it wasn’t technically all Dean’s fault.

When we arrived back at Stapleton Manor, cars parked in every conceivable space on the property. Lights shone from every window in the house and all around the garden.

“The cavalry has arrived,” Dean growled as he climbed out of the car.

Thomas carried our bags, and we followed Ollie and Steve in through the open front doors. Voices and laughter reached us from nearly every room of the house.

 I wanted nothing more than to go to my room, unpack my bag, and relax after this long and stressful day, and I hoped they wouldn’t make me meet any of the alphas tonight.

My pleading eyes met Ollie’s.

He smiled at me. “The others won’t arrive until tomorrow. Get some rest.”

After Thomas had seen me to my room, and I had just unfinished packing my bag, a gentle knock on the door startled me.

“Miss Dana, it’s Harold.”

Confused as to what the butler could want at this hour, I opened the door a fraction.

“Mr Oliver thought you might want to wear this tomorrow.”

He handed me a white bag on a hanger. Harold smiled when I took it from him, then left without another word.

After closing the door, I opened the zipper of the bag and peeked inside. It contained a smooth and shimmering green dress.

 

***

 

A hubbub of voices greeted us as we came down the stairs, and we could hear laughter coming from the main lounge, which, as Ollie had explained to me, used to be a ballroom.

“Would you grace my arm, Miss Silverstalk?” Dean asked, holding out said arm.

My heart pounded. This was finally it.

I reached out a shaking hand and hooked it into Dean’s arm. His free hand settled over mind for a moment, and I looked up into his face.

“You will do great,” he whispered, before leading me forward.

The noise in the lounge momentarily rose as Ollie entered, and everyone shouted his name in greeting.

I saw Lex Orton lean casually against a door frame on the other side of the room when we came in, but when he saw me, on the arm of another, he stood up straight and frowned.

“Alphas,” Ollie boomed and spread his arms wide, “welcome.”

Dean walked me right into the middle of the crowd. The alphas had left their mates behind, and the room reeked of testosterone. They watched me like a wolf zeroes in on a deer in the forest.

My magic tingled beneath my skin in response. I gripped Dean’s arm tighter and looked behind to see if Thomas was still behind us.

Ollie made some kind of speech, but his words washed over me. The shifters toasted and raised their glasses. Dean guided Thomas and me to stand beside Ollie.

To my surprise, Steve stepped forward and drew himself up to his full, impressive height. The wolves fell mostly silent.

“A fae will rise above all fae and claim the wolves as alpha. She will lead them into death and glory, in a world as new as morning.”

I gasped as Steve spoke the prophecy out loud before them all. It still sounded strange to hear their version.

The alphas mumbled, and all eyes turned to me. My heart hammered in my chest, and my magic flared, illuminating both my hands in a soft glow.

“There are some of us here,” Steve continued, “who have already witnessed the miracle of this fae.”

I cringed.

“Some of us have heard her speak and know what is in her heart. She is the one that is finally going to lead us to unity.”

Some cheered, others watched in silence. Those who believed, and those who didn’t.

Dean handed me over to Thomas and stepped forward. I clung to Thomas, instead, unsure of what was happening.

“You all know me,” Dean began, his strong voice carried across the room. “I have never been a believer in the prophecy.”

Some of the alphas nodded.

“Until I met Dana.” He pointed back at me. “She has shown me what is possible, and Ireland will follow her to war.”

The Irish alphas to our right stomped their feet on the wooden flooring, and Dean had to wait for them to finish before he could continue.

“Now,” Dean lowered his voice, “when my son’s fated mate speaks, I expect you to listen with respect.”

Thomas’ hand went stiff in mine. All blood drained from my face. The alphas mumbled, their voices rising, fingers pointing.

Dean stood tall before us, looking at them, not wavering. All at once, the atmosphere shifted. The alphas went quiet. You could have heard a pin drop in the room.

When Dean reached for me, and I stepped forward, all eyes followed me. But, not in a creepy way. No. There was respect in their eyes. And, something else I couldn’t understand.

“For a fae will rise and come to power, and she will break the ivory tower. A nation oppressed will find no rest until the last moon rises.”

I had never spoken my own prophecy out loud in front of a crowd, but I finally understood what it meant. The alphas gaped at me.

“This is the prophecy as we know it,” I told them. “I was persecuted for it. They wanted to lock me away. They were scared.”

The alphas nodded. I knew that some of them felt the same way about their prophecy.

