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            All the myths are real

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A secret world of magic and paranormals hides in plain sight - and it’s under threat. For years, I’ve hidden among humans, but I’m the daughter of Venus, and I was always meant for more.

      

      

      

      
        
        When a hunter targets legendaries like me, I’m sucked back into the world of gods and goddesses. Somehow the attacks are linked to a human girl called Fray—a girl who makes my heart race unlike anyone before.

      

      

      

      
        
        Fray doesn’t know anything about the legendary world, but somehow, impossibly, she has magic of her own. And her mysterious power could get us all killed.

      

      

      

      
        
        Daughter of Gods is the first book in a F/F/F/F YA paranormal fantasy series, full of magic, action, and sweet romance where all the love revolves around one girl (no cheating.) If you like kickass main characters with a touch of vulnerability, and stories of mythology, demi-gods, and dangerous power, you’ll love the Legend Mirror series!

      

      

      

      
        
        Slow burn romance

        Steam level: low (kissing)

        Multiple love interests all devoted to one woman, with no cheating

      

      

      

      
        
        This book was originally published as The Beast of Callaire by Saruuh Kelsey. It has been newly revamped, but the story remains the same.
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        Beware the chaos with two faces.
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            The Elusive Control
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      I’m sick and tired of hearing the word new. New resolutions, new goals, new personality. New lives all magically conjured into being as a clock strikes twelve in London and Sydney and New York. But there can never be a new life for me—I can’t escape the one I already have. The beast itches at my skin, trying to get free. Its claws run down my spine like a shudder, testing the seams of my Legendary body, of the girl I am. For the next day, at least.

      By the time the sun sets tomorrow, my skin will rip, bones will break and reform, and I’ll be the Manticore. But until then, I’m still Yasmin, and I still have to face Yasmin’s problems. Namely, getting to the kitchen and out the back door without running into my brother—who hates me—or Minnie or Vic—my best friends who want to draw me out of my protective shell and back into family issues—or worst of all, Mavers—who took me in when I became too much for my Legendary foster family to handle, who’s every bit as much my brother as Guy, even if he doesn’t have the Goddess Venus for a mother.

      I do.

      Venus, the legendary myth taught in human classrooms, the Goddess of beauty, love, sex, and fertility. Venus, who from my two experiences meeting them—both in dreams, both fraught with misery and anger—is nothing like the fair maiden of the good tales and more like the vengeful, jealous woman of the worst myths. They’re my mother, the God who gave me my  magic, but … they could never be called nurturing. I’m not desperate for another dream.

      I hold my breath as I slink on tiptoes past Amity to the kitchen, her blonde head visible through the arch doorway to the living room. I don’t think Am would let me go out this late, even if I’m only going to the garden. I wish I could do this in my room, but for what I’m about to do, I need the moon.

      “There’s pasta on the side,” Amity says without turning her head. I wait for the creak of the old sofa as Mavers gets up to see if I’m alright. It’s all he ever asks me—if I’m alright, if I need anything, if I want to eat dinner with the rest of the Red: the motley crew of Legendaries who live here with us. Every one of us is a descendant of Gods or Creatures, collectively known as Numina.

      I can’t say why I refuse, why I lock myself away from my friends, my family. It’s just … I’ve been there before, let myself get close to family, let myself rely on them and take them for granted. I’m still hurting from it, every damn day. It’s not that I don’t trust Mavers, or Minnie, or Vic, it’s just … my heart squeezes tight thinking about it. About losing them when I become too much trouble and they decide they don’t want me.

      Besides, it’s more than that now; I’ve been a loner for years, locked away in my room. How do I break that habit now? Just walk into the dining room on a Sunday tea time? No, thank you.

      “Thanks,” I mumble to Amity out of sheer politeness.

      I quickly make my way to the kitchen and the aforementioned pasta, wolfing it down. I need the energy for what I’m about to do anyway.

      A snort makes my shoulders tense up, my stomach swirl with dread. I make myself eat the rest of the food slowly, aware of footsteps padding to the fridge, and the creak of the door opening. The crack and fizz of a can being opened is so abrupt that I jump. I want to flee out the door, but that might draw more attention than just standing here. So I freeze, blood rushing to my ears.

      “What’re you doing out of your cave?” Shane asks, and I flinch at quick movement as he leans against the kitchen table beside me, a fall of messy dark hair hiding part of his pale face. “Didn’t think animals like you could be spotted in the wild,” he jokes.

      I don’t know how to reply. I just … stay silent, my head down as I finish my meal. It’s not that Shane is threatening exactly, it’s more that he’s a typical lad and his idea of joking around usually ends with someone offended. Talking to him makes me want to spontaneously combust, makes me feel small and sick with nervousness. Like an animal in a cage being gawked at. Rowan and Fearne, his friends and two other Legendaries who live here with us, are bad enough when they whisper and laugh between themselves, but Shane always makes me feel worse, whether he means to or not.

      “No words?” he presses, tilting his head so I have no option but to meet his eyes.

