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Dragging a body through unknown waters wasn’t easy. Thankfully, the body was still alive, his grunts and groans of pain assuring me of that. I readjusted my grip under his armpits, pulling him closer to my chest as my feet found ground. Mud or sand suctioned me for a moment as I stood still, gasping for air and desperately trying to work out what to do next. The water was lapping around my hips, letting me know I at least wouldn’t drown. But I had no idea where I was. 

Rain was running down my face, making pitter-patter noises as it hit the surrounding water. Far in the distance I could hear faint birdsong, and as I swivelled around, a dull glow on the horizon told me the sun was rising or setting. There was no moon or stars, the sky above a heavy black, melding in with the inky black water hiding the shoreline. 

I needed to do something. The birds would be in trees, trees were on land, and that was the only thing I had. Closing my eyes, I tried to concentrate on where I thought the birdsong was coming from. It seemed to be from everywhere. I readjusted the deadweight in my arms and just started moving, hoping I was going towards the shore and not away from it. 

Above me, the darkness moved, and the sound of wings fought against the falling rain. A loud, angry-sounding squawk echoed in the dullness, an answering call coming from somewhere higher in the sky. Suddenly I heard a voice, then two more, and a bright rectangular area of light flooded the darkness. 

The rain made the air shimmer as I squinted against the artificial brightness, making a path opposite the direction I had gone. I saw two or three small buildings, a slip of a beach and a road snaking off into the darkness. There were two people in front of the source of light while another was heading towards me, thrashing through the water in his haste. 

I went towards him, unsure if he was going to help or kill us, but I really didn’t care.  

“Princess Sian?” 

I let out a sigh of relief. He knew my name and who I was. A princess – a Fae princess, though I didn’t feel like a princess right now. The thought that this man still might kill us should’ve made me pause, yet I didn’t. Instead, I flicked the fringe of dripping hair out of my eyes and carried on, determined. But the small reserve of energy I had was going with every heavy, sodden step. 

“Help me!” I cried out, “Rhys is injured!” 

Rhys let out a strangled groan at the sound of his name as I slipped, his face close to going under the water. I nearly lost my grip on him when the stranger came to me, haloed by the light streaming from behind him. He had a mass of unruly hair and a beard down to his chest. Dressed in bright yellow waterproof trousers with suspenders over a checked, woolly shirt of some kind, he was like a huge, friendly bear, there to save me. I think.

“What is wrong with him?” the man asked, his voice rumbling deep in his chest. 

“A Witch’s spear struck him,” I told him without thinking what I was saying was strange. 

The man didn’t reply, just took Rhys from me while the hidden bird circling around me let out another cry. Without the weight of Rhys, I fell to my knees; the water coming over my thighs. My head fell to my chest as I tried to gather enough energy to follow the man to the box of white, brilliant light. But I couldn’t move. I heard him shout out something to the two still standing on the bank, except I couldn’t understand what he was saying. 

I needed to move. 

The reach of the hidden sun had softened the heavy, cloud-filled sky to a stainless-steel grey, showing the shoreline was close. Everything was willing me to get up and make the few more steps out of the water, but my brain might as well be saying I should run a marathon. It wasn’t going to happen. Why a Gateway needed to be a lake was beyond me. 

A Gateway. Between realms. In one realm, I was a Fae princess. In that realm, the one I’d just left behind, a gnome, an Elf advisor and a Fae warrior had cared for me. There, I met my birthmother and a twin brother I never knew I had. And I nearly sacrificed my life to help that new place mend. 

But I had wanted to go home, back to my world, my realm. Where my mother had died of cancer a year before, my father probably had gone back to New Zealand, the place I’d grown up and was tens of thousands of miles away, and I was a nothing. A frumpy bookworm with no friends and no desire to make any. 

Though it hadn’t just been about me. I glanced up at the strange, unnatural glowing box that had swallowed Rhys, the two strangers on the beach now fussing over him. I knew what the thing was; I just couldn’t find the words. It was a vehicle that helped heal people, and Rhys needed healing. Rhys. He was the other reason I’d wanted to come back. He’d followed me when I accidentally fell through the Stone Gateway on his family farm in north Wales, and together we’d navigated the attacks, the shocks and the ultimate betrayal of someone who was supposed to protect us. 

I’d wanted him to return to his family, farm and life before I had dragged him away from all of it. And he’d only come back if I did. Because he liked me.  

So, we had planned to get to a Gateway, a lake near where we’d been staying, and cross over to the realm where Rhys and I belonged. I hadn’t been part of the planning because I had been unconscious and unaware of everything until I woke a few days ago. Then someone betrayed us, allowing our enemies know where we were. The last part of our journey had been exhausting, ending with Rhys getting hit in the shoulder by a spear while we fought the Witches from the East. 

I needed to move. 

A scream pierced the waking stillness, my head jerking up as part of me clenched in fear. Rhys was in pain and needed me. Plus, these people might be our enemy, killing him while I did nothing.

I needed to move. 

Except I couldn’t. And, somehow, I knew we were safe. That those who betrayed us before hadn’t managed to betray us here. Even as Rhys screamed again, I told myself they were helping him.

Still, I needed to move.

