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​Book Seven: Reaper
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Hope stood at the bottom of her garden, waiting in the shade of the apple tree. She didn’t have much else to do. It wasn’t as if she could leave the house. She looked like too much of a freak for that.

She had no friends. Not real ones, anyway.

As if on cue, a man appeared out of nowhere. He was lanky, with paper white skin contrasted with jet black hair and eyes, with no white visible at all. He wore a black suit with a white tie.

“Good afternoon,” he greeted. “Have you had a nice day?”

She shrugged. “Not really. I didn’t sleep again.”

He frowned. It had been months since she had slept properly, and her friend had a habit of worrying about her.

“Did you have nightmares again?” he asked.

“I always have nightmares,” she dismissed. “It’s just never been this bad.”

“Is something on your mind?”

She gave a hollow laugh. “You mean besides the usual?”

He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Yeah, besides the usual.”

She sighed. “Not really, just... Thinking about the usual more.”

“Anything in particular?”

She took a deep breath, steadying herself before she asked, “Am I crazy?”

“Crazy?”

“I’m a little too old for an imaginary friend, and I have been for a while now. And it’s not even like I’m consciously making you up; you’re solid when I touch you. But no one else can see or touch or hear you. That tells me that I’m crazy. And I know that my mum and stepdad think so too. I heard them arguing. He thinks that I need to be locked away. Mum says that it doesn’t matter, since I don’t leave the house anyway...”

She looked to her friend, hoping for him to give her an answer. Maybe she was crazy. All she wanted at this point was an answer.

He seemed conflicted at her words, cursing under his breath.

“I’m definitely real, Hope.”

“That sounds like something a hallucination would say.”

“I suppose it does,” he agreed. “But I’m not the only strange thing around you. You’ve told me plenty of odd things that you can’t explain. Not to mention the fact that you were born with tattoos.”

Hope folded her arms defensively. “The doctors said that my melanin was just concentrated in certain areas of my skin, instead of being spread out. It’s why I’m so pale.”

“And your melanin just happened to concentrate in a swirling pattern?”

Hope had to admit that he had a point. But her mother agreed with her doctors, refusing to hear any question on the matter.

“I’m still not sure that I believe you,” she said. “There’s still no explanation for why these things happen.”

Her friend sighed. “I know. This hasn’t been fair to you, Hope, and I’m sorry for that. For so many years, you have been the only one that could see me. I’ve only just recently figured out showing myself to others and I’ve been... I’ve been terrified,” he admitted. And he honestly did look scared, making Hope wonder exactly what was so scary about talking to people other than her.

“I’m sorry,” he said once more. “My cowardice has been hurting you. I underestimated how much this situation hurts you.”

Hope didn’t know how to respond to that.

“Is your stepfather home?”

She shook her head. “He’s taken the twins to see their aunt.”

“Then you should call for your mother.”

“Will she be able to see you?”

He nodded. “But I warn you, this is unlikely to be pretty. Your mother has spent a lot of time and energy burying a part of her life that seeing me will only drag up.”

Hope nodded before turning towards the house. “Mum!” she yelled.

Her mother came out of the house, and stopped dead in her tracks as she saw Hope’s friend.

He was real. He was really real, and her mother could see him.

Before the information could sink in, Hope’s mother began to glow with bright white light, surrounding her and spreading out behind her into the shape of wings.

“You may want to step back,” Hope’s friend told her.

Hope did as she was told, unable to comprehend what she was seeing in front of her.

Hope’s mother rushed forward, grabbing her friend and throwing him up against the tree he had been standing in front of, the wood behind him splitting with the force.

“How are you still alive?!” Hope’s mother demanded.

“I’m not,” Hope’s friend said. He didn’t seem concerned by her mother threatening him. In fact, he almost looked sad. “I did die. I just didn’t move on. I took over as Death instead.”

Hope’s mother let him go, taking a step back to let him fall from the tree.

Once he was back on his feet, however, she punched him square in the jaw, throwing him back into the tree.

Hope stepped forward to help him, but stopped as she realised that her mother was crackling with some kind of electricity over her skin. Hope worried that getting too close would get her killed.

She bit her lip, torn between her own safety and her friend’s life.

“You fucking twat!” Hope’s mother screamed at him. “You’ve been talking to Hope this whole fucking time!”

He looked sheepish. “She was the only one who could see me until recently.”

“You should have stayed away! Did you even think how much having an invisible friend would fuck her up?!”

Hope felt her stomach twist at being talked about like she wasn’t there, feeling ill.

“I’m sorry, Angela. You’re right, I didn’t think about that. I just wanted her to have someone.”

“She has ME!”

Hope’s friend - Death, she supposed - scoffed. “You? You have been suppressing your magic ever since I died. You’ve been lying to Hope about who and what she is. How much do you think that fucked her up?”

“STOP IT!” Hope yelled at the both of them, a blast emanating from her to knock them back. She barely noticed. “Stop talking about me like I’m not here and just explain what the hell is going on!”

Her mother and Death got back to their feet, exchanging a significant look. Their anger with each other seemed to have at least been put on hold for now.

Hope turned to her friend. “If you’re really Death, why were you hanging around as my imaginary friend for years?”

To her surprise, her mother was the one to answer.

“Because he’s your father,” she said, folding her arms. “But he wasn’t Death when I knew him. Just a Reaper. And then he died before you were born, just as I told you.”

Hope looked between them. Part of her recognised that she had father’s white skin and black hair, as well as his height, but most of her was furious.

Her mother had spent so long denying the strange things about Hope, telling her that everything was fine. That she was normal. She had spent so long doubting her own reality, and now she knew that her mother had known the truth all along and had been purposefully keeping her in the dark!

Her father seemed to realise exactly what she was thinking because he immediately said, “Your mother was scared after I was killed. She was terrified for both herself and you. She thought that, if she could cut herself off from magic, you would be safe.

“I would have stayed away otherwise. I know that me being around didn’t help you in some ways. But you needed someone there for you who wouldn’t lie about what was happening.”

Hope just looked at them, disbelieving. The two of them had spent the last fourteen years lying to her about everything!

