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      The Warren was still, and all through the tunnels nothing stirred—not even one of Delilah’s mouse constructs.

      I sat underneath Salle, the grand willow tree which grew inside the central cavern, watching as it shimmered underneath the crystal ceiling. Her weeping branches floated in the air, some trailing upwards, others down, giving the otherworldly impression of a million-armed octopus swimming in the sea.

      “Isn’t she a pretty thing?”

      I looked up at Rory, glad he remembered to meet me. It was three a.m., otherwise known as the witching hour, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d fallen asleep.

      The young Druid sat next to me on the snarled tree root, his ruddy brown hair sticking up at odd angles. His clothes were in a similar state, but considering the hour, I couldn’t blame him for not dressing up.

      “I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of looking at it,” I replied. “I miss it.”

      “Speaking of missing things…you missed Burns Night,” he declared. “It was a good one this year…on account of everyone not dying and all.”

      “What’s Burns Night?” I asked, ignoring the last part. Some things still struck deep and I wasn’t sure I’d ever get over them. Fighting the Chimera singlehandedly and dragging them all into death with a dangerous dark power wasn’t something one did flippantly, let alone dealt with like a throwaway scene in a movie.

      “Robert Burns, the poet,” Rory declared. “We celebrate his birthday.”

      I made a face. “I’m guessing that’s not a Druid thing.”

      “Ach, no. It’s a Scottish tradition. We love our poets, especially Mr. Burns.” He winked. “You know, sometimes I feel more like a Scot than a Druid.”

      “You certainly sound like one.”

      “I’ve lived underneath Edinburgh in a crystal cave locked inside a pocket of space and time my entire life,” he said with a smirk. “Doesn’t get any more Scottish than that.”

      I shook my head and chuckled. “So, what do you do on Burns Night?”

      “Eat, drink, sing, and read poetry.”

      “Read poetry?” I couldn’t imagine Rory reading a poem, let alone performing one.

      He shook his head incredulously. “Have you read a Burns’ poem? I think not!” He leapt up onto one of Salle’s thick roots and proclaimed, “Ye banks and braes o’ bonnie Doon, How can ye bloom sae fresh and fair; How can ye chant, ye little birds, And I sae weary, fu’ o’ care!”

      “Don’t yell,” I complained. “You’ll wake everyone up.” I stood and tried to grab his flailing arms but my laughter stopped when my hands passed right through him.

      Reality rushed to slap me in the face as my smile faded and I stared at my palms.  For one blissful moment, I’d forgotten where I was.

      You left to protect them, I told myself. It was for the best.

      “Don’t fash yourself, Elspeth,” Rory said, jumping back to ground level. “It’s not ideal, but we still get to see one another. That’s something, right?”

      “I’m using an unstable dark power to astral project into the one place I shouldn’t. I—” I clamped my mouth shut as I felt tears prickle in the corners of my eyes.

      “You left all your things here.”

      I sniffed. “I know. I had to buy new underwear.”

      He laughed. “See? It’s not so bad, huh? Wherever you are, they have department stores.”

      “Some people would consider it a travesty of modern consumerism gone wild. The environmental impact alone—”

      “Don’t be dramatic.” Rory chuckled and glanced up at Salle. “I know your da was a scientist—”

      “Environmental scientist.”

      “Environmental scientist,” he corrected himself. “But there’s no need to be dramatic.”

      “Maybe if there were more Druids, then we could take on climate change.”

      Rory chuckled. “Wouldn’t that be a sight? How would we ever explain it to humanity?”

      I sighed. There wouldn’t be any environmental soldering while the Warren was besieged by the Chimera.

      “It’s been a while since I last checked in,” I began. “How are things?”

      “A month,” he replied. “A whole month.”

      “I…” My cheeks heated and I looked away, wanting to hide behind the curtain of green hair. The hair that marked me as half Fae. Half enemy.

      Rory shifted so he could catch my gaze. “I should be asking how you are. The Druids can handle themselves just fine, but how long has it been since you found out the truth?”