The enormous barrel of a man was splashing back to me, his bushy eyebrows pulled together, making him look more menacing than I suspected he was. 

“Your Highness, do you need help?” 

Yes! my mind screamed. Yes! Help me, please! Carry me! Get me out of this water, this rain! I can’t do it without you! 

Instead, I forced myself to stand, moved my soaked fringe out of my eyes, and gave the stranger a strained smile. “No, I’m fine,” I lied. “Thank you.” 

He gave me a sharp nod. “Grand,” he said, already turning and making his way back to the shore. “The Gatekeepers have asked me to prepare something to help Master Rhys, so if you don’t need me–” 

“Go. I’ll be fine.” 

He darted off to the building behind the room of light as I trudged out of the now ankle-deep water towards Rhys and the two strangers trying to save his life. The closer I got, I could smell the metallic tang of things that weren’t natural. Strange beeps rhythmically mixed with the sound of the birds and the mumbling of the two uniformed healers bent over Rhys. 

My heart hitched. There was a tube connecting a mask that covered his pale face while his dark curls lay limp on the pillow. I’d seen him like this before, back in the Otherworld, when our enemies had taken him, hoping I’d take myself out of the running on being the next Fae queen. My friends had rescued him, but he’d been hurt. Bad. Just like now. 

And just like now, it was my fault. 

Discarded on the floor was his coat, along with the remains of the spear that had pierced his shoulder. They had removed it. My mind flashed back to when the spear struck him. He had been protecting me, of course. That’s what he did. 

I grabbed the coat and hugged it to me. It was sodden, the waterproofing qualities of the magical hide gone. There was a hole that I hid within the folds as I turned away from him and looked out onto the lake. The gloomy sky was trying to lighten and not get swallowed in the dark, telling me it was dawn, not dusk. One mystery solved. The relentless clouds of rain hid the full moon that had helped the Gateway open. 

The lake was now a deep inky blue, the trees on its far banks naked, their limbs silhouetted as they clawed the sky. It looked like we were in the middle of nowhere, with only one lone power line hinting at the world beyond the hills of trees surrounding this pocket of water. The spires of pine trees dotted among those who’d lost their leaves to autumn, giving a bit of life to this desolate place. 

A chill wind bit the only part of my body that was uncovered, my face stinging from the cold. The coat I was wearing had kept me warm and dry, as did my gloves, knee-high boots and even my trousers, which seemed to have a level of waterproofness about them. But they were losing their magic. A hint of a shiver was beginning in my shoulders, held tense as I tried to process everything that had happened. 

Suddenly, a gigantic bird landed on the sand before me, its white speckled breast and legs unnaturally bright in the gloom. A second joined the first, its large, brown and white-striped wings held out wide for a moment before folding to its side. They both glared at me with yellow, unblinking eyes as they watched me down their dangerous-looking hooked beaks. I didn’t feel in danger, although it was big enough to cause me pain if it wanted to. Instead, I felt as if it was trying to tell me something and, just like with the people caring for Rhys, I couldn’t understand. I didn’t need them to tell me they were the Gatekeepers of this ancient place, members of the Network that monitored the places where the two realms met and kept them safe. In the past, I would’ve heard the bird talking to me. But when I gave my Fae half to my brother, my link with everything Fae had gone. 

My brother – twin brother. Steffan. He and I had just found each other before we convinced the Fae half of me to join the Fae half in him. I remember little more than that, but evidently, I died twice, and magic brought me back. No wonder I was exhausted. 

“I don’t understand you,” I said, a wave of sadness flowing through me. “I’m not magical anymore.” 

They each cocked their heads to the side as if deciphering what I’d just told them while I just gave them a wet, defeated smile. A third bird soon joined them, slightly larger, and had landed before the other two. The bearded man came rushing back too, a large red bucket in one hand, and a smaller blue bucket in the other. He paused when he saw me, his frown wiped away in an instant. His beard had caught beads of rain, and his cheeks were red with cold. But he still managed to smile. 

“I’ll be but a moment, your Highness,” he said. “Once we get the young master sorted, we can get you in the ambulance and out of the rain.” 

Ambulance! That was the word I was searching for before. The large, bright, noisy, smelly vehicle that Rhys was in was an ambulance. Internally shaking my head, I looked at the three birds glaring back at me. “What are they?” I asked, too tired to pretend to be polite. 

“They’re goshawks,” the man replied without hesitation, “and the Gatekeepers of Porth Noddfa.” 

Porth Noddfa, the Sanctuary Gate. Very apt, considering we came from The Sanctuary on the other side. He manoeuvred his large body into the small space in the ambulance, handing the Healers the red bucket. I didn’t watch, but the smell of manure, dirt and a hint of maybe mint floated out into the morning air. Whatever was in that bucket stank. 

A few moments later, he came back out empty-handed and looking a bit more relaxed. “Your bloke has stabilised. Both the dose of drugs they’ve given him and the poultice from the old world, well, it has done the trick.” 

“Old world?” I frowned. “How did you know what to give him? Did you just have some around or something?” 

“The Gatekeepers told me.” He gave me a smile that transformed his hairy, formable face to something more friendly. “You’d be surprised what we have stored around this place.” 

“Oh.” I sighed, realising it didn’t matter. “Is Rhys going to be okay?” 