      “Didn’t know what to say,” I mumble with a shrug.

      “Fair do. Just making conversation.” He pushes my shoulder, something he always does with all of us. This is another thing that makes me uncomfortable about him—I don’t like to be touched unless it’s on my terms and by someone I trust. Shane touching me, as harmless as it is, makes my stomach cramp and the beast in my blood stretch from its slumber with a low rumble. “What do you do in that room anyway? Must be boring as hell.”

      I shrug again, eating my last few bites of pasta as slowly as possible, needing that excuse to not have to talk.

      “Anyway.” He slaps me on the shoulder and I lock my body so I don’t flinch. The worst thing is I know he doesn’t mean to intimidate me, and he doesn’t realise he does. It’s the only reason I push down on the beast instead of letting it lash out—not that it can form claws or fangs. Yet. But it can twist my temper until I snap with words. “See you later. Or probably not.”

      And then he’s gone and I can breathe again. This is why I keep to my room, why interacting with the Red never goes well—not because of them but because of me. Because I’ll flinch or stay silent so long it gets awkward. Not that staying quiet and reclusive seems to keep Minnie away—she’s my most stubborn friend, and most incorrigible.

      Before anyone else can find me and instigate conversation, I rinse my plate and duck out the kitchen door into the garden.

      I take a long breath of sharp night air, letting it ease my nerves. It tastes of pines and woodfire, both scents reassuring to me and my beast.

      Unlike the courtyard out front, the back garden is no bigger than a standard garden. Bordered on three sides by trees empty of leaves thanks to winter and the house on the other side, the garden is a bare grassy slope with a shed at one end and a few metal benches closer to the house. The most interesting thing is Amity’s flower bed of herbs; she makes them into sludge-coloured pastes that speed along our healing.

      My steps dragging across the patio tiles, I sit cross-legged in the shadow of the shed at the end of the garden, near where the bushes break for the small wrought iron fence I sometimes sneak out of. An owl hoots somewhere behind me and the night is full of calming, ordinary sounds—cars driving along the main road at the bottom of the mountain, the hum of the Academy’s generator—but I block it all out and centre myself the way Mavers taught me years ago.

      When I first started shifting, it was … horrific. Worse than Vic and the Hannam sisters when they changed. My skin bled as claws tried and failed to push through, my spine somewhere between normal and fur-flecked.

      I’d screamed so loudly that everyone else heard it, both through the Academy walls and through my Psychic magic. Mavers taught me how to claw my way back from that pain, to rely on the pattern of my breathing for focus, to find the ultimate quiet inside myself so I could silence the beast.

      Even back then, I could never control the creature, and it was the beast that walked around this garden, prowling, and killed a rabbit; not me. But those weeks taught me this: to still myself, steady my breathing, and find control.

      For months, I’ve been trying to use that control of myself to manage the beast. If I can call it up now, a day away from the Crea moon, maybe I can wrestle some control when I shift. Maybe I can stop it hurting someone else.

      But like last night and all the nights I’ve practised before, the beast rumbles and presses against my skin like a cat, amused—and it refuses to bow to my will. I want claws to slice through my fingertips, but nothing happens. I want to pull the beast to the surface of my mind, feel that consciousness there, but it laughs and stalks out of my reach. And when I try to push it down, it rushes to the surface and refuses to move. Further proof that the few times I’ve managed to exert my will over it, push it into silence and submission, it has only worked because the beast allowed me to.

      I stay out there until midnight, breathing rhythmically, focussed inward, but even hours later, the beast is teasing me. If the beast wants to kill someone tomorrow, it will. I have no control.
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      I have hours to kill before the sun sets and my body rips itself into a different form—into the Manticore. I could march down to Almery Wood where I change, where the trees and foliage might mask the sight of me, where the rustling leaves might cover the beast’s warning growls and teasing yowls designed to draw prey or scare it into running. My beast enjoys the chase.

      I shudder, slamming the romance book in my hands shut. It’s not distracting enough. My thoughts are edged with poison. Instead, I use the telepathic power—the Psychic magic—I have because my mother is a God and tentatively reach down the links between me and the members of the Red. I find Harriet first, our youngest member. She’s Crea like me, but instead of changing into a Manticore, she becomes a Faun—half girl, half goat.

      Unlike me, she doesn’t have a drop of magic, thanks to the Creature in her family line being her great-great-great-etc. grandmother. The further away from a Numen you are, the less powerful. Harrie has enough to change, but nothing else.

      Me, daughter of an original Creature and a Goddess … I have a lot. Too much, I think sometimes when I lose my grip on my Psychic and get drawn into thoughts I don’t want to know, memories I don’t want to see. Or hear. Last week, I was falling asleep, my hold on my magic tentative, and one of Rowan’s memories drifted to me. A really recent memory of him and Fearne having sex. And the noises they make … Gods, they don’t hold back. And worse, that horrifying sound of their bodies meeting… My stomach tightens just thinking of it, sickness starting to roil in my gut. I don’t get it—sex. Too loud, too sweaty, too much.