“To hell with both of you!” she yelled, storming out of the back gate. She didn’t care if anyone saw her and thought her a freak. It would still be better than staying with her parents for a moment more.
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​“Where are we now?” Freya asked as she awoke from her nap, cringing away from where her seatbelt was digging into her neck.

“France still, I think,” her girlfriend, Alex, told her from the driver’s seat.

“You think?”

“Well, we haven’t come across any border checks yet.”

Freya nodded, stretching as well as she could in the front passenger seat of the car. They spent all day, every day driving. They stopped at a hotel each night, allowing Alex to sleep so they weren’t in danger of crashing due to a tired driver. Freya felt bad about not taking a turn behind the wheel, but she had never learned to drive. She knew of a charm that could drive the car for you, but she didn’t know how to make it.

The problem with spending all day driving, Freya found, was that she was incredibly prone to travel sickness. In order to keep her lunch in her stomach, she continually used travel sickness tablets, but they knocked her right out. Even when she was awake, she felt incredibly stoned.

That became a problem when they couldn’t stop. Alex was being hunted by the Enhanced - genetically engineered Humans from another timeline - and Freya was being hunted by the Council of Light - the people in charge of the Light magical beings.

The Enhanced were limited to Human technology, so Alex could cover their tracks there. When it came to the Council of Light, however, they were able to track Freya via her magic, no matter how much she tried to mask it. There was simply too much to mask on her own now.

That meant staying on the road. Tracking someone with magic wasn’t easy, so staying on the move would hopefully obscure Freya from the Council.

Freya didn’t really want to think about what would happen if it stopped working.

“Do you need anything from the shop?” Alex asked as she pulled into a petrol station.

“I could use some pop. Something carbonated, I don’t mind what,” Freya said, then frowned. “Wait, how are we paying for stuff?”

Alex raised an eyebrow. “You’re asking that now?”

Freya groaned. “Look, I am pretty stoned on these freaking tablets. Forgive me if I’m not exactly firing on all cylinders...”

Alex rolled her eyes. “Oh great and intelligent Freya, I implore you not to take offence at my words.”

Freya smiled, shaking her head. “Okay, but, seriously, can’t the Enhanced trace your card?”

“Not if I keep doing my very clever thing that I’m doing.”

“What clever thing?”

“Do you want to sit here for two hours while I explain it, or are you happy to wait until I get back?”

“It can wait. But I do want to know.”

Alex smiled. “I know you do, but it is pretty complicated.”

“I can handle complicated.”

“I know you can. It’s one of the things I like about you.”

Freya grinned, leaning back in her chair. “Have I told you how sexy it is that you’re so smart?”

Alex grinned back. “You know, I wasn’t just grown for my brawn.”

“Yes, but that is also impressive.”

Alex leaned forward, giving Freya a quick kiss. “You’re so sweet when you’re stoned.”

Freya laughed, though it came out as a weird mix between a snort and a giggle.

“I’ll go and get you that pop.”

Alex got out of the car, leaving Freya alone once more.

She wasn’t alone for long, however, as she felt the familiar tug of Amber - the ghost of her great-great-grandmother who had been tied to Freya by her mother to keep an eye on her - trying to materialise.

Freya sighed. She was drowsy, and just wanted to go back to sleep. But she hadn’t spoken to Amber since before everything had gone down. Since before she had been captured and tortured and lost control of her powers.

Freya concentrated on her breathing, trying to calm the tightness in her chest. It dissipated after a moment, and she decided to let Amber through. It wasn’t fair to drag her around Europe without telling her what had happened, even if Freya very much didn’t want to talk about it.

Amber appeared on the back seat as soon as Freya let her through. Freya unbuckled herself and turned in her chair so that she was kneeling, facing her.

“Do you know what happened?” Freya asked. As much as Freya didn’t like it, Amber did watch her when she wasn’t fully materialised. For once, Freya hoped that Amber hadn’t listened to her when she had expressed her discomfort with it.

“Are you asking because you don’t remember, or because you don’t want to talk about it?”

Freya took a deep breath, doing her best to remain calm. She hadn’t thought about the fact that Amber might have seen what had happened when she had lost control of her powers. Her memories from that point weren’t great, and she didn’t know if that was because she had given herself over to her powers or if it was her mind trying to protect itself.

“Both, I guess.”

Amber nodded. “I don’t think there’s anything that you don’t remember that you haven’t been filled in on. You destroyed the Enhanced base in your escape, killing Alex’s monitor. Then you started growing vines around the shopping centre. If given long enough, I would guess you would have built some kind of living fortress.

“After a little while, Mel and Sarah arrived with Alex and a white wolf.”

Freya frowned. “A white wolf?” That somehow seemed familiar to her, but she couldn’t quite remember.

Amber shrugged. “I don’t know who the wolf was, or who sent her, but she got your friends and brought them to you. They managed to talk you down, and then you passed out. I lost my connection to Earth until you woke up.”

Freya nodded. That about added up with what she remembered, and what Alex had told her.

“So, are you going to yell at me for running away with Alex?” Freya asked.

Amber gave a sympathetic smile, shaking her head. “You were right to trust Alex, Freya. I think that going with her was the only sensible option.”

“Even more sensible than going to the Underworld and hiding there?”

Amber nodded. “I don’t think you could have sat still there. Not knowing that Alex was in peril elsewhere.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right,” Freya said with a smile. “So, the Council of Light? Alex told me that they’ll probably be after me, but she was delivering the information second-hand.”

Amber looked away, her gaze fixing on something in the distance, through the window. “The Council of Light... I tried to work with them in my youth, but it became clear to me then that they were only interested in protecting their own power. When your mother was sent to the Shadow Realm and the War with the Humans restarted, they declared a state of emergency. For the Council, that means not replacing members until the state of emergency has ended.”

“And it hasn’t ended?” Freya guessed.

“No, it hasn’t. After the timeline shift, the Light beings had been hit the hardest. From what I managed to find out while I still possessed a body, it seems the Council said that consistency was needed during the rebuilding.”

“But it’s been twenty years.”

“Exactly. Everyone is chafing under the lack of democracy.”

Freya frowned. “I’m kind of surprised that they ever had a democracy at all. I mean, the Demons have a monarchy.”