“The poison is being removed,” he continued. “It’s going to be tough for a bit, but he’ll make a full recovery.” 

They saved Rhys. I sighed again. “What’s your name? Do you live here?” 

“I am Colm, your Highness,” he said, giving me a small bow. “And no-one lives here. My family is from the nearby village. We give the Gatekeepers help when they need it.” 

“Oh,” I repeated, standing up as straight as my body would allow and reclined my head a touch in a way that I’d seen the queen do. “Thank you, Colm,” I began, then turned to the three goshawks. “And thank you for guiding us through from one realm to the other. Your actions have saved us both.” 

The three birds eyed me before the lead spread its wings and dipped its head. With a squawk, those mighty wings beat against the rain, rising into the steel-coloured sky. The other two followed and, with a parting word to their helper, they flew away to the far bank of the lake. 

“Let’s get you out of the rain,” Colm said after a moment, gesturing toward the door. The two Healers inside looked up, the younger one with bright red hair cropped tightly to his scalp, smiling before standing and leaving without a word. The other, an older woman whose grey hair lay in a tight plait over her shoulder, beckoned me to the only seat while saying something to Colm that I didn’t understand. 

“Sue here just wants to check you out before you head off. You won’t be able to understand each other at the minute, as they can’t speak the language of the old world like me. Still, they’ll be in the cab once you go, so it won’t matter much. They can monitor the lad from there, and if you have any concerns, just knock on the window there, and they’ll pull over to help.” 

“Right.” I nodded, stepping into the noisy, bright, and warm interior. My face tingled at the change of temperature as I squinted against the stupidly bright lights.  

Sue moved in the tight space so I could sit in the seat next to Rhys’s head. She handed me a towel, which I used to wipe the rainwater quickly off my face and hair. She took my temperature before saying something to Colm. 

“How are you feeling, princess?” the man asked. “Sue is worried about your lack of colour and heaviness of movement.” 

“I’m just really tired,” I told him honestly, and he relayed the information to the Healer. They had a bit of a conversation, then she left, patting me kindly on the knee as she squeezed past. 

“The crew will take you back to Porth Dewr,” Colm explained. “It should take just over two hours. They’ll stop halfway to change the dressing, but if you have any concerns, just knock and they’ll come back.” 

“Thank you again, Colm.” I smiled, struggling to keep my eyes open. 

“You are welcome.” He grinned, turned the lights down so only the machines and a small, dull light remained, then closed the door. 

I looked down at Rhys, still masked and still with wires and tubes attached to him. But there was colour in his cheeks, and he seemed to breathe easier now. His chest was bare, with a foul smell emanating from the bulge under a swath of discoloured bandages. I took a glove off and held his hand, careful not to touch the tube that was connected to him by a needle in his inner elbow. His hand felt... normal. And it clasped around mine as if by instinct. 

A vibrating began, shaking me as a loud noise filled the space. I braced myself as the ambulance rocked for a bit as it made its way out of Porth Noddfa, Rhys totally oblivious as he slept on. Taking a deep breath, I leant my head back and closed my eyes. There was no way I’d sleep with the movement of the vehicle jarring me at random times. Besides, I needed to stay awake and make sure Rhys remained okay. Still, there was no harm in closing my eyes for just a minute. 

Seconds later, a rush of cold air hit my face, waking me up from the sleep I didn’t realise I was in. As I opened my eyes, a bright light made me squint them closed again. It took a few blinks to adjust, allowing me to see the red-haired Healer at the entrance gently smiling and beckoning me forward. I could hear talking behind him, dogs barking and sheep somewhere in the distance. Frowning, I wondered whether we were at the farm. We couldn’t be at the farm? Didn’t Colm say it was a two-hour journey? Surely, I couldn’t have been asleep for two hours? 

He beckoned to me again, so I readied myself to move. Glancing at the still figure of Rhys, my heart clenched at the sheen of sweat and the pale hue of his skin on the bit of his face not covered by the mask. The Healers needed to help him, and I needed to give them room. Tentatively, I got up from the small chair, still clenching Rhys’s coat to me. My legs didn’t work, making me stumble and pause, trying to get feeling into my numb limbs, one of my hands reaching out to the low ceiling to stop me falling. The Healer went to come to me, but I shook my head and tried again. With a deep breath, I shuffled forward, taking his hand as he helped me down the narrow steps onto the gravelled driveway. 

We were at Rhys’s home. 

The grey-haired Healer was talking to Rhys’s mum, Nia, who was listening intently. Her brown hair greyer than I remembered, but she looked as capable as she did when I met her before. The ambulance had backed close to the front door of the farmhouse, an old woman who I recognised as Rhys’s grandmother standing in the doorway, arms crossed and a scowl on her face. In the distance, the sound of dogs barking echoed in the still, gloomy air, the grey sky pressing down on me as I hovered by the large vehicle. 

Together, the Healers slid Rhys’s bed from the ambulance. The tubes and machines he’d been connected to were now hanging from hooks or resting at his feet as the two of them carried the bed towards the house. Nia came over and lovingly moved Rhys’s fringe, her brow furrowed in worry. She looked so much like Rhys that tears sprang to my eyes. 