      “Three months.” Though it felt like three thousand years. The learning curve was steep and the price of being special was high. Half Fae, half Druid.

      “And it wasn’t an easy transition,” he added, “not by a long shot. Your da passed away only a month before you came to Edinburgh, too.”

      “Have the Chimera returned?” I asked, not wanting to talk about my adjustment period or my father being murdered by an elemental soldier.

      “The city has been quiet,” he replied. “There are still Fae around, but not like it used to be.”

      “Good.” They were all out looking for me just as I’d planned.

      “You’re safe, though?”

      I nodded. “I think so. I haven’t seen any Chimera for a while.”

      “Are you sure about not telling me where you are?”

      “Yes.”

      “Your powers?”

      “I…I’ve been too afraid to use them much,” I admitted. “I’ve only practiced a little at a time.”

      “A little is good,” Rory said. “I mean, you’re astral projecting like you’ve been doing it for years. That’s not exactly a Druid ability.”

      I offered him a half-smile. “I guess not.”

      Sitting back—which was an odd sensation when I couldn’t feel my arse—I thought about the night I’d confronted Owen and the Chimera in Calton Cemetery. He’d said a lot of things to me that night, but I’d pried his truth out like a parasite latching onto a blood vessel.

      The Chimera wanted to take over the Fae world, then sweep into Earth, destroying the witches for barring their way home, enslave the Druids, and when they had the power they desired, they would turn on humanity. The Chimera wanted to rule with a dynasty of terror that stretched across multiple worlds. They wanted to become all powerful…and they needed me in order to achieve it. If Owen was to be believed, then my mother held a similar ability to the one I’d discovered that night—and they’d tried to turn her into something evil against her will. She’d fallen in love with my father somewhere along the way, but when I was born, I’d inherited the Druid power to open portals between worlds as well. Thus, I’d prompted an ominous prophecy to be foretold.

      Born of ashes, dead in darkness, a soul who bridges the gap has the power to destroy Druid and Fae alike. When the black sun rises, death will choose the hand of fate.

      If anyone bothered to ask, I’d tell them that prophecies sucked.

      “Stop worrying about it,” Rory declared, sinking down next to me. “It is what it is.”

      He was right. Sulking wouldn’t change anything.

      “How’s Ignis?” I asked. “Keeping his promise?”

      Ignis was a rather large tabby cat, but he was more than just another mouse catching feline. He was a complex construct made from Druidic prisms that housed a broken human soul. It was my grandmother Delilah’s favourite pastime. She said saving shards of people destined for an eternity of nothingness and shoving them into magic cats was a better fate than anyone could hope for.

      But when it came to Ignis’s soul, there were more questions than answers. Firstly, he’d somehow grown a mind of his own and began to act like a bratty teenager, ignoring my pleas to stay inside the Warren where it was safe. Secondly, he’d turned himself into a giant tiger with glowing blue stripes and launched himself into battle beside me. It was kind of bad-arse, but no one could explain it. His level of consciousness was unprecedented.

      “He hasn’t disappeared, if that’s what you mean,” Rory replied. “And he hasn’t changed into anything else but a lazy fleabag who sleeps in the library all day. He still chases the bird constructs, but he hasn’t managed to catch one yet.”

      “Good to hear.”

      “He knows you’re okay.”

      I grunted, still unaccustomed to the attention of other people. Growing up, I’d always been a loner with nothing special to write home about.

      “What have you been doing?” I wondered. “Still patrolling with Jaimie?”

      “Yeah, but…I’ve been trying to perfect my portals,” Rory admitted. “Everyone has a speciality, except for me. I thought it was about time I got one of my own. Wandering around Edinburgh and spying on Fae wasn’t exactly something for younger generations to aspire to.”

      “You’re a warrior,” I told him. “A neach-gleidhidh.” A guardian. “That’s something great to aspire to.”