“They should be afraid,” I carried on, and it drew some gasps from my listeners, “because I will cause great unrest amongst my people. Too long have the fae made laws. Too long have the fae been apathetic to the rest of the legendaries. It is time for change.”

The alphas shuffled backwards as I began to glow. I couldn’t help it. My skin took on a blue shine, and my palms sizzled with magic energy.

“I will lead you, and others, out of oppression, and I will do so by the end of the moonclaven. That is my promise. That is my prophecy.”

My voice rose at the end, and then I looked over the alphas after my speech, waiting. They stared back at me in silence, and my heart thudded heavily in my chest.

Blood crept up my neck, pounding heavily in my ears. It hadn’t worked.

Someone stomped their foot. Another followed. Soon, every alpha in the room stomped their feet, setting the entire lounge to vibrate.

Ollie patted me on the back, and Dean and Thomas came to stand beside me. My head spun, and I grabbed Thomas’ hand to steady myself.

“You did it,” Thomas shouted in my ear over the noise.

I laughed. Giddy.

After the stomping, the alphas raised their glasses and toasted to the new pact. Some of them came to me to introduce themselves, but there were so many, I could not remember all their names.

Thomas eventually took me out for some air, and we walked together in the garden. My heart, and my mind, slowed.

“I am sorry you had to find out like this,” he said. “You aren’t shifter, so the fated mate thing doesn’t need to mean anything for you.”

“I already knew.” I smiled when he stared at me. “It came up in a conversation I had with Steve.”

“You didn’t say anything.”

“I didn’t know what to say. I still don’t. With so much else going on, I don’t know if I can think about that right now.”

Thomas took my hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I like it the way it is.”

“So do I.”

Not for a long time had I felt this at peace. We walked behind the stables, around the paddocks, where there were no cars. The horses grazed contentedly as we strolled by.

“What will happen, now?” I asked.

“Ollie said that once everyone agrees, they have two days to bring their packs here.”

“Two days. I don’t know if I’m ready.”

“Of course, you are.” Thomas smiled at me. “You are not the scared little runaway anymore I met at the beginning of summer. Look what you’ve already accomplished.”

“Maybe you’re right. I must stop thinking of myself and concentrate on why I am doing this. I just feel so young, so inexperienced.”

“Yet, so powerful,” Thomas countered, surely to encourage me.

“That’s another reason I am worried, Thomas. I have all this power, but what if I am not strong enough to handle it? What if it turns me? I don’t want to become an evil ruler.”

Thomas stopped me and turned me to face him. “Freckles, no matter how much moon magic flows through you, it could never turn you. It is simply not in your nature.”

I got lost in those amber eyes for a moment and hoped he was right. The magic had not failed me, yet.

Suddenly, Thomas squeezed my hands so tight, it hurt. He turned his head sideways, listening. His mouth drew into a thin line.

My heart raced as he yanked me forward, and he swiftly pulled me along the paddock fence, running.

“Keep low,” he hissed.

My long, green dress tangled in my legs. I tried to reach down with my free hand to hoist it up, but we were running too fast. I stumbled.

Thomas’ strong arms kept me upright and dragged me further when a loud bang rang over the grounds.

A sharp, hot pain shot through my chest. I couldn’t breathe. The ground rushed up towards me, and my world turned black.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 19

 

Soft light from a bedside lamp beside me spread in a small circle over my bed, leaving the rest of the room in near darkness.

A machine to my right beeped rhythmically and displayed numbers in five different colours.

A tightness in my chest prevented me from moving much, and I lay still, concentrating on my breathing, which hurt.

I must have drifted in and out of sleep for a while, because every time I looked, the white clock on the wall told me a different time.

It must have been night, which would explain the silence, the darkness, and the fact I was alone. The clock now read four o’clock.

My position slowly became uncomfortable. How long had I been lying like this? What happened?

With some effort, I slid my elbows to my side and then pushed myself up. Something near my collar bone exploded in searing pain.

“Ah…” I fell back onto the bed.

“Dana,” Thomas rushed to the bed. “Dana, you’re awake. I’m sorry, I fell asleep. Dana, talk to me.”

“What happened?” I croaked, my voice hoarse and my throat sore.

Thomas stroked my hand. “You got shot.”

“Shot?”

“Yes,” he growled, “you were assassinated. Well, she tried, anyway. We caught her, too. It was a Lupyn who shot you. From Wales.”

I closed my eyes. As the pain abated, my breathing eased. My spirits, however, sank. I had not managed to convince everyone.

“Why?” I asked.