“Before the current monarchy, Demons fought each other for control of the Underworld. They were as responsible for the depletion of their numbers as anyone else. Under the current monarchy, that stopped, and the Underworld thrived.”

Freya raised an eyebrow. “A benevolent dictator is still a dictator.”

Amber raised her hands in surrender. “I’m not defending it. I’m saying that it arose from a need in the Underworld, and it has worked better for the Demons than any other system.”

“And I imagine it’ll keep working until they get a shit king.”

“Well, given that the current king is dying with no heir, I’m sure we’ll soon find out how well Demons fare without him.

“Regardless, the Light beings don’t need that kind of steel hand guiding them. They existed in small groups and chose their leaders from among themselves. Under the current monarchy, the Demons became far more organised and centralised in their government. You’ve seen how they extend protection to Dark Witches that work with them. The Light beings sought to mimic that, resulting in the Council of Light, who oversee all of the affairs of Light beings, though the members were still chosen by the beings they would represent.”

Freya groaned, resting her forehead against the headrest. “I’ve spent so long being careful not to take sides. How have I still managed to get dragged into this mess?”

“Well, that might have actually hurt you,” Amber figured.

“How?”

“If you had declared yourself a Dark Angel, the tensions between Light and Dark magical beings would have grown, I have no doubt of that. But the Light beings wouldn’t have had a symbol to rally around to challenge the Council.”

“Do you really think that would happen? Would they really rally behind me after all of the destruction I caused?”

Amber smiled. “You’re still an Angel, Freya. You didn’t grow up around magic, so you don’t know what that means, but trust me when I say that people will take your appearance as a sign of change. For many Light beings, they will assume that the change will be in the Council of Light.”

“Well then, I guess running away really was the best idea.”

Amber smiled, then disappeared as Alex opened the door on the driver’s side and got in.

“Are you okay?” Alex asked, noticing how Freya was awkwardly leaning backwards against her seat.

Freya nodded as she moved back to sit properly. “Yeah, just tired.”

“Well, go back to sleep.”

“I’ve been sleeping constantly. I feel bad leaving you alone like that with nothing but the French radio.”

“It’s fine, je parle français.”

Freya smiled, shaking her head. “Of course you do.”

“You know, we could take a break from driving. I could mask you from the Council of Light again.”

Freya shook her head. “Nope. If it doesn’t work and they catch up with us, we’ll need you at full strength.”

“All right, then,” Alex agreed with a sigh. “It’s getting late anyway, so we’ll have to stop soon regardless.”
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​They stopped at the next town they drove up to, finding the local Premier Classe. Alex went in to ask about a room while Freya stayed in the car. It was only a couple of minutes before she returned.

“I’ve got us a room,” Alex told her as she opened the passenger door.

Freya nodded as she got out. Alex reached into the back seat and grabbed the duffel bag that was filled with the clothes they had quickly picked up from an ASDA on their way out of England.

Freya followed close behind Alex, doing her best not to stumble as she went. She was thoroughly exhausted.

“Do you want a shower before bed?” Alex asked her.

“Are you implying something?”

“No, I’m asking,” Alex said with a smile. “You’re defensive when you’re tired.”

Freya nodded. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Alex told her. “Just get some sleep.”

Freya nodded once more, climbing into bed.

“Pyjamas?” Alex asked.

Freya pulled her jeans and bra off, pulling the latter out through her t-shirt sleeves. She kept on her t-shirt and knickers.

Alex’s smile widened as she went to sit next to Freya on the bed, bringing up her new laptop.

“I’m sorry I’m so terrible when I’m tired,” Freya mumbled.

Alex shook her head, her hand going to stroke Freya’s hair. “It’s fine. Well, it’s better than you puking, at least.”

“I’m going to take a nap now.”

Alex smiled. “Okay.”

Freya snuggled up to her. “But you can’t move. I need you. You’re like a lovely beautiful teddy bear that... That...”

Freya’s throat stung as a couple of tears fell.

“Freya? Are you crying?” Alex asked, more than a little startled.

“I just... I want to tell you how I feel about you, but I can’t get the words out. Not any good ones. You should leave me for a poet...”

“What the hell was in those travel sickness tablets?” Alex asked, reaching for the backpack. “Are they messing with your Angel blood?”

But, before she could answer, Freya was sound asleep.

#
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​FREYA AWOKE FEELING completely sober, though she had a splitting headache. 

“Seriously, whatever is in those tablets, I’m not taking them again,” Freya said.

Alex merely shrugged. “I looked at the ingredients and the warnings, and they do say that they would make you dazed. But yeah, we should try and see if there’s not some kind of magical cure for car sickness.”

Amber appeared at that, and Freya turned to her. “So? Magical cures for car sickness?”

Amber nodded. “I think there’s a potion that might help. You’ll need to find a local magical market anyway. If you want the Council of Light to stop being able to track you, you need to carve a protection rune. I’ll show you how to do it, but you’re going to need the correct tools.”

“Um...” Alex said, frowning. “Freya, are you sure you’re all right?”

“Yeah, why?” Freya asked with a frown, then laughed as she realised what was happening. “Sorry, I forgot that you hadn’t met Amber before.” Freya closed her eyes, concentrating on the bond between her and Amber. The bond made from her mother’s magic. As soon as she had a sense of it, she extended it out to Alex, allowing her to see the ghost in the room with them.

Alex scrambled off the bed, where she had been sitting with her laptop, standing more than a little sheepishly, with her shoulders held tightly inwards.

“I... I was a little worried about Amber’s reaction to our relationship,” Freya admitted, and Alex folded her arms tightly across her chest in response. Freya realised at that point that Alex was intimidated by Amber. “But it’s fine! Amber is totally fine with us, I promise.” She turned to Amber. “Aren’t you?”

Amber nodded, turning to Alex. “As long as Freya is happy, I am happy. You make her happy, and you are strong enough to keep up with the demands of her life, which is not something that most people can say.”

Alex blushed a little, nodding. “I really do care about your...”

“Great-great-granddaughter,” Freya said, folding her arms. “And yeah, I am aware of how strange it is that she’s hanging around like this. But I would have no idea what to do if Amber wasn’t here.

“Regardless, I need to find a local magical market, in order to find tools I need to carve a rune that will protect me from the Council of Light.”