      I grab a glass of water off the bedside table beside me, laying my abandoned book on top of my precarious to-read pile, and take a long drink to settle my stomach. Reaching again for my connection to Harriet, I strengthen the link with my Psychic until I can work out where she is, what she’s doing. Ah. She’s sat at the mahogany table in the dining room, her hand over her mouth to avoid choking on incense fumes as Minnie lays out her arsenal on the lace tablecloth: tarot pack, cones of smoking incense, little golden icons of Apollo that she swears help her focus.

      I don’t want to watch this, but it’s better than lying in bed, waiting for the Manticore to wrestle my body from me. Gently, I let go of the link between me and Harrie, following my bond with Minnie instead. It feels … wrong, to occupy the mind of a thirteen year old kid. Minnie, I know better—and she’s told me before she doesn’t mind me seeing through her eyes, as long as I’m taking an interest in the Red—in the family.

      She’s doing a Crea moon reading, as she always does the evening before we violently change form. Most of the Red are gathered in the dining room, sitting at the scuffed oval table from my childhood. Vic and the Hannam sisters—who need water for their Crea forms—have already gone with Mavers to the nearest private lake a few miles away.

      Mavers actually owns it; he bought it when the Hannam sisters first came to us, when it became clear they weren’t like the odd person we get who’s just passing through on their way to somewhere bigger and better. There are rumours of a place down south, a tiny village, that’s a hundred percent Legendary, where people can openly do magic and Change in the middle of the street and not risk exposing themselves to humans, not risk drawing the rare sect of humans who hunt our kind.

      Minnie’s voice rings out in my head, as clearly as it would if she stood beside me. It’s the slight ringing on the end of each word that gives it away. Telepathic voices ring.

      “Do we have to do this every month?” I hear Fearne complain via my link with Minnie. I’m careful not to communicate back, so she won’t realise I’m listening. Numina knows what would happen if she knew—she’d come drag me out of my room and sit me down at the table with all the people who hate me. With Guy, my brother, who would rather I didn’t exist.

      “Yes,” Minnie fires back. She splits the deck of cards and does a reading for Harriet, and then for Vic, a seal-like Selkie and one of my best friends—or he used to be. I’m not sure he—or Minnie—can still be friends with me when I keep myself shut in my room twenty four seven. But if I let them coax me out, it’d be like Guy all over again. I’d have them, then they’d realise they didn’t want me after all. I can still remember the sharp pain that went through my heart when Guy shrugged me off, told me to leave him alone. We’d been close before that—he was my brother, the sibling I’d found after six years of thinking I was alone in the world. I thought he was just messing at first, when he told me to sod off.

      The next day, I sat down beside him and launched into conversation, the way I’d done for months and months before, and again he told me to sod off. I couldn’t accept it—wouldn’t. I guess I thought I could stubbornly get him to like me again, want me around again, so I kept following him around, talking to him. On the fourth day he told me to piss off, said he didn’t need an annoying little sister following him like a creepy stalker, didn’t need a little sister at all. That’s when I actually got it—he wasn’t playing around, wasn’t joking at all. He really didn’t want to see me or talk to me again.

      I was only seven then, so it took me a long time before I properly understood: I’d found my brother, after years of being the only one like me, the only one with Venus as their mother, and then I’d lost him.

      After that … it left a scar, just not a visible one. I became friends with Minnie by accident. I kept bumping into her on the way into Almery to change, or in the library, or the kitchen, and like my stubborn younger self, she’d just start talking and keep talking until I responded. I couldn’t help myself; Min’s infectious. By the time I realised what was happening, that she was tricking me into being friends with her, it was way too late. Vic came to us not long after that, and the three of us just sort of … hung out together. Minnie would barge her way into my room or drag me out into the garden, and I’d sit there, saying little, and Minnie and Vic would fill the silence. They’re my friends, even if I’m difficult and I don’t get why they like me.

      Now, Minnie reads the cards for me, checking that I’m not gonna get badly injured and planning for if I do—they’ll bring down bandages and a suture kit and patch me up right there in the wood if it’s really bad, as soon as I’ve turned back into Yasmin. She’s also watching for hunters, the tiny number of humans who have discovered the Legend Mirror—the world we come from, that encompasses all Legendaries on earth too—and want us gone, wiped off the face of the world. There have never been hunters in Callaire, but still Minnie checks for them. If she sees them, everyone else will bring swords made of magic and Mavers will bring the gun in his top drawer—and they’ll stop the hunters until Cornelia and Priscilla Hannam can get here and use their Persuasion magic to make the hunters forget us. Mavers has a plan for almost everything—it’s how we stay safe, stay alive.

      Most of the time, nothing bad happens at all, and we don’t need to do anything like that.