I blinked them away. It wasn’t the time. I followed the strange procession to the house, making sure I wasn’t in the way. Nan laid a gnarled hand on Rhys’s arm as they passed her, her face softening for a moment before returning to its scowl when I got to her. She forced herself in front of me, following Nia, who was shadowing the Healers. But as they all went down the corridor, Nan went to the door on the right. 

The lounge. Where this whole adventure started. It was there I had an argument with my father and stormed out. Next to the door were coats hanging haphazardly from hooks, while a stairway was on the opposite side. And a door I hadn’t noticed before. I sighed and continued down the small corridor. 

They manoeuvred Rhys’s bed through a door on the left, and the memory that it was Nan’s room and the same room I’d woken up in after my ‘turn’ at the Stone Gateway on my birthday made me pause. That was a month ago. So much had happened. 

Taking a deep breath, I continued into the room. They placed Rhys at the foot of Nan’s bed, with his head facing the en-suite bathroom. Nia was talking to the Healers before hustling out of the room while one Healer went over to Rhys and the other came over to me. Through basic gesturing, I let them know I didn’t want to go and rest and that I was staying. Nia came back with towels, facecloths and a small pile of bowls. This led to another quick conversation, and they all left. 

I had no idea what was going on, but still hugging his coat to me, I went over to where Rhys lay and gently stroked his face. 

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, letting a lone tear fall. Nothing changed. 

The older Healer returned, making me jump back with a start. She smiled at me as she put the smaller blue bucket that Colm had given them under the bed and a handful of bandages on the dresser in readiness. The smell of food cooking floated into the room, replacing the putrid smell coming from Rhys’s wound that I realised I’d gotten used to it. 

The Healer came over to me and took my arm, leading me over to the bed and making me sit. She felt my forehead, took my pulse, and searched my face with worried eyes. I tried to reassure her I was fine because I was. I think. Sure, I was still exhausted with every step taken with lead-heavy limbs. And sure, my brain was full of nothingness, making thinking hopeless. 

But I wasn’t as bad as Rhys. 

The other Healer came back, had a conversation, and then they swapped over, the older Healer leaving the room. A few minutes later, Nia came back with a small plate of food and drink. She put them down on the bedside table and sat next to me. 

“You hungry?” 

My eyes widened as I stared at her. “I understand you?” I spluttered. 

“Very basic,” she smiled. “Mother can speak more. Learnt but not used.” 

The language difference. I kept forgetting it was a thing. When we went to the Otherworld, it took three dawns before Ancient Magic changed our understanding of what everyone was saying. I guessed it would take three dawns to do the same here.

I nodded at her, a wave of relief that I might find out what was going on. “Is Rhys going to be okay? He... he doesn’t look very good.” 

Her smile faltered as she looked at him, both Healers back and fussing around him. “Will be tough. Next hours. But will be okay. They help.” 

She wasn’t wrong. Over the next few hours, Rhys burnt up, sweat drenching the ambulance bed, his face going from pale to a bright red. He twitched and thrashed around as the Healers and his mother kept trying to cool him down with cold towels and cloths; the mask taken off his face as he grimaced and moaned. It seemed to last forever, and all I could do was stand there and watch. When his back arched, and he let out an agonised scream, I nearly walked out and as far away as I could. It was horrible. Instead, I hugged his coat tightly to me and watched Nia care for him. 

That seemed to be the turning point as once his scream died away, his body relaxed as did the Healers. They wiped him down, did some tests, and smiled a bit more. Finally, they took off the swath of bandages on his shoulder and removed the putrid-looking and smelling mass of gunk, sloping it into the small blue bucket that was still under the bed. As they wiped away the remains of the poultice that Colm and the Gatekeepers had created, I could see the spear wound; red and angry. But it didn’t look infected or poisoned. And it looked as if it was healing. 

They bandaged it all up as Nia darted off and returned with some pyjamas. She then led me towards the plate of food, trying to get me to eat. I had a few bites of the cheese and a couple of berries as the Healers changed him into something clean. Once he was in Nan’s bed, Nia and the Healers had an in-depth conversation before they got their things together and left. 

After Nia tried to explain she needed to get Nan’s dinner ready, that I needed to eat something and tried to get me to go to the spare room upstairs to sleep, I was alone with Rhys. His face had colour in it now, and the sheen of sweat was gone. It looked so strange to see him in something so normal as pyjamas, but I reminded myself that this is what we wanted. Normality. Our old lives. 

Sighing, I put his coat on my lap as I sat down and held his hand. I was lost. My thoughts were like gooey mud, and I was unable to form them into anything cohesive. Looking around the darkening room, I remembered the last time I was here and how angry I had been. Now, there was nothing. Sighing again, I leant back in my chair and closed my eyes, wondering whether we’d done the right thing.  

“Sian? Are you awake?”  

My eyes snapped open to see Rhys looking at me. The room was dark except for the bedside lamp; the curtains closed. I had a blanket over me and a pillow bunched under my head. I guessed it was Nia’s attempt to make me as comfortable as possible. 

I sat up and re-held Rhys’s hand, searching his face. 

“How are you?” I asked, ignoring the pillow falling. “How are you feeling?” 

“Other than the ache in my shoulder, I actually don’t feel that bad,” he told me with his little half-smile. “I don’t know what they gave me, but it was bloody good.” 

