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“She must be put to death for her crime,” said the village elder. “Traitorous little wretch — killing the man who took her in and raised her as his own all these years.”

Nyx Ashwood froze as she stood surrounded by her tribesmen. Her mouth fell open at the man’s words. What? No, this can’t be happening. I haven’t done anything wrong. 

“I was only protecting my sister,” Nyx protested. “Harland tried to—” 

“Silence,” the village leader, Jarrod, snapped. “You killed one of your own people with forbidden sorcery. You will pay for your crime.” He towered over her with his massive frame, his dark eyes flashing. Long black braids trailed down his neck, his breath stank of ale and a bushy beard covered half of his weathered face.

Sorcery! Ridiculous. She didn’t have magic. Her abilities came from a curse, not from any magical talent. Now that very curse might cost Nyx her life. Everyone in the tribe possessed a spark of magic that allowed them to use basic spells. They viewed anything beyond that as evil. Nyx knew she shouldn’t have been surprised. The villagers had been looking for an excuse to get rid of her for as long as she could remember. 

She sat huddled in the corner of an old barn the villagers often used for meetings. Her wrists were raw from where they had been bound with tight rope, and they had tied her to a post so she couldn’t even fly away. Her jaw and limbs ached from where one of the men had beaten her. Worse still, she couldn’t remember everything that happened the night before. She had woken up in the tavern early that morning with Harland’s wife, Mama Habrid, screaming at her. Mama Habrid had accused her of murder, and Nyx had seen Harland’s body slumped over on the other side of her foster sister’s room.

Why couldn’t she remember anything? She had known people were looking for her last night and her trading contact, Traveller, had been killed. After she had discovered Traveller’s body, she had fled from the cave the trader had been staying in. After that... After that, everything had turned black.

Cracks of light crept in through the broken walls, and Nyx flinched as a rat scurried past her. But she did feel sorry for the poor creature. At least the rat had a chance to run away. She didn’t have that option, not with all the men here.

She is guilty.

We should have gotten rid of her years ago.

I always knew that changeling was nothing but trouble.

Their thoughts buzzed through her mind so loud she wanted to scream. Nyx hated being around so many people. It made it hard for her to concentrate and consider her next move. With her hands bound, she couldn’t touch anyone and use her influence on them either. Mama Habrid must have warned them about that too. She had always been so careful about keeping her curse a secret from people because she knew they would condemn her to death if they thought she had magic.

What she wouldn’t give for some wine, or better yet, the drug Nilanda to dull it all out, but there was no chance of that.

Her mind raced with questions about the night before. She had heard her sister screaming and knew she had to stop their foster father, Harland, from hurting Kyri again. Everything after that remained a blur. What happened? What had she done?

She did remember Harland choking Kyri then... nothing. She knew she must have intervened somehow. Nyx guessed she might have used her influence, as she often did, to rein his temper in.

Everyone kept saying she had killed him, but how? Her curse worked by tormenting her with other people’s thoughts and sometimes allowing her to bend people to her will, but she didn’t have the ability to kill anyone. While she might be able to get someone to hand over coins and other possessions, she couldn’t force them to commit murder for her. 

Nothing she said or did would make the villagers change their minds. If only she could get her hands free, perhaps she could force them to release her. Doing so always drained her of energy, but it wouldn’t harm them. The effects had always only been temporary. Usually, she got someone to do whatever she wanted them to do and then let them go. No harm done.

Nyx had to get out of there. At seventeen, she was too young to die. She had barely even begun to live. The life she had endured so far had been one of hardship. With Harland gone, she had hoped she and her foster sisters could finally have a better future and get away from this awful place, but there would be no chance of that unless she found a way to escape. Eight men stood between her and the door that led out of the barn. A quick glance around showed her nothing but a few cracks and loose boards. There was nowhere big enough for her to crawl through, not without being seen.

Nyx curled her long wings around herself, hoping they would provide her with a little warmth. She shivered as a cool breeze blew under the door and through the cracks in the walls. She had no idea what time of day it was. She had lost her sword last night too. Being without the weapon she had considered a part of herself for the past two years left her feeling naked and empty. 