“Will it be safe?” Alex asked. “Are you sure that no one will alert them to your presence?”

“I still have a protection spell that stops most magical beings from being able to tell what I am. If they can’t tell what I am, they usually can’t tell who I am, so it should be safe.”

“Are you sure you don’t need me to come with you?”

Freya shook her head. “No, the last thing I need is an Enhanced coming with me. It would likely do more harm than good.”

Alex nodded in understanding. “Then I’ll use the time to get some more food and clothes, and other necessities. I want to be gone first thing in the morning, as soon as you have your protection rune. If this is the last place the Council of Light can track us, I want us to be as far away from here as quickly as possible.”

Freya nodded. “I couldn’t agree more.”
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​“OKAY,” FREYA SAID AS she and Amber wandered through the streets of the town. “How do we find this market?”

“There should be marks for the tourists or newcomers to the city,” Amber explained. “Just keep walking, and keep your senses open. We shouldn’t have to go far.”

It wasn’t long before, just as Amber had predicted, Freya saw a mark on a wall. It looked just like any other kind of graffiti, but she could sense the magic emanating from it. The swirling pattern looked familiar, and after a moment she asked, “This is the mark, isn’t it?”

Amber nodded. “It’s in that direction,” she said, pointing down the street.

Freya sighed. “I really have to learn that language, don’t I?”

Amber shrugged. “I barely have a passing knowledge of it, but it is useful.”

“Yeah, yeah. I would say that I would get Mel to teach me, but...”

Amber gave her a sympathetic look. “It must be difficult to be so far away from your friends.”

Freya shrugged. “I’m the one who left them, remember? Plus, I doubt they would want to see me after everything I did...” She shook her head. “But that’s beside the point. We have things to do.”

They found several more marks, and finally came to a small market. It looked perfectly normal from the outside, but as soon as Freya entered, she felt a glamour fall away, and she could easily see the magical nature of both the stalls and the people manning and perusing them.

“So, where do we need to go?” Freya asked.

“Anywhere we can find rune making materials. I assume that you’ve seen enough to know what to look for.”

Freya nodded. Base materials would be anything from stone, to wood, to bones. And then there would be things to carve onto them. Witches used their wands, but there were tools, learned from the dwarfs, that would mimic the same effect. In a pinch, they didn’t have to be carved. Drawing the runes with pens or paints would do, but they wouldn’t last and were prone to failure.

After a short while, Freya found exactly what she was looking for.

“You want obsidian for this,” Amber told her. “And Dwarven tools. You won’t need sealant, however, as you’ll have to seal it with your blood.”

“Lovely,” Freya muttered, once she had paid and they were out of earshot of the shopkeeper.

“It’s the only way to be sure,” Amber told her.

Before Freya had a chance to question that, she bumped right into someone, stumbling back.

She looked up as she regained her footing, seeing a Vampyre woman, with short red hair and light brown skin.

“Sorry,” Freya told the woman. “I should have been looking where I was going.”

The woman simply stared at her, and Freya could have hit herself, realising that she probably didn’t speak English. Or, maybe she did... Didn’t most Europeans speak English?

The woman just kept staring, but eventually she whispered, “You smell of death,” in a heavy French accent.

Freya raised an eyebrow, hoping that it had simply been a mistranslation.

“Okay, well, I’ll be off then,” Freya quickly said, and hurried off. She didn’t exactly want to stay to find out what that had been about. Not with the Council of Light on her tail.
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​AS FREYA WAS WALKING back to the hotel, she wondered if Alex was back yet, and if she had gotten food. If she hadn’t, Freya wondered what kind of takeaway there was in France. Probably the same as back home, she figured. Though, they could get fast-food. She had so far been impressed by the fact that she could get beer with her Big Mac here.

As she walked, however, she heard a scream.

She hurried towards the source, opening up her senses only to sense the familiar presence of a Demon advancing on a Human.

It seemed some things were the same no matter where you were.

As she rounded the corner, seeing the Demon and the Human, she ignited her hands in flame.

“Hey, why don’t you pick on someone your own size?” Freya yelled at him. Admittedly, it wasn’t her best line, but she was still operating under quite a severe headache.

The Demon simply smirked at her, and Freya wondered what that was about, before feeling a stabbing sensation in her back.

She shifted away before the sword could do much damage, appearing once more at the end of the alley, to see that another Demon had appeared behind her.

“Well that’s just not fair,” she protested as she numbed the pain of her wound.

“Then we’ll just have to even it out,” Freya heard from the other end of the alley, grinning at Alex’s familiar voice.

Alex quickly brought her baton down on the head of the Demon that had stabbed Freya, making quick work of him, as he failed to put even the slightest amount of resistance.

The first Demon shifted away.

“How did you find me?” Freya asked as she made her way over to Alex.

Alex rolled her eyes. “You are literally around the corner from the hotel. Come on, let’s get back.”
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​ONCE THEY WERE BACK in the hotel room, Amber walked Freya through the process of putting together the rune. It was a fairly simple affair, but Freya was thankful for the learning opportunity.  At times, she felt as if she would never fully understand everything there was to know about magic.

Alex spent the whole time silent, her attention glued to her laptop.

“What do you think?” Freya asked once she had the finished amulet around her neck. “Do you think three amulets are too much? I mean, I suppose the one from Lady Caroline is to ward against a specific curse, that I probably won’t be up against much in the future, but it’s always good to have protection.”

Alex deliberately placed her laptop at her side, then looked up to glare at Freya. “I think that having an amulet that protects you from the Council of Light will do you no good if you just keep getting yourself dragged into conflicts left and right. How long do you think it will take before word of your exploits gets back to them?”

Freya folded her arms. “So, what? I should have just ignored that Demon?”

“Yes! It’s not your job to police everything that ever happens regarding magic, Freya.”

“Well, it sure as hell seems to be no one else’s job. If I don’t step in, no one will. If I didn’t step in, that Human would be dead right now. I can’t just let someone die to protect myself. Especially not to protect myself from rumours, of all things.”

Alex continued to meet Freya’s gaze, but the fire slowly drained from her eyes. “I know,” she said softly. “I probably wouldn’t love you half as much if you could. But the point still stands that you’re tempting fate.”