      “Maybe.” He shrugged. “Portals are useful too, even if I can’t open them to other worlds. There aren’t many of us who can control them.”

      “Be careful,” I warned, thinking about my father. His meddling with portals led him to the Fae realm, my mother, and everything that’d followed. It was the reason the Darkland Druids were hunted by the Chimera.

      “One day I might find the Darklands,” Rory said. “But for now, other worlds are far beyond my reach.”

      “Still—”

      “Elspeth, it’s all good,” he interrupted. “I know you’re worried, but I’m being careful. I know what I’m doing.”

      “If you say so…”

      He shook his head. “I trained you, didn’t I?”

      “It still won’t stop me from worrying.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      He meant it as a joke, but I tensed. Rory’s parents had been killed by the Chimera soon after my father returned to the Warren with me, a mere three-day-old baby, in his arms. I couldn’t help but feel partially to blame for the calamity that’d followed in our footsteps, even though I had no control over it.

      We fell into an uneasy silence until Rory cleared this throat.

      “Vanora—”

      “I don’t want to talk about your genetic girlfriend,” I huffed.

      “She’s not my girlfriend. Besides, I can’t help it if tradition dictates that in order for our genetic survival, we have to—”

      “Please stop,” I snapped. The Druid’s dwindling gene pool was just another reminder that I’d never truly belong anywhere. No one wanted my sullied blood mingling with the pureness of Druidic kind, regardless of my grandmother being an Elder or anyone’s feelings otherwise. It was never going to happen, so it was better to not become attached in the first place.

      “Elspeth, they want to apologise, especially Vanora and Darby.”

      “Apologise?” I scoffed.

      They’d accused me of leading the Chimera to the Warren, attacked and restrained me, then tried to justify killing me while bound to Salle with prisms which burned into my flesh. If it wasn’t for Delilah, Darby would have plunged a knife through my heart. Still, I’d gone out into the city and protected them all by unleashing the monster inside me, risking the fulfilment of their stupid prophecy.

      When the black sun rises, death will choose the hand of fate.

      “They understand what you did for us,” Rory continued, “everyone does. They know they were wrong. The Darklands rejected us and we’re not without our faults because of it, but—”

      “Well, I’m not ready to forgive them for attempted murder,” I hissed and rose to my feet. I no longer bore the wounds from the attack, but the emotional ones still ran deep. “I unleashed a demon to save them. How stupid am I?”

      “Elspeth.”

      “I can’t,” I told him. “It’s too much. I need… I need silence.”

      I let go of the threads which bound me, and my essence snapped back into my body. I opened my eyes, grabbed the pillow next to me, smooshed it into my face, and screamed.

      The cottage was dark and silent, save for the echoes of my frustration and the howling wind over the hills outside.

      I hadn’t ended up far from Edinburgh, but it’d been a long road to get here. Instead of going south to London, I’d gone north to Inverness. Even in the snow and ice, the Chimera had followed, but I’d managed to disappear before they could lay eyes on me.

      Rattled, I’d gone rural, phasing onto the banks of Loch Lomond.

      I’d found the notice by chance, happening on it at the village grocers I’d stopped in looking for a hit of chocolate—the farther I teleported, the more drained I felt. The advert had gone something like, McDougall’s Trossachs Hobby Farm is looking for short-term help over the winter. Accomodation provided and fair wages supplied.

      As it turned out, it was a young couple with a daughter who were just getting the place up and running. They knew only slightly more than I did about farm animals, which wasn’t much. After a few uneasy glances at my green hair—because unnatural hair colour was a sign I might be of the rebellious sort—we’d come to an agreement. I stayed in the single level, stone cottage free of charge and received a little envelope with money stuffed inside, all in exchange for collecting eggs, herding cows, a bit of milking, and a whole lot of shovelling shite.

      I couldn’t complain too much. The cottage was cozy and wired with electricity, the family was nice, it was isolated, and the scenery was beautiful. If the Chimera found me here, it’d be a miracle.