“It looks like Heather, Clive’s mate, didn’t want him to go with you. She didn’t want to leave Wales. Didn’t believe in the prophecy. She never got the text Clive sent her after he heard you speak.”

“What’s going to happen to her?” My throat was so dry; I could barely swallow.

“The alpha pack will deal with her.”

I didn’t like the sound of that, but right now, I could do nothing about it. Thomas brought me some water and told me it was the tubes from the operation that made my throat so sore.

Once he switched on some lights, I realised we were in Ollie’s hidden hospital room, where they had put up a special bed, just for me.

By six o’clock, Steve came in to check on me.

“You are healing remarkably quickly,” he said, shaking his head. “You were lucky. The bullet went right through you, just below your collar bone. An injury like that should take weeks to heal, but your wound is already closing.”

“It doesn’t feel like it,” I said and groaned again as Steve helped me sit up.

“I will give you some more for the pain as soon as you’ve eaten something,” he promised. “I need to make sure you are strong enough to travel with us to Wiltera tonight.”

“Tonight?” I turned towards them and then winced when the wound pulled at my sudden movement. “I thought we’re only going tomorrow.”

Steve chuckled. “You slept through the whole of yesterday, Dana. Most of the packs have already arrived.”

It was a good thing, then that I was healing so quickly. Steve said my magic worked miracles like that. I supposed it did. At least, I couldn’t explain it any other way.

The pain medicine helped, and by noon, I could finally leave the room. I went outside to sit in the sun, and I watched the packs arrive.

“Dana, you wanted to see us.”

Ollie and Dean came to sit on the veranda beside me.

“I need you both to speak to the alphas, to the packs.” I took a deep breath, unsure how they would handle my request. “I don’t want any guns in Wiltera.”

“That’s going to be difficult,” Dean said.

“Nothing about this is easy, or I wouldn’t need your help,” I said, my voice still a little weak.

The two alphas nodded. Dean briefly rested his hand on mine before he left.

As the afternoon drew long shadows across the lawn, Thomas helped me back inside. I grew stronger every hour, but the wound still hurt.

“Are you going to be strong enough to keep the tear open for us long enough?” Thomas asked when he helped me pack my bag.

“What? Me?”

“Sure, who else?” he laughed. “We can’t do magic.”

“Oh.” Blood rushed to my face. “How do you normally travel?”

“We pay someone.”

“Thomas, I don’t know if I can do this.” I sat down on the bed. “I could barely climb the stairs by myself.”

He looked at me with his eyebrows drawn deep over his eyes. The corner of his mouth twitched.

“Would you have enough strength to send me home? Just me?” he asked.

My turn to frown. “I think so.”

“Could you do it from here? From the room?”

My heart rate spiked, but only for a moment. Bringing forth the tear in the fabric within a closed room was unheard of, yet the magic that tingled beneath my skin told me I could do it.

“Yes.”

“Then, do it. Do it now.”

“Thomas, what are you going to do?”

He smiled. “I am going to fetch Arianna.”

“No.” I grabbed his arm and pulled him onto the bed beside me. My wound protested, but I ignored it. “What if you get caught?”

“Dana, hardly anyone knows about the Wilderfield site, and it is so close to home, I will be there in minutes.”

“What if she isn’t home? How will you come back?”

His eyes searched mine for a moment. “Then, I will make another plan. Do you trust me?”

I nodded. “With my life.” He smiled.

Thomas ran to his room to fetch his bag. I didn’t like the idea of him leaving me, but I knew I didn’t have the strength to bring over a thousand shifters through to Wiltera.

When he stood in front of me again, I hesitated a moment. His eyes looked down at me with such trust. I hoped I would see him again.

Quickly, I lifted myself onto my tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek.

“Be careful, and come back to me.”

I stepped back and drew on the magic within me. As the air in front of us began to shimmer, I felt the magic suck my energy. The gunshot had weakened me.

I gritted my teeth and spoke the words that brought forth the tear between the worlds. Within the shimmering disk in front of us, my room vanished, and the fields of Wiltera appeared.

“I’ll be back before you know it.”

Thomas stepped back into the green wilderness beyond and then disappeared from my view. I let the magic go, and the loneliness that enveloped me then felt like a vice around my chest.

With nothing to do, I paced in front of my window, watching the packs assemble. Six hours until midnight.

Steve came in to check on us and to bring me my medicine. I told him what we’d done. He waited with me for a while, but then went downstairs again.