Freya shook her head. “Rogue Demons aren’t going to pose any threat to us. They don’t report to the Council of Light in any capacity, so I don’t see how word would end up getting back to them.”

“They may not report to the Council of Light, Freya, but they do work for a man who seems determined to have you killed. What’s to stop Lord Uther from giving the Council of Light your location if he gets it?”

“He would never work with Light beings.”

“What makes you think that? All you know about him is that he hates Humans and he wants to kill you. Nothing about that suggests to me that he would be against letting the Council of Light do his dirty work. He may not be on the friendliest of terms with them, but I don’t see why that would stop him from telling them where you are so that you can destroy each other. If he really doesn’t like them, then he wins whoever comes out on top of that fight.”

Freya sighed, folding her arms. She had to admit that Alex had a point. “All right, I understand what you’re getting at. I’m not promising that I won’t step in in the future, but I understand your fears, and I promise to be careful.”

Alex nodded. “Well, hopefully this will be behind us tomorrow.”
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​Chapter Three
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​Freya awoke, gasping for air.

She could feel metal shackles around her wrists, holding her in place.

Her breath came shallow and sharp as she frantically looked around the pitch-black space.

She needed light. She needed to see.

Light came quickly, flames coming up to surround her.

They licked at her wrists, the sweet heat telling her that there was nothing there. She wasn’t shackled anymore. The flames protected her, giving her an impenetrable shield.

“Freya!”

The flames disappeared and Freya returned to the present, realising that Alex had been shouting her name repeatedly.

She turned to see her girlfriend panting, covered in sweat. The blankets over both of them were barely more than cinders...

Freya felt panic begin to rise in her chest once more. She had almost incinerated Alex...

The flames, however, didn’t return. After a few moments, Freya realised that they wouldn’t, feeling a slight numbness. It felt kind of like it had when the Enhanced had drained her magic, but it was barely perceivable.

Freya opened her palm, willing the flames forth. They came at her command, but they were controllable. When she closed her fist, they disappeared.

“I’m sorry,” Alex said, her voice a little frantic.

Freya turned to see Alex’s eyes glistening with tears in the moonlight.

“I... I didn’t want to drain your powers,” Alex quickly explained. “I just didn’t know how else to stop you from setting fire to this whole place. I tried to shout, but I don’t think you heard, and... I’m so sorry, Freya. Please, I didn’t...”

“It’s fine,” Freya assured her. “Alex, really. It’s really fine. As long as I have some magic, I’m glad you stopped me. I... I’ve been so terrified that I would hurt you. I want to know that you won’t hesitate to protect yourself if I start to lose control.”

“But I thought... After everything that happened...”

Freya stiffened a little, the feel of cold metal returning to her wrists.

“It’s fine,” Freya managed, relaxing as she once more realised that the flames weren’t coming back with her panic. “Alex, you’re not leaving me defenceless. You’re not cutting me off from my magic altogether. You’re just helping me to keep it in check. I actually feel better for you doing that.” She tucked her legs up to her chest. “Alex... What that Enhanced did to me was... It was bad. But what I did to protect myself...”

“You were hurt,” Alex said, her voice reassuring. “Freya, you were just protecting yourself.”

“How many people could I have hurt, Alex? Hell, I did hurt you.”

“It wasn’t that bad,” Alex said with a dismissive shake of her head. “My monitor did worse.”

“That doesn’t make what I did any better... If you need to keep me in check, Alex, do it. Don’t let me hurt anyone.”

Alex looked like she was about to argue, but after a few moments, she simply nodded. “All right. I’ll help you to stop your magic from getting out of control.”

Freya smiled, feeling a sense of relief that she had been without ever since she had lost control.

She leaned forward, catching Alex’s lips in hers.

Alex momentarily stiffened in surprise, but she quickly reciprocated the kiss, her hand going to Freya’s hair to keep her close.

Freya shifted so that she was closer to Alex, straddling her kneeling girlfriend.

Alex moaned as Freya moved a hand to cup her breast, shifting closer instinctively. After a moment, however, she pulled away.

“What is it?” Freya asked her, the cold air, supplied by the room’s air con, quickly filling the space between them.

Alex shrugged. “Just... This is the first time you’ve touched me like that - the first time that you’ve initiated anything - since you woke up after... I thought... I thought that you didn’t trust me anymore. Or maybe you didn’t want me. What changed?”

Freya blinked. “You thought that I didn’t trust you? Or want you? Then why did you think I stayed with you?”

Alex looked away. “Out of some sense of obligation, I guess, for me taking care of you after you lost control...”

“Alex...” Freya sighed, bringing a hand up to cup her girlfriend’s cheek. “Alex, I told you that I loved you yesterday, even if I was a little jumbled about it.”

“Yeah, but you were stoned.”

“That doesn’t mean that it wasn’t true. All that means is that my anxiety didn’t get in the way of what I wanted to say. Alex, I really mean it. I love you. And I don’t know if you get... Alex, my whole life, I learned that love was a curse. I thought that I didn’t think that way. I remember once telling a friend in high school that he was ridiculous to be wary of love, but I was doing the exact same thing, I was just less self-aware about it.

“I was sent away from foster family after foster family, and I learned to build walls around my heart and to bury my feelings deep down. I couldn’t care about anyone. Caring was poison. By the time Margaret and Ryan adopted me, I was practically an adult, and the damage had already been done.

“And yet, despite all of that, I love you, Alex. And that terrifies me.” Freya had tears spilling down her cheeks, but she pressed on, determined to say what she had to. “I love you, and I can’t stand the idea that I might one day lose you. And the idea that I might lose you because I hurt you... Alex, I haven’t touched you because I couldn’t trust myself to keep my magic in check. Not when I can barely look at you without my whole soul lighting up. Whether the emotions are positive or negative doesn’t matter, too much feeling will result in some spilling over into magic.

“The last thing I wanted to do is hurt you because I loved you too much.”

Alex just stared at her for a moment before surging forward, her lips meeting Freya’s once more.

“Oh, my beautiful, beloved, storm-eyed girl,” Alex said as she finally pulled away. “I love you. I love you. I love you.” She kept repeating it, punctuating each repetition with a kiss, until Freya pushed her lightly back onto the bed, kissing her deeply.
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​“THE BAGS ARE PACKED,” Freya said as Alex got out of the shower in the morning.

