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THE RAIN WAS pelting down by the time Sky reached the parking lot. Getting in the car, he cursed the weather seven ways as he started it. He was drenched and his car seat was getting soaked, but it couldn’t be helped. He hadn’t felt the weather change. It had been so unexpected. One moment, clear blue skies, the next a torrent of rain and everything darkened. At least he was going home.

His phone rang just as he parked the car. It was lying on the passenger seat where he had flung it as soon as he had got in the car. He stared at the unfamiliar number for a moment before answering.

“Yes?”

“Sky?” The voice at the other end was familiar.

“Perry?” He was surprised how well he remembered the voice even though he hadn’t seen or talked to him in over seven years. “This is a surprise.”

“Is this a bad time?” Perry asked.

“Nah,” he said, “Why?”

“It was just… Sky, we are in Cintrel right now and we were wondering if we could come over to see you.”

“We?”

“A friend and I,” Perry replied. “Look, I don’t want to explain this over the phone. Can we meet in person?”

Sky pinched the bridge of his nose with one hand before dropping it. Perry. The last time he had seen him was seven years ago during a visit to Shiyeth, for his dad’s funeral. He had assumed the last of the ties to his dad’s old friends had been severed with the man’s demise.

Apparently not.

Normally, he would have said no, but Perry’s arrival coinciding with the sudden rain… it piqued his interest.

“Sure,” he said. “I’m just reaching home now. You know the place. Come over in an hour.”

He dropped the phone back to the seat after disconnecting the call and sat, staring ahead, ignoring the cold seeping into his bones. Dad’s funeral and everything it had meant to him, more than losing the only family he had; it had meant severing ties, breaking off the hold of something that refused to stop gripping his heart.

And now, he was here, the old man, his father’s friend. What did he even want? Did he make a mistake in agreeing to see Perry and whoever was with him? Did he want to go back, and be sucked into whatever was happening back home? The petty feuds, the jealousies? I don’t even know why they’re here, and I’m already assuming things.

Did he need to know? There was a feeling, deep inside him, and it had never led him astray. He didn’t know what they wanted, but he was certain it would involve him going to Shiyeth. He didn’t want to return there, even though the thought of seeing Declan again was making his heart soar. Declan hadn’t sounded too good the last time they talked around a week ago, but he hadn’t said anything was wrong when Sky had asked. Whatever Perry wanted, Sky wasn’t sure he wanted to be part of it.

But there was still the rain. His magic hadn’t sensed it, and it had come with them. It had to mean something. But he still felt reluctant, nauseous, and his heart was racing, as if his magic had sensed something he couldn’t.

He picked up the phone and called Vance.

“Sky, what’s up?”

“Vance.” His breathing eased at the sound of his voice. “I just needed to hear your voice, I think.”

“You don’t sound so good. What happened, Sky?”

“Perry is coming to see me,” he said. “I just… the rain too…”

“So, you agreed to see him, and now you’re anxious.”

“You know me so well.”

Vance snorted. “And that surprises you why?”

Sky chuckled weakly. “Can you just come over later?”

“Do you need me to be there when they come?”

Did he?

“No,” he said slowly. “But I would like you to come afterwards.”

“I’ll be there by 8. Get rid of the man by then. All right?”

“All right,” he said, feeling relieved as he ended the call. Speaking to Vance had always had that effect. He debated calling Declan but decided against it. There was no need to make Declan anxious as well.

He exited the car and walked towards the lift. He was still wet and if he didn’t get out of his clothes, he would catch something. He could have used magic to dry himself, but he’d left all that behind in Shiyeth. Magic was something he couldn’t get rid of, but he could certainly keep himself from using it.

Back in his flat, he had just enough time to shower, change, and straighten out the living room a bit. He sent a message to Vance to bring something to eat when he came. He had no time to cook and no inclination either. His nervousness had returned in full force as the hour approached. He wiped his clammy palms on his slacks again, and tried to focus on slowing his breathing down. His heart was hammering so loudly he was certain the neighbours would be complaining. 

He stood up and paced before sitting down again, drumming his fingers on his knees. Outside, the sky had lightened. Dusk had already fallen, so there was no perceptible difference, except he could feel it.

Why was he so nervous about their arrival? He still remembered the last time he had met Perry when he requested Sky stay in Shiyeth and take his father’s place as the Light Mage of the town. He’d refused then. Was he coming to try and persuade him again? Not that he had any problems with saying no, but after seven years… Perry wouldn’t be here if something serious hadn’t happened. Something that needed him, or his magic.

Magic that he hadn’t consciously used in seventeen years.