“She must be put to the flame,” another man spoke up.

Flame? Nyx’s heart pounded in her ears, and her blood went cold. They were going to burn her alive? Good gods, she hated fire. It had always terrified her. Worse still, her sister, Domnu, had said she had seen Nyx being put to a pyre in a vision she had last night when some strangers had come looking for her. They couldn’t put her on a pyre. If she had killed Harland, it had been self-defence. Nyx thought she would remember something as important as that. She sometimes blacked out when she used her influence – especially if it had taken more energy than usual. Maybe she had been too exhausted to stay conscious. Or perhaps her mind had blocked out the event.

Had she stabbed him? No, she hadn’t seen any stab wounds on him earlier that morning. Hit him over the head with something? No, they kept insisting she had used magic to do it. If she ever killed anyone, it was more likely to be with the end of a blade, not with her curse.

Nyx pulled her knees up to her chest and buried her face in her hands. This had to be a nightmare and one she prayed she would wake from soon.

Someone chuckled. “Oh, you can’t deny what you did to me, girl. Even if your mind blocks it out, you know you have blood on your hands.”

Nyx looked up to see Harland’s glowing form standing a few feet from her. He looked just as she had remembered with his mop of long grey hair, straggly beard and ice-blue eyes. He wore the same clothing that he had on the night before: a rumpled, dark red tunic and muddy black trousers.

Impossible. She had seen his body when they dragged her out of the tavern. His eyes had been glassy and lifeless, and the dead didn’t come back to life. No, he wasn’t alive, but his presence sent a chill over her.

“You’re dead,” she whispered. “How can you be here?”

“Yes, I am. No thanks to you.” Harland leaned back against the wall, yet his glowing presence cast no shadow, nor did the arguing village men notice him. How could they not see him? He was right there. Was she imagining this?

“You are a spirit,” she kept her voice low so no one would overhear her. “Why have you come back for me? I didn’t do anything to you. If I did, it wasn’t intentional. I’m not a murderer.”

“I’ve come to let you know I will be waiting for you. Fire is an awful way to die, but it is no more than what you deserve. I didn’t deserve to die, yet you used your unholy curse on me.” Harland gave her a bright smile. “Don’t keep me waiting too long. I have big plans for you on the other side.” Then he disappeared in a wisp of smoke.

Was this to be her fate? To die on a pyre and be subjected to Harland even more in the next life than she had been in this one? No, Nyx would not endure that. She had been a slave for as long as she could remember, sold to Harland and turned into what he wanted her to be. Now that time was over. 

“You can’t kill me,” she told the villagers again. “I didn’t—”

Why wouldn’t anyone listen to her? Usually, the village elders gave anyone accused of a crime the chance of a trial first where they could speak in their defence. She should have known they would never give her such an opportunity. Nyx was considered little more than a gutter rat.

“Quiet, girl,” Jarrod growled and turned back to the other men. “Get everything ready. She will burn at noon.”

The other men trailed off as Jarrod dragged her outside the barn and past a row of tiny makeshift houses. The tribe liked to move around depending on the season, so they were all made of wood. Faces and accusing eyes stared out at her from the windows, and their thoughts echoed through her mind.

They all thought she was guilty and were happy to condemn her. Her skull pounded from the onslaught of their voices, buzzing like a swarm of bees through her mind.

Noon? That meant she only had a short time to escape. They had spent the past few hours debating what to do with her. She had woken up to the sounds of Mama Habrid screaming. Her foster sister, Kyri, had been huddled in the corner, too terrified to say or do anything. Kyri hadn’t even done anything when the men came and dragged Nyx away.

Jarrod tied her to a post made of thick wood. It would take a lot of strength to pull it out of the ground. As Jarrod stalked off, Nyx tugged at the ropes around her hands. They were too tight to pry loose. Her long plait fell past her shoulders, despite the fact her hair often changed colour. It had settled on dark red. 

Nyx unfurled her wings and flapped them. She rose off the ground a little, but the rope held her to the post. Her wings weren’t strong enough to get her free. She had always felt like there had been something tying her to this place, and now there was. 