Alex nodded. “If you put them in the car, I’ll see about checking out.”

“Okay, see you in a bit,” Freya said, before giving Alex a light kiss on the cheek, and heading out of the room.

Freya blinked in the glare of the morning light, as she exited the hotel. She was about to make her way to the car, but was stopped dead when she spotted a familiar face.

The Vampyre from the day before. Freya briefly wondered how she was out in the sunlight, but then remembered that Witches could brew potions that effectively worked as really good suncream.

The Vampyre approached, and Freya wondered if she had followed her back to the hotel the day before.

“You are the girl from yesterday,” the Vampyre said.

Freya nodded. “Yep. Hello again.”

“I am sorry if this is an intrusion, but I have nowhere else to turn. I need your help.”

Freya shook her head. “I’m not sure what help I can be to anyone.”

“You have the mark of death upon you,” the Vampyre said, and Freya shuddered.

“What do you mean?”

“Death. You are tied to him in some way.”

Freya let out a sigh of relief as she realised what the Vampyre was saying. She didn’t mean death, she meant Death. Her great-grandfather.

Alex came out of the hotel, approaching them. “Who is this?” she asked.

Freya sighed. “Just someone I bumped into in the market yesterday. I was just explaining to her that we are leaving.”

“No, please!” the Vampyre pleaded. “Please, my friend is dying. He’s been cursed. I think you may be the only one who can help.”

Freya suppressed a groan. If the Vampyre thought that she could help because she was tied to Death, and she was right and Freya just walked away...

To her surprise, Alex placed a hand on her arm. “Freya, it’s all right. Just go and see her friend.”

“What happened to leaving immediately and being careful?”

Alex gave a wry smirk. “I suppose that I am as bad at following my own advice as you are.”

“All right, we’ll come with you,” Freya said, deliberately including Alex because she really didn’t want to go alone. Especially not if she would end up having to tell this woman that she couldn’t save her friend. “But you have to promise to keep my presence in this town a secret.”

The Vampyre nodded. “No one will know, I swear.”

#
[image: ]


​THE VAMPYRE’S NEST wasn’t particularly far from the hotel, for which Freya was glad. She didn’t think this would take long, and she wanted to be on the road as quickly as possible.

“He’s through here,” the Vampyre said, as she led them through the large house.

She led them to a small bedroom, in which a man was lying on the bed. He looked pale, but in a particularly sickly way, with dark circles around his eyes. His eyes were pools of black, just like Death’s.

“He’s a Reaper,” Freya realised, as she sensed magic similar to her own. “That’s why you thought that I could help.”

The Vampyre nodded. “You smell like him,” she repeated.

Freya decided to leave that alone, figuring that it probably had something to do with the way Vampyre senses worked.

“What’s wrong with him?” Alex asked.

“I think he’s been cursed,” the Vampyre explained. “I cannot identify the curse, however. I think that it might be something targeting the fact that he’s a Reaper, which I have no experience with.”

Me neither, thought Freya, but she didn’t say that aloud. Instead, she entered the room, approaching the Reaper.

The Reaper looked up at her as she entered, frowning slightly. “Hope?” he asked.

Freya stopped dead at her grandmother’s name, just as Amber appeared.

“William,” Amber said softly as she looked at him. “I used to know him...”

Freya nodded as she finally stepped closer to the Reaper. “I’m not Hope,” she told him. “Hope’s been dead for years now.”

The Reaper nodded, his eyes becoming misty as he looked away towards the window. “Of course... How could I forget?”

“Can you tell me what happened to you?” Freya asked, but he didn’t respond. “Hello?”

Nothing.

She moved back out to the hall, where Alex and the Vampyre were waiting.

“I’m sorry,” the Vampyre said. “His lucidity comes and goes.”

Freya nodded. “It’s all right... Um, I’m sorry, I don’t think we actually introduced ourselves. I’m Freya, and this is Alex.”

“I’m Alya,” the Vampyre said.

“Nice to meet you. So, this curse? Any ideas?” Freya asked.

“Aren’t Reapers a kind of Angel?” Alex asked. “I thought you guys were extra resilient. How did he get cursed?”

“Curses can still work on us,” Freya reminded her. “Trust me, I have first-hand experience. Though, not with this curse in particular...”

“I can’t tell anything about the curse,” Alya said. “Except that it’s killing him.”

“No! I won’t leave! You can’t make me! Not again!” the Reaper started to shout, drawing everyone’s attention back to him.

Freya walked back over to him, taking his hand in hers, in an effort to keep him still. “It’s okay, you’re safe. It’s okay.”

He shook his head, before staring straight at her. There was no doubting the lucidity in his eyes as he said, “Whatever this is, you can’t let it kill me. There aren’t enough Reapers. We can’t lose one.”

Freya nodded in understanding. Ever since her grandmother had scarred the Earth, there could be no more Angels, including Reapers. This wasn’t just about one man’s life.

“I’ll do what I can,” Freya said. “I promise.”
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​Chapter Four


[image: ]


​“So,” Alex said as they left the nest, “do you actually have a plan?”

“I do not,” Freya admitted.

“Well, we’d better figure one out quickly. I understand the need to help, but you really can’t stay here much longer. For all we know, the Council is already headed here. We need to be out of town before they catch up, preferably far enough away that they have no hope of finding us with your blocking rune.”

Freya nodded. “I know. I want this over as quickly as you do. However, I honestly can’t think of anyone who would want to hurt a Reaper. Or how, once we’ve figured that out, we can actually find them. And it’s not as if I have any of my contacts to fall back on, either.”

“What did you do before you made those contacts?”

Freya shrugged. “I asked Amber. And then I stopped asking her once I realised that she wasn’t always truthful. I suppose we don’t have a choice anymore.” Freya reached out, calling to her mentor.

“So,” Freya said as soon as Amber appeared, “who do you think would have cursed that Reaper?”

Amber gave a hum of thought as she folded her arms. “I’m not sure. But whoever cast this case must be particularly powerful, if they have managed to curse a Reaper.”

“But I’ve been cursed before,” Freya said. “Don’t I have the same magical resistance as Reapers?”