I fidgeted, repacked my bag, took a shower, and paced some more. By ten o’clock, Thomas was still not back. My mind came up with all kinds of scenarios of what might have gone wrong.

By now, the manor grounds swarmed with shifters and their mates. Ollie had said only the elderly would stay behind to look after the children. Pups, he had called them.

My feet found their way down the stairs again. It’s not where I wanted to be, but the walls were closing in on me in my room. My wound was starting to feel better.

The manor hummed with voices, teemed with bodies. I pushed my way to the front door and escaped into the fresh night air. But, even here, shifters lounged on the veranda or sat on the steps.

I hurried past them and ran around the house. Harold had put on all the lights around the estate, so I ran all the way to the stables. Horses always calmed me.

The head of a big grey looked over his stall door, and I went to stroke his nose. Curious, the chestnut next door also stuck its head over its door. I moved along the line.

When I got to the fifth stall, no horse greeted me. I looked over the door into the darkness.

“Here, boy. Come,” I coaxed him.

“This one is taken,” a voice answered.

Dean’s face appeared from the dark, and he came to the door.

“Calming your nerves?” he asked.

“Yes, what are you doing here?”

“Same.” He shrugged his shoulders and opened the stall door to exit. “This little girl was dirty, so I brushed her.”

I thought it unlikely that Dean O’Connell needed to calm his nerves, but I liked the idea of him being a horse person.

“If you are here, then I gather Thomas isn’t back, yet.”

I shook my head.

“Are you worried?”

“He should have been back by now. What could be taking him so long?”

Dean put his hand on my shoulder. “Are you just worried, or do you feel it inside you that something has gone wrong?”

My stomach clenched at Dean’s words. How did I feel? Dean walked with me along the line of stables as I thought about it.

“No,” I finally said, “I’m worried.”

“Good, then let’s make sure we are ready for when he does get back. At the last count, our numbers were at one thousand three hundred. We need to get them all onto the polo field.”

Okay, great, that would at least give me something to focus on. I could no longer do nothing. It would drive me crazy.

Harold brought my bag from the room, and I went with Dean to speak to his pack. Ollie’s pack had already started moving people to the field.

“Can I join you?” Steve asked.

“Sure,” Dean agreed and paired me with him.

It was like herding sheep…in wolves’ clothing. They moved along, talking casually as if they were going for a Sunday picnic. Everyone had a backpack, and maybe a sleeping roll, and a flask.

It irritated me that there was no urgency in their step or their voices. Did they not understand they were going to war? My magic simmered beneath the surface, turning my skin a luminous blue.

From the polo field, the manor house was just a cluster of lights in the distance. By eleven-thirty, the manor house went dark. I guessed Harold had kept the kitchen light on, but we could not see it from here.

The huge spotlights of the polo field shone down on us as we all sat down on the short grass and waited. Midnight came and went.

I paced again, up and down the short edge of the field, a softly lit blue beacon ~ I couldn’t help it. And, I didn’t want to. I couldn’t care less if my skin glowed.

By one o’clock, the hubbub of voices grew louder. They became agitated. Ollie and Dean walked amongst them, keeping them calm.

Lex Orton also moved around, but the way he kept shooting me sideways glances, gave me shivers. Whenever my pacing and his movements drew us close together, I overheard some of his words.

‘Only for her own good.’ ‘The fae are always in power.’ ‘She has tricked us all.’ ‘This will be our doom.’

Was he trying to get me back for not being his ‘mate’? Was he jealous because I was Thomas’ fated mate?

As if I didn’t have enough worries. I had a good mind to blast him off the field. I was about to call Ollie to tell him to muzzle him, when Lex suddenly yelled out from the centre of the field, pointing his finger at me.

“This has all been a lie.” Lex Orton grinned maniacally. “This whole time she has made promises she couldn’t keep. Look at her, now. Just a lost, little girl.”

Voices rose. Some people commented, shouted. Lex glared at me, challenging.

I’d been keeping it together long enough. The magic that had been simmering beneath the surface wanted out. The tension I had been holding in for so long wanted out.

I stopped pacing, turned to face Lex, and grinned. The blue glow receded from my skin to form a ball in the palm of my hand. In my mind, I spoke some magic words before I even knew I wanted to speak them.

Around Lex, the air shimmered. The people next to him scrambled to safety. Lex couldn’t move, and he stared at me in horror.

The fabric between worlds tore open. Lex stared at it. Beyond the bright lights of the polo field, there was nothing but blackness ~ a great, frightening abyss of unlit Wilteran wilderness.