Curse it all. There had to be some way out. 

“Nyx?” someone hissed.

Nyx turned to see her foster sister, Domnu, lurking beside one of the houses. Domnu’s dark blonde hair billowed around her face, and her dark green eyes were filled with fear. She didn’t have wings like Nyx did, and her long woollen dress hung loose around her thin frame.

Nyx stood out with her large wings. Long veins ran down the back of them and shimmered with iridescent colours. Her fae features had always made her look unusual among the humans here. “Dom, help me,” Nyx whispered. “Please.”

Domnu gripped the side of the wall. I can’t. There are too many people around, she thought at Nyx. Since Nyx could read their thoughts, her sisters had learnt to use it to communicate with her when they didn’t want anyone to overhear them.

Nyx’s foster sisters were the only people who knew about her curse. Aside from Harland and Mama Habrid, who had taken her in as a foundling.

“Please, they’re building a pyre.” She gave her sister a beseeching look. “If you don’t help me, I will burn. We always promised we would be there for each other. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

Domnu paled. I’m sorry, Nyxie, I don’t know how to help. They will kill me if I try to help you escape.

“You get away from there,” someone yelled. “You shouldn’t be around her.” One of the village men had spotted Domnu and advanced towards her. 

Domnu hurried away before the man had a chance to reach her.

Nyx wished Domnu would have a vision telling her this would turn out alright. But Domnu couldn’t control her power any more than Nyx could control her curse. Domnu wasn’t fae, but she did have the ability to see the future. The familiar feel of Domnu’s presence retreated further away. She wouldn’t even stay close to be there when they put Nyx to death.

The men began stacking up piles of wood in the village square.

Bile rose in her throat, and tears stung her eyes. No, she wouldn’t cry. Harland had always said crying was a weakness, and she wouldn’t give the villagers the satisfaction of it.

Nyx half expected Harland to walk around the corner and demand to know where she had been all this time. She had chores to do in the tavern at the insistence of Mama Habrid. Harland always put her “talents” as he called them to good use by travelling around from village to village picking people’s coin purses. She had a quick hand and knew how to distract people.

Gods, please help me through this, she prayed. Don’t let them put me to the flame.

Last night had been normal at first. She had been sweeping the floors in the tavern and avoiding Mama Habrid and Harland as much as she could. Harland made her go around to the tavern’s patrons every evening, picking their coin purses. She only slipped out a few coins here and there so people wouldn’t notice. There was big money to be found in the larger villages. If she ever got caught, she had a way of making people forget, thanks to her curse.

It had been a normal evening until those people had come looking for her. Three youths: two male and a female. They had known her name and had been there when she found the body of her trading contact. Had they been responsible for killing Harland? She had no way of finding out now and wondered if those strangers would appear at her execution just as Domnu had foreseen.

Mama Habrid would love any excuse to get rid of her. Nyx had always been Harland’s favourite since she brought in the most money. Unlike Domnu and Kyri, who could only use their gifts in a limited capacity to make good coin, Nyx’s ability could never be turned off.

Think, she told herself. There must be another way out of this. Her curse would do her no good here except perhaps to warn her when people were coming. So many thoughts buzzed through her mind like a swarm of bees flocking to a hive. It made it almost impossible to concentrate.

She tugged at the ropes again, yet the knots refused to budge. Her heart stopped when she caught sight of the pyre they had already erected. More men brought in piles of wood. Gods, were they really going to do this? Would they really burn her alive? Nyx averted her gaze, unable to look at it. She could imagine the flames licking at her flesh, burning through skin and bone.

She had been an outcast all her life. Someone had abandoned her in the woods when she was a child. That was why they had given her the name Nyx, which meant strife, and the last name of Ashwood after the tree she had been found under. They called her a changeling because of her wings, but no other baby had been taken in her place.

The thoughts of two men grew louder. Two burly men rounded the corner and yanked her off the post.