“Yes, but that curse targeted your Demon blood specifically. Very few cases use specific species blood as an anchor, and even if they did, they would only be useful against Angels with that specific kind of blood. I doubt that kind of curse was used, which means that it would have had to have been powerful to make up for that lack of specificity.”

“Okay, so we’re searching for someone with a lot of magic. Well, I suppose I could just sense the concentrated sources of magic in town. That should take me to the most powerful magical beings who live here. At the very least, we can start narrowing down the list of suspects.”

Amber nodded in agreement.

“What if they’re not close by?” Alex asked. “I mean, if they’re at the other end of town, will you be able to sense that far?”

Freya nodded. “I should be able to get a sense of where magic is most concentrated, even if I’m not that close. We’ll just have to follow the increase.”

Alex nodded. “Then lead the way.”

Freya began to walk, her concentration split between the street in front of her and sensing the magic around her. She relied on Alex to stop her from walking in front of cars or anything like that, as she focused almost entirely on the increases in magic.

One thing Freya hadn’t been expecting Alex to have to yank her away from, however, was a knife thrown directly in front of her face, lodging in the stone wall to her side.

Freya blinked as she was pulled back into the moment by a sudden rush of adrenaline.

She gave the knife a quick once over, before quickly recognising it. Alex had one just like it.

It belonged to an Enhanced.

She looked across the street, back in the direction it had come from, seeing a tall man with dark skin, with clothes that looked similar to the standard Enhanced fare that Alex had once worn.

Freya chased after him, determined to stop him before he hurt Alex. After all, getting her was the only reason an Enhanced would be there.

“Freya, wait!” Alex yelled, hurrying after her.

Freya didn’t listen. She knew that Alex was probably just trying to protect her, but when it came to Enhanced, it was Freya’s job to protect Alex.

The Enhanced rounded the corner into an alley, and Freya followed, grinning as she realised that he had no escape. She ignited her hands in flame.

The Enhanced simply grinned back, raising his own hand.

Freya’s throat closed up as she felt the familiar numbness of her magic being taken from her. Her chest constricted, refusing to draw in air as the flames surrounding her hands spluttered and died.

She couldn’t breathe.

“Gus, you asshole!” Freya heard Alex cry behind her. “You drained her magic?!”

“She was about to burn me alive.”

Alex ignored that, turning to Freya.

Freya had backed herself up against the wall of the alley, rubbing her hands against the rough stone in an attempt to ground herself. All it did, however, was turn her palms raw and bloody.

“You’re okay,” Alex assured her. “You’re safe. I’m here.”

Freya nodded, but her breathing refused to return to normal.

“I’m just going to put my arms around you, okay?”

Freya nodded, not exactly sure where Alex was going with this, but trusting her. Alex had gotten used to all of Freya’s arbitrary rules about how people had to do things when they touched her, so it didn’t feel weird.

Alex put her arms around her, just as she said she would, and held her tight.

The extra pressure around her chest should have probably made it harder for her to breathe, Freya knew, but instead she found her panic dissolving under Alex’s touch, the pressure around her grounding and calming her.

Soon enough, Freya’s breathing returned to normal.

“Are you okay?” Alex asked.

Freya nodded. “How did you know that would work?”

Alex shrugged. “Well, I wasn’t exactly sure it would... But you’ve always preferred harder touches to softer ones. And after everything that happened... I figured PTSD might be different for autistic people.”

Freya blinked at Alex saying the words aloud. PTSD... She had known that was what it probably was. After all, she had been tortured in the strictest definition of the word. It was pretty cut and dried.

But hearing it said aloud like that was different. It made it real, instead of something Freya could just brush aside. Something she could convince herself that she had under control if she could just ignore it enough.

“I found next to nothing online,” Alex continued. “I mean, seriously, there was so little that I could find... But then I figured that maybe strategies for meltdowns and shutdowns and anxiety attacks might help here as well. I mean, I didn’t exactly want to keep just dampening your powers. I figured maybe more Human strategies would help to find a middle ground.”

Freya nodded. “Thanks,” she said, frowning a little. She was only now starting to realise just how much Alex had been doing for her since everything had happened. She knew that Alex was driving, and finding places to stay, and deciding where they would go – and Freya had felt bad about not helping more with those things – but she hadn’t realised that Alex had also been putting so much thought into helping Freya to deal with what had happened.

She pushed that thought to the side, not exactly sure how she felt about the situation. Now wasn’t the time for closer examination of those feelings. Instead, it was the time to deal with the fact that there was an Enhanced who had attacked them. Who somehow seemed more than happy to stand by and wait while Alex helped Freya out of her panic attack.

“So who is this guy?” Freya asked Alex. “Do you know him?”

The other Enhanced frowned. “You mean she didn’t tell you? Alex called me.”

Freya’s hands started to flicker with flame once more, the dampening effect wearing off. “She what?! Alex, what the hell?”

Alex looked away. “Well, I mean, I did contact him...”

“Did the bit about us being on the run from the Enhanced just completely slip your mind or...?”

“It didn’t! I just... Gus is my batch-brother. I trust him.”

“You trusted your monitor as well, and look how well that turned out. There’s no use running from them if we just tell them where we are. Seriously, Alex, after all that shit you gave me about getting involved in fights... That’s nothing compared to this.”

“Gus isn’t going to tell them where we are. I promise.”

Gus stepped forward. “I, for the record, don’t promise. I agreed to hear Alex out, nothing more.”

“And you couldn’t have heard her out over the phone? She had to give you her location?”

Gus shrugged. “Well, I also wanted to make sure that she was actually contacting me of her own free will, and that she wasn’t just imprisoned by some magical nut job.”

Freya folded her arms tightly across her chest, glaring at him. “Well, she’s fine.”

“Apparently.” He turned back to Alex. “Though, I’m still not convinced of your sanity. I mean, seriously, Alex, you ran away to shack up with an Angel?”

Alex glared at him. “There’s more to it than that. But we shouldn’t remain out here in the open. Not after you just drained Freya of her powers. We should go somewhere quiet...”
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​IT TURNED OUT THAT Alex’s idea of a quiet place was simply back at the hotel, for which Freya was glad. Being away from prying eyes allowed her to conjure her flames once more, though they were merely a flicker over her skin. The warmth and the sight of the gentle flickering light helped to keep her calm and grounded.