      Still, I had to be careful with using my abilities. It seemed like they could track me somehow, as if using my powers was the same as firing off a flare gun in the wilderness. Astral projecting seemed to be okay so far, but I wasn’t going to push it by helping the herb garden sprout out of season.

      I sighed and tossed the pillow away, the dark cottage suddenly cold. Now I knew why Dad never used his Colours. I’d only known about my own for a few months, but I already missed practicing prisms and turning on and off crystal light bulbs with a wave of my hand.

      Unfurling from the couch, I shuffled over to the window and pressed my forehead against the cool glass. Outside, the stars were shining through a break in the clouds, glittering like diamonds strewn across black velvet.

      How had my father coped with this life? Constantly looking over his shoulder, always with a lingering threat of death or worse snapping at his heels? Cut off from the one thing that made him who he was. How had I been so blind to it all?

      There was a darkness inside me, but it was more than my Druid legacy to walk into death or my still-unknown Fae heritage. Once I’d let the darkness in that night at Calton Cemetery, something had spoken to me. Something wild and elemental…and beyond this reality.

      I had no idea what it was or why it had chosen me. All that was certain was that I couldn’t let the Chimera get their hands on me.

      Because if they did…it was all over.
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      The weather was a strange beast in the Scottish Highlands.

      I leaned back from the window, rubbing my nose where it’d gone numb from leaning against the cold glass.

      Summer was just around the corner, but it still felt like the cold fingers of winter were clutched around the wooded glens, braes, and lochs of the Trossachs National Park.

      The most famous loch in the area was Loch Lomond—Loch Ness, with its famous monster, was three hours to the north—and if I stood at the front door of the cottage, I could see a sliver of shimmering water peek through the treetops.

      I shivered, my conversation with Rory playing in my mind. There wasn’t much to see outside at this hour of the morning, so I sat on the couch and pulled a handwoven blanket over my legs.

      I picked up the black bag Delilah had given me at the train station in Edinburgh and took out my father’s journal. I hadn’t opened it yet as courage had been in short supply since I’d left the city.

      Facing my father’s death and being a Druid was one thing, but dealing with the darkness that came with my mother’s lineage was an entirely different ball game—one I wasn’t sure I wanted to play.

      The journal was heavy in my lap, the worn cover cool to the touch. Tiny scratches and dents marred the leather  and the binding was creased. Whatever was inside must have been important—Dad had opened it often, it seemed.

      Delilah had told me it contained his portal research, and I’d assumed it was full of equations and insights to the places he’d been while searching for the Darklands. Maybe there were a bunch of portal addresses…if that was even a thing.

      “Okay, Dad,” I murmured, “I know I went into death and spoke to you, but I can’t avoid the things you left behind forever.”

      Before I lost my nerve, I unwrapped the leather tie and flipped open the cover.

      The paper was thick, as if it’d been handmade out of recycled pulp. Flecks of wood fibre ran through it, creating an interesting mottled effect, but it was the writing inside that held my attention the most. A rush of unwanted feelings bubbled to the surface and I almost closed the journal.

      I ran my fingertips over Dad’s familiar handwriting, tracing the curves and angles. I swept the pages over and found more of the same. He’d used different kinds of pens—felt-tipped fine liners, grey lead pencils, biros—in an array of blacks and blues. Some notes were scribbles while others were neatly written thoughts. There were drawings, too.

      Runes were etched in corners or doodled as he’d been lost in thought. I recognised some of the shapes from around the Warren. That one was for light, another was nature, night, day, sun, and moon, but there were many I didn’t know. Rory hadn’t taught me much about languages before I’d left, but there was an understanding that lingered in my blood that caused me to find many of the shapes familiar. It was how I’d finally managed to realise what Vanora’s favourite insult—bò bhrònach—meant.