It wasn’t that he didn’t remember Shiyeth. In fact, he remembered it extremely well. He remembered very few things since he came to Cintrel, but every memory of Shiyeth was branded into his heart. His days in Cintrel were a soothing balm over the wounds inflicted by Shiyeth, and now, even the thought of going back was frightening.

The doorbell rang and he rose, straightening his attire almost automatically. He drew a deep breath, and exhaled it slowly before walking towards the door. Plastering on a smile, he opened it.

“Sky.” Perry’s face split into a warm smile that was reflected in his eyes as he stepped forward and hugged him. “It is so good to see you.”

Something in the hug seemed to release all the tension of his body and mind and he returned it.

“It’s good to see you too, Perry.”

He disengaged himself and stepped aside to let him in. The man with him was a total stranger, though there was something naggingly familiar about him too.

“Sky, this is Asher,” Perry said. “I’m actually here on his behalf.”

“Sit down, both of you,” he said. Who in the abyss was Asher?

“All right,” he said once they had sat down, Perry and Asher sitting at both ends of his couch. Sky took the ottoman. “First of all, I don’t know who Asher is, and what do you mean you’re here on his behalf?”

“I’m sorry,” Asher started, but Perry interrupted him.

“Asher is Shannon’s son, Sky. Stan knew about him. I assumed you did too.”

Shannon’s son. That would explain why he looked so familiar. He did have Aunt Shannon’s eyes and nose, the hair too looked like hers too. Shannon’s elopement had been one of the catalysts for his leaving home.

“What do you need of me? Aunt Shannon is fairly adept in magic, last I knew.”

“Was,” Asher said. “My parents died in an accident a few months back. That’s when I returned to Shiyeth. She… she had wanted me to come and make peace with her family.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, “about your parents. But I hardly think you need my help in making peace with Sue. If anything, it will only hurt your cause.”

“It’s not about that,” Asher said dismissively. “I need help of a magical kind.”

“If you’re Aunt Shannon’s son,” Sky said. “You should have magic of your own, as powerful as mine. You shouldn’t need me.”

“My mother left her magic behind when she married my dad,” Asher muttered. “I never… She never taught me anything, so I have it, but I can’t use it. It has made me a target actually, which is why I need your help.”

“A target?”

It wasn’t unheard of. Light magic wasn’t rare, but it was powerful. There were many of the dark and the medium who would be glad to get their hands on someone with magic, but couldn’t use it.

“It’s the truth, Sky,” Perry said. He looked worried as his eyes met Sky’s. “Asher is in danger, and only you can help him.”

“Wait a minute,” Sky said. “Even if he’s a target, there are any number of things that can protect him. Any number of people who can help him. Why me? Why come all this way?”

“It’s Declan who’s after Asher,” Perry said. “That’s why we came to you, Sky.”

Declan. Sky felt his throat tighten and his chest constrict. He looked down, trying to calm himself down, and away from the look in Perry’s eyes, sympathetic and sorrowful at the same time. Sky tried to tamp down on the fury that rose in him at the thought that he had dared—actually dared—to come all this way to try and get him to turn against Declan. Was this why Declan had sounded strange? He probably knew what Perry was saying, and it wasn’t like him to whine, so he had kept quiet.

The idiot!

“I’m sorry,” he said, trying to control his anger, still not looking at them. “I don’t believe you.”
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SKY COULD FEEL the weight of their gazes on him, but he wasn’t up to meeting them yet. He had to calm himself down. Declan was after Asher for his magic? They were wrong.

“Sky.” Perry’s voice was kind, and that made Sky’s hackles rise even more. “We get why you don’t want to believe this, but-”

He raised his head. “One of you,” he said, interrupting Perry, his voice sounding strange even to his own ears. “One of you tell me what the fuck is going on. What do you mean Declan is after Asher? How did you even come to that conclusion? And Perry?” His eyes met the man’s, and he was glad to see Perry’s flinch. “The next time you speak to me as if I’m a twelve-year-old, I’ll transport you to the other side of the planet, without a stitch on. I’m not a kid. Stop patronising me. Tell me exactly what is happening with no embellishments.”

“I’m sorry,” Perry said, paling. “I know... we know you and he were good friends once.”

Sky snorted. Good friends? Declan and he had been inseparable. There was nothing they didn’t know about each other, nothing they wouldn’t have done for each other. Apparently, Perry didn’t know they were still in touch. It was an interesting situation.

“Sky,” Perry said, speaking placatingly yet warily. “We know you and Declan were close once, but he’s not the same person he was. You have to understand this. He changed. In ways that we cannot explain or comprehend.”

“Try and explain,” Sky said. Declan changed? What
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