My hand tingled. I turned my palm up and dropped my fingers down. The blue ball flew from my hand and zoomed across the heads of the crowd.

It smacked Lex square in the stomach, spread out to envelope him, grabbed him, and yanked him into the tear in the fabric into the other world.

His scream, which tore across the polo field, was abruptly cut off as my magic ceased and the tear in the fabric to Wiltera closed.

“Does anyone else have any doubts?” I shouted.

Silence.

I stared at them.

My heart raced.

My nostrils flared as I tried to calm my breathing.

“What’s that?” someone asked, pointing. All heads turned.

A small area in the centre of the field shimmered. I squinted at it to see what it was. It grew.

The shimmering spread out. People got up and ran in all directions, frightened after what they had just witnessed me do to Lex. Maybe, they thought I was doing this, too.

“Wait,” I yelled. “Help me,” I said to Steve.”

I dashed into the panicked crowd. “They’re here. Thomas is back. They’re here. This is the portal to Wiltera.”

The shimmering became stronger. It spread faster than people could run. It enveloped them, distorting their shapes, and panic was quickly turning into hysteria.

As the shimmering strengthened, it formed into a tear between worlds. I could now clearly see it for what it was.

“To me,” I shouted.

Panicked faces rushed past me. I reached out, grabbed arms. Steve was lost in the crowd. Ollie’s and Dean’s voices drowned out in the noise.

The tear opened wider ~ a black void on the other side. Dark. Frightening. I knew it was only because there were no lights within the field on the other side, but I could understand the packs’ fear.

The centre of the polo field was now almost empty. People ran for the lights at its edges. Arianna wouldn’t be able to keep this tear open for long. I needed to get the shifters through.

My shoulder burned from running. I clamped one hand over it to still the throbbing. Standing at the edge of the tear, I looked around.

During my lessons at court, I had learned about crowd control and mass hysteria. It was usually a single trigger that set off one person or a small group of people, that would then infect the whole.

I needed to snap them out of it.

My heart thudded in my chest knowing we would miss our chance if I didn’t act, now. The crowd before me heaved, and I could now see Dean running along the edge, yelling at some people.

Blood rushed in my ears, drowning out the noise. A blue film glazed my vision. The moon magic bubbled up within me, taking over, taking control.

I removed my hand from my shoulder and pointed it straight up into the air. A thin, bright blue beam shot into the night sky as I walked slowly to the centre of the tear.

In the silence that slowly settled over the crowd as they watched me, I yelled, “The time has come. Follow me now. To Wiltera. Our destiny awaits.”

They stared. Then, Steve was by my side. Dean, followed by his pack, came charging across the field. Ollie and his pack followed, which then unleashed a flood.

The ground trembled as one hundred and thirty-six packs raced across the polo field towards me. I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth, holding my beacon as steady as I could.

I flinched when warm, strong arms wrapped around me. Steve held me tight, his back to the thundering crowd as they rushed past us into the black void of the tear.

“Dana, now,” a voice called.

The shimmering of the tear wavered. The last of the shifters jumped through. Steve grabbed my hand and pulled me forwards.

The lights of the polo field vanished, to be replaced by the darkness of the fields of Wiltera.

I stood, unsteady for a moment, on the uneven ground of a ploughed field. It crowded with people all around me, but I could see lights in the distance. Strange lights, too. Orange lights. Shooting through the sky.

“Dana.”

I turned at the sound of my name. Thomas wrapped me into his arms and held on so tight, my shoulder protested. I hugged him back.

“We cannot stay here,” he said. “I already spoke to Dean. He’s passing the message along. We need to go now.”

“What’s happening? What took you so long?”

Thomas grabbed my hand and pulled me along behind him. I saw satyrs within the crowd, directing us.

“We couldn’t find you. Only when you sent Lex could we pinpoint your location.”

“Oh.”

“The elves attacked Wilderfield. They’re encamped not even a mile from here. We’re in the middle of a battle.”

A cold shiver snaked its way down my back. I didn’t want to imagine all the things that happened here while we were away. I didn’t want to think of my father.

We reached the road leading to Arianna’s homestead, which made running easier than slogging through the deep, tilled soil. We stretched along the road for at least half a mile; one and a half thousand bodies pounding the ground.

I could detect none of the panic from earlier. These shifters were getting ready to fight.

Between heavy breathing, I could also hear snarls and growls, when suddenly the mass of shifters faltered. They slowed, cocked their heads, and listened.