      I’d stood on the platform, about to get on a train to London, when understanding flooded my mind. It was what made me go north, with the hope that I’d one day return to the Warren. If only she knew calling me a stupid cow would have such a major effect on my trajectory…

      Shaking my head, I turned back to the first page and began to read what my father had felt so deeply about that he’d wanted to commit it to paper.

      I remember flashes of the Darklands. A colourless, crystalline world; a nightmarish barrier between Thríbhís Mhór and countless other realities.

      Mother suspects Merlin made a pact with the Old Ones to conceal the homeland from outside threats. They would wrap Thríbhís Mhór within the Darklands and our way of life would be safe from those who followed us through space and time. The price for their protection was the souls of the unworthy. That’s what she thinks, but Merlin would never admit it.

      If that was true, then by rights, we shouldn’t have survived.

      Merlin? I snorted. Stranger things had happened than finding out an old wizard dude from fictional stories about King Arthur actually existed.

      Unworthy. I recalled something Rory had said to me when we’d first met. It was in the safe house on the Royal Mile after I’d first met Vanora. There are those amongst us who believe we aren’t worthy of reaching the homeland, he’d said. Vanora is one of them. I fear it’s turned her heart hard.

      It must be difficult knowing they escaped a fate they’d been destined for, especially knowing their leader, Merlin, had made a bargain to sacrifice them without their knowledge.

      I didn’t like the connotations of the Darklands deeming someone as ‘unworthy’. It made the Darkland Druids sound as if they were tainted in some horrible, irreparable way, and all they were good for was becoming shadow people in a nightmarish world. No wonder Vanora was bitter.

      I continued through the journal, but it was mostly scraps of notes complaining about lack of progress. Portal opened to Borneo. Portal almost dumped me into the Atlantic Ocean. Portal went nowhere. I’m having trouble finding a connection to realities outside this one.

      Rory told me portals were difficult to master and that it could take a lifetime to find a path to another world. No wonder Merlin had monopolised the way to the homeland. Pfft. I hoped for his sake, we never met.

      On the next page, Dad’s writing became messy.

      I found a path to a new world, he wrote. My Colours have finally broken through the veil of our new Earth, and I looked upon the face of another…the first I’ve seen in hundreds of years. It was bright and full of life, a stark comparison to the Darklands.

      I gasped and read the passage again just to make sure I wasn’t jumping to conclusions. Dad had been amongst the Druids who’d escaped the Darklands.

      My heart hammered in my chest and I stared across the room, completely numb. My father had been over eight centuries old when he’d come to Earth.

      Holy…

      And in all that time, he’d never loved anyone else or fathered any other children. At least, none that Delilah mentioned. I was it. Just me and him.

      I frantically searched through the journal, skipping pages and entries, scanning for mentions of my mother or the Fae world, but it wasn’t until I reached the end that things became interesting.

      A few pages had been ripped out, the jagged stumps were all that remained, but there was one last entry. Dad had written only a few words and drops of water had smeared the ink, but their meaning was unmistakable.

      I can’t control what I feel for her. It has overtaken me. I love her.

      That’s when I realised it wasn’t water, it was tears.

      There were no notes about the Fae realm, what it was like, who my mother was, why he’d taken me and ran. It ended abruptly, as if he knew writing about it would be dangerous.

      I flicked through the rest of the journal anyway, only to find empty pages.

      If only we had more time… But that was my curse, apparently. Questions were answered with more questions and an unhealthy dose of regret.

      Sighing, I let the journal fall back to the last entry.

      I stared at Dad’s admission of love—and the tears which stained it—and wondered what it was like to feel that intensely for someone.

      In that moment, I felt a stab of loneliness so profound I didn’t know what to do. Sniffing, I pressed my palm against the page and the cottage fell away into darkness.

      Whispers echoed around me and I spun, trying to catch them, but no matter how hard I tried, or how fast I turned, they slipped through my fingers and dissolved into the currents of time.

      A vision collided with me and I gasped. I stood in a forest, feeling the warmth of a strange sun on my face. A beautiful woman peeked shyly around a tree, her emerald hair shimmering as she moved, but her face was a blur.