I rested my hand on his forehead before moving away a stray curl. It was normal to the touch, and colour had returned to his face. Even his brown eyes had a bit of a sparkle. He looked better than I felt. 

“I’m glad.” I forced a smile before it fell away, my gaze dropping to our joined hands. Taking a deep breath, I bit back my tears so I could keep on talking. “Rhys... I’m so, so sorry. You being hurt again... it’s all my fault.” 

“Yeah, it is,” he said immediately, giving my hand a squeeze when I gasped. He wasn’t smiling anymore, but at least he didn’t look like he hated me. He carried on. “You should’ve followed me. You should’ve done what we had planned. Steffan was distracting them, and we would’ve gotten to the Gateway in time just like he wanted us to do. Instead, we nearly didn’t make it.” 

The plan. The plan where my brother was going to sacrifice himself so we could escape. Except I decided I wouldn’t let him, so joined in the fight. And Rhys got hit. 

“I couldn’t leave Steffan to get himself killed,” I tried to explain. “He... he said he wouldn’t go back with Morag, that he’d rather die. I couldn’t let that happen!” 

“Of course you couldn’t.” He shook his head, leaning back into his pillow. “Steffan had no intention of dying, Sian. He had a plan. I think. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. The others arrived, and we made it.” 

Sighing, I leant back and closed my eyes. The images of our last moments in Gwald y Saith flashed through my mind. The others were the Royal Guard. They’d been with us from the moment we arrived through the Gate and during our time there; they’d become friends. They’d been separated from us by magic and a landslide, but they hadn’t given up, arriving when we needed them and helping us get to the Gateway. But not all of them. 

“Lily wasn’t there,” I whispered, too scared to say the words too loud. 

Lily had been my friend. A warrior, fierce and honest, she’d been with me as I navigated Fae life. When I woke from nearly dying, she had been with the others. Then someone betrayed us, telling Morag and our enemies the way we were going to the Gate. And that someone may have been Lily. I still didn’t believe it, that she would be a traitor. She was my friend. 

Except she hadn’t been there to help save us. My mind went to an alternate reason I didn’t want to acknowledge. She hadn’t betrayed us; I knew that in my heart. Which meant that perhaps someone had hurt her. Or maybe even worse. 

“I know,” Rhys sighed, giving my hand a squeeze. “I’m sorry, Sian. I... I don’t know what that means.” 

Blinking back tears, my exhausted brain kept trying to process everything while also trying to forget. When I looked back at Rhys, he’d fallen back asleep. I looked longingly at the empty side of the bed next to him, but the idea of sleeping with him on his grandmother’s bed while his mother was looking after him seemed a step too far. Instead, I retrieved the pillow from the floor, rearranged myself in the chair, and promptly fell asleep. 

The next time I woke, the stillness of a sleeping world hung over me. Rhys had curled up on his good side, snoring gently. The soft glow of the bedside lamp gave the room an ethereal look, the inelegance hidden in the shadows.  

I stretched, now wide awake and feeling the best I’d felt since forever. As quietly as I could, I went to the window and pulled back the curtain. The moon was gone, or hidden – either way, it was pitch-black outside, with just a couple of stars visible. I opened the window a crack so I could feel fresh air; the coldness snapped any residual sleep out of me. It felt good though, the smell of rain and earth so much better than what was in the room. The sky couldn’t tell me what time it was, but I didn’t care. My brain was working, and I had the space and the quiet to sort myself out. 

We were back in our realm. That’s what I wanted, right? To get back home. No, that wasn’t right. I’d wanted to get Rhys home, and the only way he’d do that was if I went back too. Except I had struggled with where home was for me now. Glancing back at the sleeping Rhys, my heart cried that home was where he was. That he made me feel safe, and secure and... loved?  

I turned back to the darkness, the sound of some nocturnal creature calling out. Rhys wasn’t home. That made little sense. I’d known him a month. One moon cycle. How could my whole life now surround this boy I barely knew? Meanwhile, my father, the person who raised me, knew me better than anyone else, was half a world away. Yet, because of my heart, I was prepared never to return to him? 

No. No, that made little sense. 

But it was the truth. I leant against the window frame and took a deep breath; the freshness filled my soul. I couldn’t leave here, not forever. Even now, in the day and a bit we’d been here, it felt right. I wasn’t sure about the farm and whether living with Rhys and his family would work. But there might be other options. There had to be other options. I needed to be by the Stone Gateway. 

Because my story wasn’t over in the Otherworld. There was a prophecy that I was probably part of. At least, everyone thinks I’m part of. Because I’m human, and the prophecy includes a human, so... makes perfect sense. Except it doesn't, not really.

I needed to work it out. I need to find who I am – what I am – and my place in it all. And I need to find out where I belonged. Because at the moment, none of it makes sense.

Closing my eyes, I let the stillness help search deep within me, trying to find that tiny piece of magic they thought I still had. I listened to the night noises, deciphering the caress of wind on trees outside, the call of an unknown animal and the response. The smell of wet earth mixed with the life of a farm made me smile. But I heard no sigh within me, no voice reaching out with contentment. That voice, that part of me, was now with my brother. The magic that had been part of me my whole life, which I had ignored, was now gone. 