      Min shuffles a pack of cards that are hand-painted and passed down the descendants of Apollo, the Roman god of truth and prophecy. Minnie’s a Divine—someone who can see people’s pathways and actual glimpses of futures. She has an overwhelming enthusiasm for tarot cards, runes, and choking everyone on incense fumes.

      There are less dramatic ways to look into someone’s pathways—I have a friend who sees flashes of visions by looking into a still bowl of water. It’s less theatrical than Minnie’s technique.

      With a flourish of her wrist, Min halves the deck and whips the top card face-down onto the table.

      “Get on with it,” Fearne whines. I gnash my teeth. “I want to know mine.”

      “You don’t even Change.” An edge of anger creeps into Minnie’s mind.

      “I want to know my future as much as anyone else.”

      “Yes, Fearne,” Minnie fires back. “Want. Not need.” She aggressively flips the card over.

      The Lovers.

      Minnie murmurs to herself, so obscure even I can’t hear, and puts another card on the table.

      The Ace of Swords, reversed.

      She inhales sharply, drawn into a vision, as everyone else makes confused noises. I’m dragged along with her, glimpsing a series of images I don’t have the magic to interpret—someone’s dark hair on a pale green pillow—the snarl of a hungry mouth—two hazy figures locked in an embrace—blood pooled carelessly on a laminate floor.

      Ignorant to the violent pictures, Rowan—Fearne’s boyfriend and partner in crime—says, “Man, that’s ridiculous. The Lovers? Maybe if she wasn’t a hermit twenty four seven.”

      “And a weirdo,” Fearne adds thoughtfully, chewing a fingernail.

      Rowan elbows her in the side.

      I bristle. The beast in my system, so very close to the surface, goads me into blood-lust, persuading me with the seductive colour of gore as my claws tear into Rowan’s neck. It would be so easy. Effortless.

      I wrench myself forcefully out of the clutch of the beast and blink at my room, the pastel walls, the mirror above my bookshelf, late afternoon light falling across the rugs on my floor. I’ve lost my connection to Minnie but it’s better than losing my last precious moments of awareness because of the beast’s hallucinations. Within an hour—maybe less—I’ll be forced to relinquish control of my limbs, my thoughts, everything. The beast in me will take over my body with glee.

      But for now, I’m myself. I’m myself. I repeat it until it sinks in.

      Breathing deeply, sure of my tenuous control for now, I reach out to Minnie’s mind again while I still can. I need to leave soon, trek to the spot in Almery where I change. In the dining room, I find the Lovers card still a hot topic of debate.

      “She does seem worryingly anti-social for a card like this.” Amity’s voice, soft as always, breaks Minnie’s deep concentration. “Do you think we should do more, try to connect with her? I don’t like that she’s alone, it doesn’t feel right. And it would be nice to have her around again.”

      “Not sure, Am,” Minnie replies neutrally. But she knows that if even she can’t coax me into sharing space with Guy after years of trying, Amity can’t.

      “Well, she shouldn’t be alone, not with what’s happening.” Amity looks troubled, or that could just be how Minnie’s interpreting her expression—everything I’m seeing is coloured by a filter of Minnie’s thoughts.

      With what’s happening. She means the stories of Legendaries disappearing. It started in Spain, a couple months ago, but last week there was a guy reported missing in Gloucester. That’s too close for comfort. Hunters, Mavers thinks, but no one really knows for sure.

      Guy sighs. “Don’t be too hasty, Am. She wouldn’t come out of her room anyway.”

      He’s right. I wouldn’t. That he knows me well enough to recognise that is disquieting.

      Amity’s brow furrows. “I suppose you’re right. I wonder if she gets lonely, though. Don’t you?”

      Rowan snorts. Guy glares him into silence.

      “Enough.” Minnie’s voice sends a burst of pain behind my temple. “There’s someone in her future. A girlfriend, I think. But I can’t see through the darkness.”

      “Darkness?” Am runs a worried hand through her short blonde curls.

      “She’s going to die, I think,” Minnie says ever-so-quietly. She draws her cardigan around herself, pushing the vision from her mind and blocking me from it as a consequence. I won’t go looking through her thoughts. Using someone as a conduit to listen is one thing but total invasion of privacy … I have to draw the line somewhere. I won’t be like my mother.

      Silence greets Minnie’s whispered omen.

      “Yasmin’s going to die?” Amity whispers, her face paler than usual. Even Rowan and Fearne are uncharacteristically without comment.

      Minnie looks up from the table, staring at the pattern of the wallpaper above Guy’s chair. “Yasmin or her partner. I can’t separate one from the other. I can’t see who’s going to get hurt.”

      Amity pats her hand. “Are you alright?”

      “Their love … it’s so …” Minnie fumbles for words. “It’s so powerful. I don’t know if that’s a good thing—it’s going to hurt so much when it ends.”

      I jolt out of it, out of the telepathy, out of the fear that’s enveloping me. My heart runs too fast, throwing itself against my rib cage, and my breathing is doing its best to out-race it. What the hell does that mean? A girlfriend? One of us is going to die?