Once they were in the room, Freya made her way over to the mini fridge, grabbing a bottle of pop. She started to drink it quickly, keeping her attention focused on the bottle so that she didn’t really have to concentrate on her expressions as she listened to Alex and Gus talk.

As they walked back, Alex had explained to Gus everything that had happened from her first arriving in the UK, to her and Freya fleeing the country.

Gus sighed as Alex finished her tale. “I’m not sure how much of this I believe,” he eventually said.

“Have I ever lied to you?” Alex asked.

“You killed your monitor!” Gus protested. “That alone should tell me that you’re not trustworthy.”

“Actually, I’m pretty sure that I was the one who killed him,” Freya interjected, her gaze still glued to her bottle of pop. “Though, in my defence, he did torture me...”

“Why do you think she had a panic attack when you drained her magic?” Alex asked. “The last time someone did that...”

Gus frowned. “I can’t believe they would use torture.”

Alex sighed, her gaze coming to rest on her hands in her lap. “I couldn’t believe it either. I mean, we had learned about that kind of thing. About how to use it to our advantage... But it was all just theoretical. Something that happened in the past, when it was absolutely necessary. And something that we only had to know in case the very worst came to pass.”

“So how do you know she’s even telling the truth? She could just be turning you against us...”

Alex shook her head. “Because she’s not the only one. My monitor... He interrogated me as well. He broke my nose...”

Freya frowned. “Wait, you had a broken nose?”

Alex shrugged. “Yeah, but it healed while you were out of it.”

“Are you okay?” Gus asked, no longer seeming to doubt Alex’s story.

She nodded. “My training was more than enough to prepare me. Though, I think he went easy on me. He wasn’t really interested in anything I had to say, after all. He was more interested in how the pain he inflicted on me could be used against Freya. He made it clear that once I had done my job as his instrument of torture, he would kill me. I’m just glad that he never got the chance...”

Freya’s frown deepened, her stomach twisting. Alex had never told her any of this...

Gus moved to sit down next to Alex on the edge of the bed, putting a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry. I hadn’t realised. You don’t have to stay here, you can come home with me. We’ll tell the others the truth about what happened.”

Alex gave him a sad smile. “That would only work if he was going against his orders.”

“Of course he was. There’s no way he would have been ordered to hurt you. We don’t hurt other Enhanced.”

Alex sighed. “I want to believe that. I really do. But we were born and bred to follow their orders. That’s not so easily broken, not over something so small.”

“You went against orders.”

“Only when my orders were to hurt someone I cared about. That wasn’t the case here. Nothing about what he did suggested that he was going against what he had been told to do. Any torture inflicted on me was only to get to Freya, in order to get more information on the capability of Angels. Why would he do that on his own? There was no personal motivation behind it. He was simply gathering data for the scientists back home. I think that might have been part of the mission all along. Or at the very least, I don’t think that the mission was simply born out of concern for the British base. I think they were trying to re-establish contact in order to assess how much power they had available.”

Gus shook his head. “But the War is over... Why would they take actions that would only bring it back? We were designed to bring peace. We’ve already done that.”

Alex shrugged. “Maybe the people who remember the War no longer believe that our mission is just peace. I think that was just a line they told us. Propaganda to make everything seem more palatable. I think, to them, this has always been about ending the War by ending the enemy. My monitor called me a defective traitor, just because I didn’t hate Freya.”

Gus sighed. “I don’t know, this doesn’t feel right... But I can’t deny what happened to you. And you’re right in saying that you’ve never lied to me before...”

Alex nodded. “I know this isn’t easy. It wasn’t easy for me either. To just wake up one day and realise that your whole life was a lie...”

Alex put her hand around Gus’s, clearly finding comfort in his touch.

Freya felt another stab in her gut. Alex hadn’t spoken one word to her about what had happened during the time Freya couldn’t remember. Nothing about how betrayed she felt, or about her difficulty leaving everything behind.

Freya headed into the bathroom, as she felt her throat begin to sting. She didn’t know why she felt so bad. She just knew that she shouldn’t make this about herself. Not when Alex was so clearly hurting.

Freya downed the end of her pop, refusing to let herself breathe as she finished it. She hoped that would distract from how bad she felt, so that she wouldn’t have to fear crying.

There was a soft knock at the bathroom door.

“It’s open,” Freya said.

Alex entered, shutting the door behind her. “I’m sorry for calling Gus,” Alex said. “I should have told you that I was going to. We should have talked about it, and I shouldn’t have let him spring it on you. It’s just that you were so unwell, there was never really any time to talk about it...”

Freya clenched her fists, having to suppress her flames. Alex had been keeping things from her because she didn’t think that she could cope with them? What was she, a child?

“It’s fine,” Freya said shortly. “I’m going to go back out and see if I can’t sense who might be behind this. Creator knows that William doesn’t have much time. You should stay here with Gus. After all, you two seem to have a lot to catch up on.”

Alex frowned, shaking her head. “I’m not letting you go out there alone.”

“I can look after myself.”

“I know you can, but we have no way to communicate if we split up. No phones, remember? If you get in trouble, which, knowing your luck, you will, you’ll have no way to contact me. It’s better if we stick together.”

Freya sighed, folding her arms. “Fine. But I don’t know what you think you’re going to do about your friend. I’m not having him along with us. Not when I can’t trust him. After all, he only just seems as if he is starting to maybe believe you about what happened. The last thing we need is him causing problems for us.”

Alex frowned, but she nodded. “All right, he won’t come with us then. Can you ward the room so that we’ll know if he leaves?”

“Yeah, just tell him to stay put.”

#
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​AS SOON AS THEY WERE out of the hotel, Freya opened up her magical senses. Once again, there was a clear concentration of magical energy within the city, and Freya headed straight towards it, walking in long strides that Alex initially had to jog to keep up with.

“Freya, are you all right?” Alex asked after a few minutes of walking.

“I’m fine.”

“Really? Because you don’t seem fine.”

Freya shrugged. “Really. I’m fine. What, do you want me to smile or something? I’m tired...”

Alex frowned. “No, I just...”

“I really, truly am
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