They dragged her through the village and up to the platform. One by one, the rest of the villagers flocked out of their houses to come and watch the spectacle. Would no one here help her? Nyx had always known they disliked her and feared her for her strangeness, but she had no quarrel with them. She had never done anything to hurt them aside from stealing a few coins on Harland’s orders. 

Gods, this could not be happening.

Horrible way to die, the first man thought.

The witch deserves it, the second man thought. She’s been a plague on our village since the day she arrived here. We should have gotten rid of her years ago.

Their whirling thoughts pounded through her head like a heavy drum.

Nyx struggled, but the men kept a firm grip on her. They tied her straight to a post and placed kindling around her feet. She had to concentrate. Her curse did nothing to help her, so she would just have to find another way to escape.

Nyxie, I’m coming!

Wait, that sounded like Domnu.

Domnu rounded the corner and swung a broom straight at the first man, knocking him to the ground. Nyx spun and kicked the second in the stomach as Domnu cut at the rope binding her to the post. “Run, Nyx!” Domnu cried.

Nyx hesitated. She couldn’t leave her sisters behind. Who would be there to protect them now? If she ran, they would have no one to take care of them anymore. Mama Habrid would sell them on the slave market now that Harland wasn’t around to keep her in line. 

“Go, now,” Domnu hissed. Hurry. There’s a pack with your things in it on the woodland trail. Go and get it. Don’t worry about us. You must leave.

Nyx turned and ran. Shouts rang out behind her.

She sprinted away from the village. She knew where Domnu meant. Nyx spent more time in the forest than she did at the tavern. It was the only place she could find peace away from the constant bombardment of thoughts.

The villagers would be right behind her; she had to hurry. Where would she even go from here? Nyx had only a little money from what she had stolen and kept for herself, but it wouldn’t get her far. The fae were considered slaves here on these islands, as were anyone who looked different or possessed some type of magical ability. Even if she did escape, it might not be long before someone tried to grab her and sell her back into slavery.

Nyx headed straight for the tree line and ducked behind a large oak. She glanced up and scanned the trees for any sign of the local dryads who inhabited the nearby forest. Aside from her sisters, they had been her only friends and treated her with kindness.

“Willow? Serophene?” she hissed. “I need your help.”

None of the dryads appeared, and her heart sank. Had they given up on her too? She called out for them in her mind instead. The dryads didn’t need to communicate in words, so perhaps they were just hiding for fear of the villagers seeing them.

Nyx waited a moment, but no one appeared, nor did she feel their presence nearby. They must be hiding deep within their trees or they didn’t want to come out to aid her.

Voices echoed behind her, but she had grown fast at running over the years. Her wings added to her momentum. She didn’t dare risk flying or they would see her. She would have to get somewhere safe before she attempted that.

Nyx stopped, breathing hard. She had to get her hands free.

“From light to bright,” she muttered a spell to conjure a small flame. Fire terrified her, but it was the only way to get her hands free. Light burned straight through her ropes, and she rubbed her aching wrists. Grabbing her pack, she swung it over her shoulder. It only had a few spare clothes and some coin inside. She had never been one for luxuries. She slipped her blade into her belt but prayed she wouldn’t have to use it.

Nyx had to keep moving or they would catch up with her. Their thoughts became so loud she clutched her head and tripped over a tree root.

Someone, please help me. I don’t want to die. Gods, why can’t I stop their thoughts? I don’t want to hear them!

Footsteps echoed behind her.

We are gaining on her.

She won’t get far.

Her wrists ached, as did her limbs. She knew she would be covered in bruises.

Nyx made her way through the woods rather than keeping to the trail. Leaves crunched under her boots as she rushed by several trees. Their gnarled limbs seemed to reach for her as she ran, the branches snagging on her tunic. She knew these woods better than anyone, so it was easy to find her way. A quick glance upstream revealed no sign of the dryads. They had made it clear they wouldn’t help her.

The villagers would expect her to follow the trail that led to the road onto the next villages several miles away. She couldn’t go that way. No one would offer shelter to a changeling. They would turn her over in the hopes of getting some good coin.