I heard nothing, but then Thomas jumped on me, knocked me to the ground, and covered me with his body.

He drove the air out of my lungs as he pressed my face into the dirt. All around us people milled, cowering, throwing up their bags above their heads.

Then, I heard it, too. A swooshing sound. Zinging. Arrows.

Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud.

Hundreds of arrows zoomed out of the dark to find their targets amongst the shifters spread out along the road.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 20

 

The shifters rose from that first volley with arrows sticking out of their backpacks and sleeping rolls, growling viciously.

They discarded their belongings, flung them to the ground, and took off running across the field, undressing and shifting as they ran.

Satyrs followed them. I saw others on horses. All vanished into the dark where the arrows had come from.

“Let me up,” I huffed, still huddled safely in Thomas’ arms.

We scrambled to our feet, and Thomas picked up a torch one of the satyrs must have dropped.

“We need to go after them,” I said.

“This is why you brought them here. Let them handle it,” Thomas replied. “You are needed elsewhere.”

I turned to him. His amber eyes glowed golden in the flicker of the torch. My heart skipped a beat. He was safe.

“You have news?”

He nodded. “Let’s find Arianna.”

We picked our way through the discarded bags along the road. Arianna knelt by a man and a woman. Both had been hit by an arrow, and she saw to their injuries.

“Dana.” Arianna enveloped me in her arms. “We’d been so worried.”

My mother’s auburn hair stuck out of her usually neat bun in all directions. She had a dark smear of dirt across her left cheek, and she had blood on her hands from taking care of the shifters.

“Come,” she continued, “it’s not safe out here. The elves have been attacking for days.”

We helped the shifters and made our way home. The homestead, even in the dark, looked as inviting as ever, and at that moment, I didn’t want to be anywhere else.

“Rosalie.” I rushed into the warmth of the kitchen and the softness of Rosalie’s embrace.

“Ladybug.”

She kissed me gently on the forehead, but when I looked at her, I saw sadness in her eyes.

“Rosalie, what’s the matter?”

“Let me make tea,” she said. “Miss Arianna will tell you, I’m sure.”

I looked around and saw Arianna coming through the door from the passage, where she and Thomas had taken the two shifters to one of the bedrooms.

In the light of the kitchen, I now saw the shadows beneath Arianna’s eyes, and the way her lips turned down at the edges.

“Sit with me, Dana,” she said, walking through to the dining room.

When I got to the table, I noticed Arianna’s copy of the purple witch’s book lying upon it. My heart jumped into my throat. I’d carried my copy of this book for so long; I’d almost forgotten about it.

Apprehensively, I slid into my seat, wondering why she’d taken it out. The kettle on the stove whistled just as Thomas walked through the door. He came over to join us.

Arianna folded her hands on the table in front of her, sighing. She looked so tired.

“The dark elves have been sending raiding parties into the cities ever since you left,” she said. “Those who don’t join their army are forced to flee their homes.”

My mind conjured up pictures of elves riding through towns, setting houses on fire, beating people with whips, putting them in chains. My nostrils flared as the magic simmered beneath the surface.

“Your father has sent troops all over the country to assist, but with many towns, he got there too late. Draeguard is now taking in the homeless.”

“And, my father? Has he gone after the stones?” I asked.

Arianna shook her head. “The elves have done something to fortify their part of Raven Hall. The mages have tried and failed, to gain access. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen…like an invisible barrier.”

I balled my hands into fists and took a deep breath to steady myself.

“Where is my father, now?”

Teacups clinked, and Rosalie pushed a tray onto the table. Steam rose from the teapot. She smiled at us and then left without a word.

“He is still trying,” Arianna continued. “He has charged me with finding another way. See this?”

She unfolded her hands and reached for the book. Thomas and I leaned forward when she opened it.

“This book is so ancient and has been in my family for centuries, yet I have hardly ever looked at it,” she admitted.

I wondered if now was a good time to tell her I had one just like it.

“Most of the writing is in the old language, so I had to translate it, first. You, Thomas, and I, we are called darkfae because we are fae, mixed with another race.”

Thomas and I nodded. We knew this.

“Do you know why the elves are called dark elves?”

We looked up from the book to Arianna. There was a bitter cast to her lips.

“About a thousand years ago, the race of the vampires was dying out. They were an ancient race. Unable to continue their line, they mixed with the only other legendaries compatible with their species. Light elves.”

I gasped. There were no light elves left in Wiltera. They had not been seen here in centuries.