Somewhere in the distance, a bird began singing, a joyful welcome to a morning that felt was just around the corner. With my eyes still closed, I smiled. The sound was so... normal. Then I felt it. A twinge somewhere deep within me, like the briefest of hunger pangs. If the world hadn’t been so still, I wouldn’t have noticed it. But I did. I had no idea what it meant, but out of everything around me, it somehow made sense. 

A second bird joined the first, and soon the world woke. Before I knew it, Rhys was being moved to his room after he’d had a bath in the upstairs bathroom. I got some clothes and my toiletries from my luggage dad had left and went into Nan’s bathroom for a shower. I realised that Rhys’s coat had been taken from me at some stage while I still had on mine plus my boots, which I toed off before heading to the small en-suite. 

With my eyes closed as the water came down over me, I forced myself to move. I was a guest in this house, and the last thing I wanted to do was use all their hot water. I bent over to pick up my body wash and noticed that the usual feel of the heavy toki necklace sitting at my throat didn’t move. Solid greenstone, its weight had been a constant since my dying mother gave it to me over a year ago. And now it was gone. 

I let out a strangled cry when I saw the thumb-sized piece of forest green stone had sunk into my skin, its edges level with my body. The waxed, woven cord hung uselessly around my neck, loose. I quickly turned off the water, stepped out of the shower, and went to the mirror over the sink. The colour was duller, with the seam of orange that threaded from the top to the bottom now a washed-out copper. I ran my fingers over the stone, frowning as they seamlessly moved from the cool toki to the warmth of my skin. 

It was then I noticed something else in my reflection. There was a strange mark on my forearm, about a hand’s width from my wrist. I held out my arm in front of me and saw a ring, about the size of a small coin and the colour of moss. The outline was thin, and when I touched it, all I could feel was my skin. I don’t remember getting a tattoo, and no-one mentioned me getting one. 

I looked up at my reflection and gasped again. It was me – the same short, dark hair. The same gold-green eyes. But my face was slimmer, less rounded. And my ears still had a slight point to them, even though I was one hundred percent human. I was the same, but different. 

My fingers went back to the toki at my throat. As I ran my fingers across its surface, an image filled my head. It was of a pool, dark green surrounded by a wood ancient and gnarled. A chill went over my skin, fresh as the water swirling around the rocks that sat at the edge of the vision. I didn’t know where the image was, but I knew it wasn’t here in Wales.

I stared at the eyes in the mirror. There was a truth, an understanding. I couldn’t leave here – but I couldn’t stay either. 

The rock that saved my life needed something that this place couldn’t give. I had to go home.
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Chapter Two
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I walked up the stairs dragging my suitcase, glancing at variations of the same photo – two women with one child standing in front of the dolmen. The Stone Gateway to another world. The first picture was grainy black and white; the white a dull cream and the black a crackled grey. There were two women, one obviously older than the other, staring emotionlessly at the camera. The younger woman was holding a baby while behind them were the three stones – two in the front, one in the back, forming that triangular shape. They towered over the women, with the flat stone on top of the others making the dolmen look like a strange sort of hut. As I made my way up the stairs, I noticed that only a few included men and the ages of the child differed, but they were all practically the same, with the photos turning to colour the closer I got to the first landing.

The last photo was obviously younger versions of Nia and her mother, a toddler hanging onto Nia’s leg and sucking his thumb. Nia’s smile seemed forced, Nan was scowling, and Rhys was oblivious. I paused and looked at the picture just before it, and it was a much younger Nan with an older woman who must have been her mother, and a girl who looked like Nia, but wasn’t. They were all smiling.

I went to look closer when Nan shuffled onto the landing, glaring at me.

“I will not let you ruin this family,” she said, and I understood every word.

She pushed past me down the stairs, and I watched her go. Sighing, I continued to the small landing, where a bathroom was on the left. The door was closed, making me think Rhys hadn’t finished his bath. Which then brought up a whole different bunch of thoughts that made me blush and hurry away.

I made my way up three more stairs to a larger landing. There was a closed door on the right, a bookcase cram-packed with a variety of sized books, another door, then another where I was standing.

I could hear some noise coming from the open door, along with some humming telling me it was Nia and chances were, she was getting Rhys’s room ready for him. She had told me that the spare room was in the middle of the landing. Sighing again, that’s where I went.

The room was small, with a window looking out onto the driveway, a single bed, bedside table, dresser, and a wardrobe. The walls had white wallpaper with small groups of blue flowers scattered over it. A painting of flowers in pastel colours was on one wall, a mirror on the other, and some sort of rural scene from days gone by over the bed. There were a couple of random things stacked in the corner – some sort of exercise equipment, a bag full of bags, and some Christmas decorations. On the dresser were more books, along with a figurine of a Clydesdale horse, a glass bell and a bowl of things.

Next to the wardrobe were a purple backpack and a leather shoulder bag. A pair of glasses and a little, flat rectangular box with a glass top sat on top of the backpack as if they were waiting for someone. Me. It was the rest of my luggage I’d left behind when I went through the Gateway, in the hope I’d return. Without speaking, I put my suitcase next to the wardrobe, then picked up my glasses. I’d been wearing them for over three years. When I put them on, I took them off straight away. I didn’t need them anymore.