      I’m not sure whether I’m more scared to die or fall in love.
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      The floor of Almery Wood is unforgiving beneath my feet. I trudge through the thick covering of snow, crushing dense ground with my boots, trying to shake off the images in Minnie’s vision. Trying to shake the certainty that she had—that I’m going to fall in love, that one of us will die. I shudder and press on through the bracken and branches. The snowfall has turned every smell to pure, scentless nothing. I have to rely on my sight and hearing to identify other people and creatures.

      None of the other Crea in our group come to this edge of the wood, since it borders a few houses, but I like it because it’s lonely. Peaceful. I don’t want to run into anyone—friend or threat—and I prefer the comfort of being on my own, unlike the others who stick together at the Crea moon. Besides, too many Crea in one small space always results in scraps and fights for dominance, and they always result in blood and scratches. It’s bad enough when I get injured and end up having to sneak into the infirmary for disinfectant and a bandage—Minnie always catches me—when it’s just a couple times a year, let alone if it was more often. I might run into Guy, or Shane, or Mavers. With Guy, I’ll feel small and alone, with Shane and his ‘banter’ I’ll want to curl into a ball with how it makes me feel, and with Mavers … guilt, and worse, longing.

      Sometimes, I imagine I walk out of my room, into the main living room where everyone hangs out, most playing Xbox, Mavers reading, Amity cutting pictures from magazines to collage, Minnie curled up in the big chair with an ancient tome on runes or hermeticism badly balanced on her lap. I imagine I sit down on the floor and join in with whatever conversation springs up, and it’s normal. When they laugh, I laugh, and I don’t feel like they’re laughing at me. When Rowan and Fearne whisper, I don’t think it’s cruel words all revolving around me, I know it’s just them being them. I imagine I’m part of it all.

      But I’m never brave enough to venture into the living room one night because I know the truth—it won’t be that way. Everyone will stare at me until my face heats, my eyes prickle, and I run back to the dark safety of my room or the library, my two safe spaces in the Academy.

      My fingers are already itching when I drop the backpack of usual supplies—spare clothes, energy bars, a bottle of isotonic orange, and heat packs for when the cold has settled into my bones—into the hollow of a tree. I focus on the burning itch instead of the tight thump of my heart, the ache of it.

      I wrestle my boots off and stuff them into the tree for safe keeping, standing on a tiny square blanket to keep my toes from freezing off. It doesn’t help much. In summer I can stand on the ground barefoot and let the magic of the Earth into my skin—another thing I inherited from my father. If I stand barefoot on the floor now, the only thing I’ll soak in is hypothermia.

      My father, the original Manticore—not a God, but a Creature with the body of a lion, wings that when fully mature are like something from a nightmare but are downy when young, and a tail tipped with poison. I’m like him, a weaker, smaller version of his animal shape when I change forms, but I never met him. He knew I existed—before he died, he put money in my bank account—but he never showed an interest in my life. Which, more than Venus’s absence in my life, actually stings.

      As far as I know, he’s the only other Manticore in existence since I’m his only kid and he’s the original Manticore. In the Creature world, there’s always the original, and any of their offspring are like me—Crea. Shifters who become their beastly forms once a month on what we call the Crea Moon, but who aren’t anywhere near as powerful as the originals. Creatures have their own magic, usually tied to an element, and unlike their descendants’ power, it’s boundless. It can do anything. Ours has limits.

      I can’t use my magic to heat the air around me, or make me stay a girl—push off the Change. Creatures can change at will, their kids have no choice, controlled by nature, forced to brutally twist until they’re a new, animalistic shape. I can, through my magic, sense the beating heart of this Wood—feel the heat and motion of birds, the slow gurgle of roots sucking up water, the gentle watchfulness of the trees, so many different varieties of them, each one individual, with their own fingerprint, recognisable to my Earth magic if I focussed hard enough. But I couldn’t control it—the whole wood—unlike a Creature.

      Another shudder wracks my body, the impact shooting down every bone in my body. I groan without meaning to, the pain beginning to build. I couldn’t focus either of my magics now—the one I got from my mother or my father—with my body quivering, bones creaking.

      No. No, I can’t, I can’t hurt anyone else.

      It pauses—it always does. A lull. I grit my teeth, tears pushing out of my eyes because I know what’s coming and—

      No, please don’t, just this time, please don’t—

      A spasm rips me from head to toe. I’m gone in an eruption of pain and breaking bones. I no longer have to think about the family I can’t have.

      I’m no longer a girl.
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      The wood is beautiful to these animal eyes but I hate having no control over what they fall on. Anxiety burns through me, the constant panic that the Manticore will snap, the predator will focus on something living, and like last time…

      I can’t bear to think about it—being trapped here in the confines of a sleek, leonine body not mine as a beast not me rips into cloth and skin and muscle. The edges of the leaves are crisp, distracting the Manticore for now, the flat colours my human eyes would see brought into bright technicolour relief, every insect scaling the huge trees sharp and in perfect focus. The beast in me can see the moss on the furthest tree, hear even a scuffle in the brush, the pad of a rabbit’s paws or the scurry of a squirrel in its nest. It didn’t take long for these furry ears to pick up the path of the human’s boots last Crea moon, didn’t take long for its—my?—jaws to close around the man’s meaty leg, to drag him onto the wood floor so it—I?—could rip out his throat.