      I blinked, my heart leaping into my throat and time sped up.

      Her hand was in mine. Her hand was mine.

      An icy chill tickled the back of my neck and I turned.

      Snow lay thick on the ground, sparkling in the dim light.

      I stood in a stone room on the edge of the world.

      My hand reached for the curtains, but it wasn’t my own.

      “Gordan?” a woman called, a note of distress in her musical voice. “She comes.”

      I turned, snatching up a leather bag and dragging the strap over my head.

      The small, round room was lit with candles, the orange glow illuminating the stone walls with long shadows. Bookshelves dominated the space, and each shelf was crammed full of curiously bound tomes in a rainbow of colours. Tapestries had been hung in empty spaces and long velvet curtains draped either side of the open window.

      “Can I trust you?” I asked, startled to hear my father’s voice. I was witnessing his memories.

      A woman lingered in the doorway, wringing her hands together. Her features were feline—sharp cheekbones, strong yellowish eyes, and golden hair that fell around her shoulders and down her back.

      “They will know,” she replied. “But I will try to stall.”

      “Thank you.”

      A fourposter bed materialised from the haze of memory—a massive thing with a thick fur blanket. I leaned over and scooped up the swaddled child and held her tightly against my chest.

      She never made a sound, choosing to sleep her way into a new world. I couldn’t blame her.

      The sound of a squalling baby echoed through the castle as the harvest moon covered up the sun, turning the land grey and black.

      “The black sun.” It was a woman’s voice, different than before, distorted by eroding memory.

      “I don’t care,” I said in my father’s voice. “Our daughter is here.” I looked down upon the child, smoothing away the gunk on her perfect little face. “Have you ever seen something so small?”

      “You don’t understand…” the woman said.

      Looking at her, I replied, “I understand perfectly.”

      I knew she was there, lying in a bed of strange furs—tousled, exhausted, and radiant. But I couldn’t see her clearly. She was a phantom.

      “They will covet her power for the rest of her life,” she said.

      “And we will protect her for the rest of ours.”

      I tore my hand away from Dad’s journal and I stared across the cottage, disoriented and a little nauseous. Mother.

      The sounds of the Scottish Highlands came back piece by piece—the rustle of the wind in the bushes outside, the drip of the tap in the kitchen, the creaking of the old wooden beams in the ceiling—and my wits returned, along with the feeling in my fingers and toes.

      It was a world like ours but with a layer of magic over it so thick, it tasted like honey.

      I shook my head and closed the journal, wondering what part of me had linked to Dad’s memories. I listened to the dawn, but all was still.

      Delilah was right. The journal did hold a clue that only Gordan’s daughter would understand.

      And it broke my heart and mended it, all in the same breath.
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      A furious rapping at the door woke me.

      I jerked upright as if someone had tossed a bucket of ice water over my head. I snorted and blinked the sleep out of my eyes, I tossed aside the blanket and rubbed my aching back.

      Dad’s journal fell onto the floor with a thud and I snatched it up, shoving it into my bag before I got sucked into any other memories. Whatever happened last night, I now had an annoying headache that throbbed behind my eyeballs.

      “Elspeth? Hello?” The child’s voice was muffled on the other side of the heavy, wooden door.

      It was the McDougalls’ daughter, Florence. At seven years old, she was a tenacious little thing with a fearless attitude—though fiercely shy around strangers. Her curly brown hair was often tangled with bits of twigs and leaves stuck in it, and her favourite outfit was a red tartan shirt, jeans, and wellington boots—wellies for short—so she could slosh in the mud to her heart’s content.

      I opened the door, the overcast sky a little too bright for my overtired eyes. The girl stood on the path, wide awake and full of beans. She looked up at me with a little awe and a whole lot of admiration, though I suspected she thought I was cool because my hair was green, not because of anything I’d done.

      “Hey, Florence,” I said. “How are you this morning?”

      “Da’s lost a cow,” she
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