In my satchel bag was everything that was once important to me, but I was struggling to remember what that was. With a deep breath, I opened the wardrobe and hung up my coat, putting my boots and the rest of my Otherworld clothes folded in a pile on the bottom. I thought about emptying my suitcase out but remembered my decision not to stay. Which reminded me I needed to speak to Rhys.

The sound of a door opening and heavy steps going up the stairs got my attention. I hurried out to see Rhys making his way into his room, Nia by his side instantly, helping him. He was in his pyjamas, one sleeve hanging empty, his hair damp and going all over the place. He looked amazing. Dancing around his feet was an excited black and white border collie, looking up adoringly.

I joined them as he got into bed, Nia fussing over him, the dog jumping up and lying at his feet, its tail wagging. He noticed me, his face breaking into a grin.

“Great outfit,” he said.

I looked down at what I was wearing – black tracksuit pants, a grey sweatshirt that had ‘Stonehenge’ emblazoned over it, with a t-shirt underneath. It was comfortable but uninspiring. Which, right now, was good enough for me.

“Like your pyjamas,” I said back to him, and he barked out a laugh, making him wince slightly.

Nia smiled at us both, patting his good shoulder. “I will get food.”

I returned her smile as she passed, me still hovering by the door. It was strange, but there was an awkwardness that came with being somewhere so private to the boy I liked. The room was plain, with the walls covered in a beige wallpaper that had small, brown flourishes sprinkled randomly around. It showed wear in places, and I figured it was the chimney breast taking up one corner of the room. His bed was next to the chimney, in the middle of the wall with a small, rectangular window high above the large, sturdy wooden bed head, a bedside table with an old lamp and clock ticking away, next to it. There were windows on the other two walls – one looking out over the driveway. The other looked over paddocks. There was a desk under the driveway window, a couple of books piled on one side, an old cup with pens and pencils in the middle, with folders and papers on the other side. Next to it was a bookshelf full mainly of textbooks. The only thing that looked remotely personal and totally out of place in the room was a figurine of a knight, sword raised, standing in a fighting stance in full armour and a shield on his back. It was big enough for me to see the details of the armour as it stood next to the pen cup. A wooden chair was with the desk, while a wardrobe was on the wall behind the door and a dresser on the other side.

The room was functional. There were no posters on the walls, no sporting equipment piled in the corners, no knickknacks or toys or anything other than a place to sleep, somewhere to study and somewhere to put his clothes.

“How’re you feeling now?” I asked as I went to the window, hugging myself and stupidly aware that I was blushing.

“Tired,” he sighed. “Sore. Aching. Hungry. You?”

I pulled out the desk chair and sat down close to the bed. “Tired,” I told him. “Just so very tired.”

“Fair enough.” He nodded and took my hand. “You’ve been through a bit.”

He entwined our fingers; the feeling taking away some of my exhaustion. It was still so new, him and me liking each other, and so much had happened since we admitted our feelings. But holding his hand felt... right. 

The dog raised its head and watched me carefully, its tail halting as if it felt showing happiness wasn’t the right thing to do, a low rumble coming from its chest. 

“Who’s this?” I asked, letting it sniff me, the growl falling away.

Rhys absently stroked its head. “This is Jess. She’s my best friend.” She looked up at him with such love at the sound of her name, my heart clenched. Rhys scratched under her chin, then around the ears, causing the tail to wag once more. Jess gave me one more dismissive look before laying back down. 

I took a deep breath as I leant back in the chair and closed my eyes. I needed to tell him I was leaving, but he still wasn’t well. Was it the right time? Was any time the right time? And was it really what I wanted to do?

“Sian?” I opened my eyes to see Rhys looking worriedly at me. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

“What makes you think something’s wrong?” I replied, trying to smile.

“Because I know you.”

He did know me. Maybe more than I knew him. But he didn’t know everything.

“I passed your Nan on the stairs,” I told him with a sigh. “I don’t think she likes me.”

He let out a disgruntled humph as he gave my hand a squeeze. “I don’t think she likes anyone.”

I nodded, letting him know I understood. Kind of. He’d already implied that his relationship with his grandmother wasn’t a good one. I guess I’d see that now. I looked down at our clasped hands and continued debating whether it was the right time to tell him I needed to go home – my home – half a world away. Whether I should wait until he was better, stronger. Or whether he should know now.

Then I remembered the other weirdness, my free hand going to the lump under my sweatshirt.

“Did you see my chest?” I asked him. “While I was, um, unconscious?”

“What? No!” The two patches of red marked his cheeks immediately as he looked at me with wide eyes, making me realise what I’d said. He hurried on. “Maria made sure we were never alone. I never... I would never...”

“I know, I know,” I quickly tried to placate him as I untwined my hand with his, aware of the heat radiating off my face. “That’s not what I meant. It's just that, well, look at this.”

I pulled down the neck of my sweatshirt and t-shirt as much as I could, just able to expose the top half of my toki. That was enough for him to see how it had absorbed into me. He leant forward to see, stopping when he winced with pain, falling back into his pillows.

“Bloody hell.”

“You didn’t know about it?” I asked, hiding the necklace away.