      Even now, I could kill someone and I wouldn’t be able to stop it. My jaws would rip flesh from bone and I’d be paralysed in my mind, watching the horror as it happens. Six times. That’s how many times I’ve killed someone, how many times I’ve fought with everything I have to get the Manticore to leave them alone, spare them with just a few wounds, and leave them with their lives. Three other people got away with only claw welts and bite marks but not because the Manticore listened to my broken pleading—because they were distracted by the scent of another Crea on the wind.

      Six people are dead because of me.

      One was a girl no older than nine. I killed her when I was fourteen, before I’d settled into the Change. The second was a teenage boy who saw the beast and thought it was a good idea to take a photo on his phone instead of running for his life. The third was a middle-aged man. He had a knife angled at my friend Willa as she lounged in Almery pool in her oceanid form, humanoid but with her skin tinged the same murky green of the lake, the pattern of leaves and shadows on the pool reflected exactly on her skin, shifting with every minute change of the water’s surface.

      I’m not sure whether the man meant to kill her for spoils or because she freaked him out but I don’t regret killing him. That doesn’t mean he doesn’t still haunts my nightmares, his glazed green eyes and slack, wrinkled face flashing through my dreams like all the others I killed, victims four and five, a couple of college-aged guys with cans of cheap larger in their hands, and six—just last month—an ageing man in a khaki puffy jacket, a hunting rifle in his hand. I panicked, thinking he was the kind of hunter that comes after my kind, and couldn’t even scramble to stop the beast. When it was too late I realised he was just a normal hunter trying to shoot a normal beast for his study wall or for kicks. No strengthened canvas uniform, no serious rifle—semi-automatic—no hatred sneered across his face.

      I could do nothing but watch, collapsing inside a body that didn’t belong to me, while the beast tore limbs apart and left them in an arrangement that satisfied it. Mavers says, with enough effort, I can stop this, bring the Manticore under control, but I know, deep down, he’s wrong.

      Still—I don’t understand why the beast killed to save Willa. Maybe there’s the smallest connection, however thin, between the two of us, between girl and monster. I have to hope; it’s the only thing keeping me going. That one moment, that one kill—on my behalf, not the beast’s. That tiny, momentary connection, that crossover of intent, that’s what keeps me trying, fighting, grasping for any measure of control. With every month that passes with no progress, my heart gets harder, my hope gets crushed a bit smaller, but still it’s there … that one moment.

      But as leaves and dirt and errant twigs are shredded beneath ruthless golden paws, I’m not so sure. I never am when I’m here, stuck, captive—it seems an impossible thing to get this ruthless force under control. The Manticore is a creature of blood-lust and vicious intentions. I doubt there’s any part of it that will come to heel. I’ve tried threats, begging, bargaining—nothing. No reaction. On the days before and after the Change, when I can feel fur and claws scratching just under the surface of my skin, that’s when I need to control it. I need to harness the monster when it’s my choice. Not when the moon is holding me hostage.

      The Manticore steps into a clearing lit by moonlight and shakes out its fur, the feathers of its wings tickling my ears—its ears. I move my head instinctively to get rid of the irritation but the beast’s head stays still. I hold my breath, sensing those ears swivel and focus, scanning for out of place sounds. I hear nothing. If I had a body, sweat would be beading at my temples, my breath held.

      The beast trots on, following a familiar dirt trail between towering oaks towards the pool, its tongue dry, leaving behind paw prints twice the size of the largest dog’s that tomorrow morning Mavers and the rest will come and scuff away—lest humans see and grow curious. I can faintly taste the sharpness of the water when my—its—head bends to lap from one of the narrow streams that feed into the pool. Water runs down its mouth when it lifts its head.

      The beast pivots suddenly and regards the trees. I feel the sensation of my stomach dropping even if I don’t have a girl’s stomach right now. A low, guttural growl comes from the depths of the Manticore’s chest and I finally see what it heard. A man inches out from behind a wide trunked service tree, vibrant leaves contrasting against the intentionally dark brown of his canvas jacket. He meant to blend in. I thank Legend the beast’s eyes are fixed on him because it means I can scan him for the tell-tale signs of hunters—I’ve never seen one but we all know what to look for. Heavy canvas clothes, scarves wrapped around their lower mouths, a sense of something not quite right with them. This man has all the signs.

      Futilely, I urge the beast to turn and run, dragging and pulling with strength I don’t have, screaming with a soundless voice, begging with my mind. But I know by the rumble coming from its mouth and the way its claws are uprooting earth that it’s going to attack. I’m going to kill another person. Unless they kill me first. The terror and dread wants to choke my breath but my body is out of my control. It poisons my mind instead, fills me with visions of bloody limbs and skin torn open until I feel like I’m shaking.