“As the vampires died out, the race of the dark elves took over. Only some of these dark elves inherited the magic of the light elves, and these became the sorcerers. Others, imbued with only hints of magic, resorted to the craft of dark magic to bring forth their talent, which is why the dark elves made the White Law.”

“Is all of this in the book?” I asked.

If only I had told Arianna about the book sooner. Maybe, she would have read it then already.

“Yes, the part about their history and their magic. The witches warn about it. The vampires have always been hungry for power. The book says there will come a time that they will rise again, and only those united can stop them.”

“Does it say anything about how to break through their magic?” I looked at Arianna, hopeful.

She shook her head. “That’s why I started reading the book in the first place. There are strong spells in this book. They might help us. But,” she sighed, “the rest will be up to us.”

I reached out and touched her hand. “We can do this.”

A smile softened the strained features of her face. “We don’t have much time. Their main army is marching towards your father, and they will reach him within a day unless I can get him into the forest.”

Everything I had promised the shifters would be lost unless we defeated the elves. My entire life had been turned upside down because of these elves. I wouldn’t let them take my father from me, too.

“When do we need to leave?” I asked.

Arianna pushed a cup my way. “As soon as you finish your tea.”

 

***

 

The horses snorted in the dark before dawn. The single lantern hanging from a post on the fence cast little light as Thomas and I got the horses ready, but we didn’t dare light another, even with Arianna’s spell around the homestead.

Lapis Lazuli rubbed her head on my arm when I led her around to the front of the house, and Arianna joined us to take her horse.

A voice reached us from across the field. “Heya.”

We all froze, but then Arianna called back. “Heya.”

The shimmering of the magic was visible even in the dark, and then we could see shifters and satyrs step through the boundary of the homestead.

The horses danced on the spot and threw their heads when the mass of shifters crowded around us, telling us of their victory over the elves in the field.

“I need you once more,” I shouted from the top of my horse. “Will you follow me?”

The shifters whooped and then swarmed around us to deposit their belongings along the wall of the house. I closed my eyes as they all took their clothes off and sprinted into the darkness.

Thomas laughed. “It’s safe, again.”

I wondered what they would do after the fight. Would they run back as wolves, or would they not care that they were naked? Right now, though, I needed their lust for blood.

My father’s army was encamped just outside Oaktown. If we wanted to reach him before the elven army did, we would have to ride like the wind.

We took the route around Silverlakes, which cut a few miles off the journey, but forty-two miles would still take us about six hours.

The wolves spread out around us as we kept to a painfully steady trot. I wanted nothing more than to give Lazuli her head ~ to gallop headlong down the road ~ but I knew she would not be able to sustain that speed. Not for forty-two miles.

The light slowly strengthened. Silverlakes passed somewhere in the distance to our left. Morning birds chirped their songs in the trees.

The horses ate away the distance; the wolves kept pace with them in one enormous pack around us.

By mid-morning, the edge of Raven Hall loomed in the distance.

“Goblins,” Thomas warned us, but by the time we reached the forest, the wolves had already dealt with them.

We didn’t break stride as we dove under the trees. The dark trees blocked out most of the light, and it wasn’t just the drop in temperature that sent shivers down my back.

The forest exuded even more malice than it had before, although it didn’t mind the wolves as much as it did us riders. It dropped pine cones down on us, put roots in our way, and opened up holes in the path where there were none before.

Arianna cast a spell to protect us from most of the missiles the forest threw at us. “This should make them bounce off before they reach us,” she said.

My magic shot out in spidery lightning streaks to incinerate anything she missed. Still, I ducked low over Lazuli’s head every time I saw a pine cone approaching.

“It’s not much further,” Arianna called to me.

“Why was he trying to enter the forest from here?” I shouted back.

“It wasn’t guarded.”

We had entered Raven Hall from its very eastern edge by Clover Hill, and its central part along the eastern side of Oaktown. We’d never entered this far west.

My shoulder ached dully from the constant riding, but I ignored it. I gritted my teeth and hoped we’d reach my father in time when the wolves which led the pack started to howl.

All around us, the rest of the wolves put on a burst of speed and sprinted away, leaving us behind.

“Thomas.” Arianna looked back at him.

“It’s a warning,” he shouted back from his horse. “Danger.”

After riding for near on six hours, our horses didn’t have much more to give, yet we asked them. We urged them into a gallop and hurtled after the wolves.

The forest opened up, the trees thinning, letting in more light. Fewer brambles littered the forest floor, and we could see far between the trees.