“No,” he replied. “To be fair, I was so worried about you, they may have said something, and I didn’t hear. And since you were always covered up, I wouldn’t have seen it. It must’ve happened when the magic brought you back, yeah?”

“I guess. But that’s not the only thing.” He watched as I pulled back my sleeve and showed him the green ring on my forearm. A shiver went through me as he gently ran his finger over the mark.

He sat back on his bed. “That’s new. It wasn’t there before. When you were sick.”

I frowned. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely,” he said. “I held your hand most of the time, and your sleeves finished at the elbow. I would’ve seen that mark.”

“Right.”

My frowned deepened. I knew he had stayed with me, defying protocol and the ire of Maria, my gnome carer. And now I was planning to leave him as soon as I could. I was betraying him when he stood by me through everything. I really was a horrible person.

“Sian?”

I looked up at him, seeing that he was watching me. The worry and care made me feel even worse, and when the crease of concern formed between his brow, I knew I had to tell him.

“I... I have to go home,” I whispered. “Back to New Zealand. I have to see dad. And... and I need to reverse whatever has happened with the toki. I don’t know how, but if it can be done, the only place is back home.”

“Of course you need to go home.” He took my hand once more, his eyes searching mine. “I just hope you’ll come back.”

“You could come with me.” The idea jumped out of my mouth before I had a chance to censor it, to think it through. “I mean, not forever. Of course. But... but you could come and see where I grew up and stuff. If you wanted to.”

“I’ve never been on a plane–”

“Neither had I before I came here.”

A shy smile formed on his face as he held my hand tighter. “I may need to get a passport.”

Which he got. Quickly, as it seemed being part of an ancient Network that spanned the country had its perks. Once we got our language back, there were phone calls to dad, discussions with Nia and arguments with Nan. Finally, we organized the trip and a week later, landed in Auckland. After many tears, and hugs, and apologies and more tears over the weekend days dad was with us, Rhys and me were on our own.

We had four days of sightseeing, just him and me, as dad couldn’t get much more time off work. We explored my beautiful city – as much as public transport would allow. But it was enough. There were parks, and our museum and beaches; each adventure blowing Rhys’s mind and causing conflict in mine.

It had been a perfect day. The sun and blue sky of spring had made the gulf sparkle as we caught a ferry to one of the islands in the harbour. Another bus ride to a beach, we had lunch, and then it was just him and me. No-one else was there. It was a Thursday, and most were working, still enjoying a long lunch or were at the more popular sights on the island. Rhys’s arms were around my waist as I nestled into him, both of us facing the soft, small waves joining the golden sandy beach. There was a tingling within me, warming me up from the inside. I swivelled around in his arms and smiled up at him, my smile growing when he bent down and kissed me.

At first, it was gentle and tentative, like every other time we had shared a kiss. Dad had given me ‘the talk’ the Sunday before he allowed us to venture out without supervision and, more embarrassedly, he had done the same with Rhys. We had held hands, and hugged, and sure, even kissed. But not like this. I wanted more of him, and all memory of dad and his warnings disappeared. Our bodies fitted together, my hands resting on his hips while his were on my back.

Then his fingers touched my skin, making their way under the blouse I was wearing. His touch created new sensations I’d never experienced before, clouding everything in a focused haze. All I wanted was him. I let out a low whimper which seemed to make him bolder. He pulled me even closer, his mouth and mine dancing while his hands moved up my back.

When he touched the edge of my bra strap, the image of dad telling me about trust, and pregnancies and being careful rushed into my brain, quelling the need for Rhys’s touch in an instant. I wasn’t ready for the path we were heading down, even though every fibre within me wanted to barrel down it and feel more of the pleasure I was feeling right now.

I leaned back, breaking our kiss and putting some space between us. His hands left me immediately, making me miss his touch. I took a deep, calming breath and looked into his nearly black eyes, his mouth red from our kiss. A conversation took place without words, one where we both knew how close we’d been to crossing a line neither of us was ready to cross. We got up from our spot on the sand and made our way back to responsibility.

We caught the train home with dad, and I thought I’d been able to act normally. That every time I looked at Rhys, feeling the sensation of his hands on the skin of my back, the need in his kiss, I could hide the rush of emotions that hit me. Except I kept blushing. And neither Rhys nor I could look each other in the eye. Dad must’ve realised something had happened because I got another ‘talk’ just before I got ready for bed.

That night, I lay awake, my mind not shutting off. Every time I thought about the kiss, my body came alive with those new sensations, making me wonder what would’ve happened if I hadn’t stopped things. Then my secret wormed its way into my brain, stealing any desire. How could I let Rhys get even closer to me? How could I lead him on, only to let him down? Let him go? Because I wasn’t sure I’d be going back with him to Wales.

I’d been debating over and over since I’d gotten back. Every place I showed Rhys reminded me how much I loved my city. The harbours, the beaches – the familiarity. I knew this place. It was comfortable. It was home. Added to that was the idea of leaving dad alone. The ghost of mum haunted the rooms we shared, with tendrils of her penetrating my room. It still hurt to be in spaces where she no longer was, but it was home. And I wasn’t sure I wanted to leave it.

Not yet at least. While half of my brain was hanging onto the comfort of my family home and the
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