      By the time the man has produced a weapon, it’s too late for the beast to react to the real threat—a gun. I tried to warn it, to pull it away, get us to run. The gun—a semi-automatic rifle, matte black metal, long muzzle. Even the Manticore stops breathing for just a second.

      The wood holds its breath.

      We turn, sensing the bigger threat, to run, but a sharp noise tears the silence in two, scattering birds and animals in all directions. The Manticore flinches at the sound before absolute, blinding agony shocks through me, uniting Yasmin and the Manticore for one second in merciless pain. I scream in silence; the beast lets out a world-shaking roar, flaring its wings—but they’re not enough to hold its weight, not enough to carry us far away until the Manticore is fully mature, until they’re toughened, moulted, and leathery with spines as strong as titanium.

      The hunter sights down his rifle again but the beast is lumbering to its feet, paws gripping for purchase. For once, it’s not a terror to be utterly out of control—we both want the same thing. Distance, quiet, safety. The Manticore races out of the clearing, weaving through tree trunks to partially cover us, but its usual speed is affected by the wound, a messy hole in its shoulder. I need to grit my teeth, to clench my fists, to hold onto something physical so I can bear down on this complete agony. The pain seems to pulse louder in my head, turning dark and large and demanding. Sight slips from me for a string of seconds. Blood falls, drop by drop, onto the ground, leaving a trail. I don’t know how much longer I can stand this.

      I know, suddenly, that I’m going to die, the thought striking my head with as much force as the next blurring wave of pain. And in this moment, as the beast stumbles, as its legs give way, dying as the beast is the worst thing I can think of. I would rather … I would rather have killed him, that hunter, that man—that person. I would rather have torn his throat out than die myself. I think that makes me a different sort of monster.

      The Manticore’s ears prick to the sound of footsteps but by now it can’t move at all. All it can do is pull downy wings around itself as a flimsy, useless shield, and watch as the owner of the footsteps nears us.

      Heavy duty boots on the edge of the trees, striding purposefully closer until, without warning or reason, they stop, slowly backing away. The beast’s rolling eyes are still turned in the direction of the hunter, hovering behind a tree, watching, but the man doesn’t near. Why?

      A larger sound, trees whipping, branches hitting solid flesh, scraping clothes, and then running—feet running. Mavers? Guy? Weakness suddenly takes over the Manticore; maybe it thinks our family is coming, too.

      But when a form crashes to the leaf-torn ground beside the beast’s bulk, wide green eyes fill my patchy vision. A heart-shaped olive face, bushy eyebrows drawn low, a frown slashed across full lips. Not Mavers, not Guy, but a girl. A girl in the woods. Thank you, I think at this stranger but I have no magic to grasp onto, too weak to do anything but watch the beast’s eyes gradually win the fight against staying open. Blackness covers me too, dragging me down.
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      With a groan I open my eyes on a too-bright morning. Rubbing my eyes, I squint into the light, waiting for trees and loam to resolve around me, braced as always for blood and bones. My stomach knots until my eyes focus on … a kitchen. What?

      Anxiety spikes. I try to remember changing back to this form, crawling back to the Academy but my brain doesn’t work like it’s supposed to. I don’t remember getting my clothes from the tree hollow. I don’t remember stumbling home. And … this isn’t home. This isn’t our kitchen, cluttered and well-used. This is glossy and sleek and pristine. Glass sliding doors, clean tiled floor, shining white cupboards, marble worktops. Where am I? My breathing quickens and my eyes finally focus, darting around the room. Where am I?

      I try to scramble to my feet but my limbs are weak, wrecked from the Change. I try again and agony spears me, shooting up my spine, arrowing through my shoulder. I let out a whine more beast than girl—but when I reach for the senses I can usually access this soon after the Change, I come up empty. No heightened smell or hearing, not even the prickle of claws under the skin of my fingers, the push of fur and feathers beneath the skin. After the Crea Moon, the beast is hard to control and always in power. But now it—

      Scuffling draws my attention to the open doorway and the girl standing inside it. My age, pale olive skin, pretty face twisted into an expression of shock. “Who are you?” she whispers. I shudder—hard.

      She intentionally averts her eyes and that’s when I realise I’m naked. Sweat breaking along my back, I cover my private parts with my hand, band an arm across my breasts. I want to crawl out of this kitchen and run away. Who is she? Where am I? My stomach twists in on itself, my heart kicking my ribs. My eyes shoot around the room, marking the door she’s stood in, the sliding glass doors behind me. I could run, if I was quick enough—

      I remember, all at once, the memories like an anvil dropped on my head.

      The Change. The girl in the woods.

      I stare at her. What do I do? She’s human … right? I’d be able to tell with my Dei senses—inherited from my Goddess mother—if she was Legendary like me. But she saw me … in animal form. Oh Gods. I broke the first rule of the Legend Mirror, the only rule that matters in my world: don’t expose us to humans. My next breath is jagged.