As we raced down the path, a single, riderless horse came towards us. It veered off the trail when it saw us and carried on into the forest.

Noises reached us, then. Shouts, screams, growls, and the unmistakable sound of clashing swords.

Through the trees, we then saw movement. It looked at first as if the forest had come to life. Before us, as far as we could see, everything moved. Thousands of black-clad elves, interspersed by fae, and wolves, and satyrs.

Our horses stumbled to a halt, and we jumped from our saddles. My eyes took it all in as we ran the last few hundred feet. Even with the wolves on our side, we were still outnumbered.

Arianna spoke a spell as she ran on towards the fight; magenta lightning danced from her fingertips.

Thomas ripped off his shirt and struggled out of his pants while he ran. I didn’t watch the rest, but a moment later, the white wolf sprinted past me and disappeared into the heaving mass.

The shouts and yells from the battle set my teeth on edge, and my magic rose to the surface. I shot a blast towards two approaching elves and sent them tumbling high into the trees.

My next shot went wide, as I tried not to hit one of our soldiers. If only I could replicate the lightning dome I had performed at Ollie’s estate.

I ducked the swing of a blade from an elf before I sent him crashing into the stump of a tree. Beside me, Arianna fought as much with her dagger as with her magic.

We got sucked into the fighting; elves all around us. I tried to look for my father, but it was impossible to spot a single person in the raging mass around me.

Wolves bumped into me as they fought. Horses dashed past me in an effort to escape. Swords sailed through the air, aimed at my throat.

I dived, and dodged, and sidestepped, sending blasts of blue magic all around me. My breath soon came in ragged gasps, and sweat dripped into my eyes.

Arianna tried to fight her way back to me, but the distance between us became bigger. She mouthed my name, but the sound was lost in the tumult.

Elves surrounded me. Four. Then five. Their swords glinted in the half-light of the forest. They drew their black lips back, exposing their pointy teeth.

The magic arced across my skin. I crouched. They lunged. The nearest elf got catapulted into a tree by a blast from my hand.

I turned, ready, but the other elves dissolved into flurries of fur as a pack of wolves sprang on them. A streak of white dashed past. Teeth. Blood.

My chest heaved, trying to catch my breath as the wolves raged around me. This was the break I had been looking for. I crouched down. Closed my eyes. Focused on the screams of the injured.

The magic rose from within me to colour the insides of my eyelids blue. My whole body buzzed as it gathered its strength, ready to explode.

My nostrils flared. My legs straightened, and I stood up tall. When I looked over the battlefield in front of me, everything was tinged in blue. I raised both arms.

The lightning shot up with such power, I stumbled. Bracing myself with one leg back, I held on. The crackling noise from the blue lightning bolt was deafening.

Then, I brought my arms down, and it dropped. Hundreds of thin lighting spears shot down through the trees, finding their targets.

The forest lit up in a beautiful display of blue rays, and even as it drained me, I stared in wonder.

Pain shot through my knees as they connected forcefully with the ground, but I kept my arms straight, forcing the magic to carry on. My mouth was open, but I could not hear myself scream.

All around me, elves dropped to the ground. My vision swam. My arms burned like they were on fire. I couldn’t breathe.

“I’ve got you,” Thomas whispered into my ear as I fell backwards into his arms.

 

***

 

The sound of people arguing woke me. Soft light filtered through the half-open entrance of the tent. I struggled to keep my eyes open. There was a dull ache within my chest.

I must have dozed off, for when I opened my eyes again, lanterns lit the interior of the tent. A gentle hand settled on my forehead.

“Dana, how are you feeling?”

As Arianna leaned over me, the golden lantern light behind her put her face into darkness, but her eyes sparkled with concern.

How could I tell her how I felt? I didn’t know myself. The weariness from the magic had worn off, to be replaced by this ache in my chest I could not explain. It left a sadness within me that made me want to cry.

“Hollow,” I said instead.

Arianna leaned back, and I could see her face. Worry-lines creased her brow. My father stood further back in the tent, looking at us. He, too, looked worn.

My heart thumped in my chest. Something was wrong. The hollowness within me surged up, nauseating me.

“Dana,” my father said, stepping closer, “there is something you need to know.”

Arianna took my hand. My father continued.

“While all our troops were engaged in battle, the sorcerer Eltaor Wranfaren got into the palace.”

The hollowness within me swallowed my heart.

“He stole the other eight moonstones. They’re gone, Dana. All of them. Gone.”
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