      “I asked you a question,” she says, strength in her voice. I flinch at the harshness of it in the quiet. “Who are you?”

      I stare at her, trying to cover as much as myself as possible, trying to remember. How did I get here? I remember a dark figure, a hunter emerging with a gun aimed at the Manticore, remember the force and the agony of the shot—I’m still feeling every ripple of the aftermath. Surely the beast wouldn’t have been so disorientated by the injury to wander into someone’s home. To follow her home? Would it?

      Girl In The Woods stares at a patch of wall above me. The hard light coming through the glass door catches in her eyes. They’re an unusually dark shade of green, with flashes of yellow-gold around the pupil—but not like mine, which become flecked with metallic gold whenever I’m close to monstrous. Dark shadows beneath her eyes match the bloodshot veins.

      What do I say? I’m a creature of myth, daughter of a Goddess nobody believes was ever real, member of a mythical race who live in secret for fear your kind will kill us all. No. There’s only one answer I can give. “I’m Yasmin,” I rasp.

      “That’s informative,” she retorts, fixes her jaw. Then, “I’m Fray.”

      I hunt for something to cover more of my body with, too much brown skin on show. All I see is a towel drying on a radiator. I need clothes but I’m desperate. Tense, moving too quick for her to stop me, I flick out my arm and grab the fluffy fabric. The girl takes a step back when I move but the look she gives me is a warning, not fearful.

      When I’m almost-decent, I try standing again and find my bones have recovered from transforming and breaking enough to hold me upright. My heart thumps. I stand there like cornered prey. I want to bolt for the door but … I don’t. I need to know how I got here.

      I watch her from the corner of my eye. Girl In The Woods. Fray. “Strange name,” I say to fill the uncomfortable silence.

      “Strange parents.” She scratches her arm a bit too vigorously. “I don’t mean to be funny but … who are you? And what are you doing in my kitchen?”

      “I’m—”

      “Because last night I found a lion … thing. A winged lion. I get that it sounds insane but—it was bleeding and I brought it here to help. Because I obviously have no sense of personal safety.” Fray’s rambling. She looks terrified—though I think there might be an edge of reckless curiosity in her eyes as they watch me. I don’t like her eyes on me, and not just because my skin is crawling and desperate for clothes—because I feel seen.

      “And now you’re here,” she goes on, gesturing with her hands, “and very naked. And I’m not sure what I’m supposed to think. Did you think it was a fun prank to play? Did you set the whole thing up? Was the uni-lion even real? What did you do with it?”

      I mean to say something else, something to cover up this mess—Mavers made us memorise some of the more easily believed cover stories just in case we got in trouble—but that non-word gives me pause. “The what?”

      “Uni-lion,” she says matter-of-factly. “Like unicorn, but with a lion. No wait.” She holds up a hand, frowns. My heart races. I’m sure, suddenly, she knows what I am. Manticore, she’s going to say, and then phone the police. Hunters will hear somehow and they’ll come for me—and find the Red too. But Fray just rambles to herself, visibly nervous. “That would mean the lion had a horn and it didn’t. It had wings. But what kind of animal has wings?”

      She’s talking to herself but I’m shaking and scared and I answer her automatically. “Pegasus. The winged horse.”

      “Yes!” Her eyes are so frantic, so wide. “You’re right. So Pega-lion. No, that sounds awkward. I’ll just call it a were-lion.”

      “Right.” I take a backward step closer to the glass doors. “I-I need to go. I’m sorry.”

      “Why?” Fray takes a step towards me, expression darkening with suspicion. “Why are you sorry? What did you do?”

      When she moves into the full force of the light I do a double take. She looks like a Numen—a Goddess—or a being from one of the old stories, the incarnations of love and hate and hope that died out long ago in the Roman era. I look three times just to be sure, but she’s completely pure, completely human.

      Distracted by my growing interest in her I almost say, because the winged lion was me. But I can’t. I mash my lips together, panicked, and blurt the first thing that comes to mine. “I’m sorry for being in your kitchen. I’m going to leave now.” At least I know how I got here—she found me, dragged me to safety, away from the hunter … not that she knows that.

      She laughs, a severe sound more scared than amused. “Here’s the problem: I still have no idea who you are or why you’re in my house. I’m starting to think you’re a serial killer. And if you are a serial killer, I can’t just let you go. You might try to kill another unsuspecting girl.” She narrows her eyes, squares her shoulders. “I should call the police.”

      “No.” I pull on my afro. It’s matted with clumps of mud. Or at least I hope it’s mud. “Please,” I beg. Scramble for a reason for her to believe me. “I haven’t tried to hurt you, have I?”

      Her eyes are dangerous slits. “Not yet.”

      “I just want to leave. Okay? I don’t remember what happened. All of yesterday is a blur.” It’s not a complete lie. I don’t remember most of it. But I do remember her
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