She would make for Dead Man’s Cliff — a treacherous area known for landslides. If she could jump from that, maybe it would give her enough momentum to fly.

Where is that damned girl? She will pay for what she did.

Nyx pushed their thoughts away. Finally, the cliff was in sight. Nyx sighed with relief. She had made it. If she survived the fall, she would have a chance of freedom. Where she went from here didn’t matter as long as she kept away from that pyre.

Someone threw themselves at her, knocking her to the ground. Nyx let out a cry of alarm as the man wrestled with her. “Thought you could escape from us, didn’t you, witch?” he snarled and punched her. Nyx’s head reeled back, and stars flashed before her eyes. He drew a knife and slashed her. “I should kill you now for what you did to Harland. I always knew you were a threat.”

Nyx raised her arm to shield herself, a trickle of blood dripped down as the knife slashed through her skin. She gripped his arm and thought, Let me go. She willed her curse to force the man to comply. Energy reverberated through her body, making her gasp and he drew back in alarm. She brought her knee up and kicked him in the groin. Good thing she had only wanted something minor from him or it would have drained a lot more energy – energy she needed to escape.

The man cried out in agony and slashed at her again. The blade tore through her wing.

Nyx yelped and clutched her damaged wing. Her fingers came away sticky with blood, but she didn’t have time to worry about it as she hurried to the edge of the cliff and clutched her bleeding arm.

We’ve got her now, someone thought.

Nyx flexed her wings. Gods, please protect me. She jumped, wings flapping wildly. The harder she flapped made no effect as she didn’t gain any momentum. 

My wing must be more damaged than I thought. Gods help me! I’m going to die. This is it. She closed her eyes.

Air rushed around her. She braced herself, expecting the ground to reach her again. At least this way she had chosen her death, and it would hopefully be quick, not prolonged in agonising pain like it would have been if she had burned.

Instead, her descent slowed. What’s happening?

Something had a hold of her, not her wings which still flapped uselessly.

Why aren’t I falling? She sensed someone nearby, and strange words carried on the air. Blood pounded in her ears. Why am I not hitting the ground? Although she felt someone’s presence, she couldn’t hear their thoughts. 

The ground reached up for her, and she closed her eyes, bracing herself for the inevitable impact.

When it came, she landed soft and gentle. Nyx opened her eyes as a boy — no, young man — peered down at her then clamped a hand over her mouth. “Shush,” he hissed.

“You!” It was the same person she had seen the night before. He had long blond hair, piercing blue eyes, and wore an expensive cloak, velvet jerkin and brown trousers. He looked too well-dressed to be from the lower realm.

Nyx yanked her knife from her belt and held it to his throat. He waved his hand and knocked the knife away with a blast of invisible energy as if the blade were nothing but a minor inconvenience. “I am here to help you,” he said.

“No, you’re not. You killed Traveller and probably Harland, too. You’re going to make my tribe burn me alive!” She gripped his arm. Get away from me! She screamed the words in her mind and willed her curse to hit him and force him to get away from her.

Energy surged through her body, making her gasp as a concussive wave burst from her, like thunder without sound.

The man flinched and gritted his teeth. “Your powers don’t work on me, Nyx.”

Her eyes widened and a memory of the night before flashed through her mind. She had lost control of her curse when she had seen Traveller’s dead body. The man hadn’t been affected by her influence then either, even when he had tried to hit her with a lightning bolt.

He clamped a hand over her mouth. “If I move my hand, will you promise to be quiet?”

Nyx frowned. He was touching her, but she couldn’t hear anything from him. How was that possible? Why wouldn’t her influence work? That had never happened before. 

She nodded.

He drew his hand away from her mouth and offered it out for her to take. “What are you doing?” Nyx growled.

“Helping you.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t want your help.” She scrambled up. “Who are you? Why did you come looking for me?” 

“You’re bleeding.” He pressed a hand to her arm and said strange words. Warmth washed over her skin as the cut stopped bleeding. 

Nyx stared at her arm in disbelief. “How did you...?”

Shouts echoed close by.

We’ve got her now.

Nyx grabbed her fallen pack and looked around, but there was no sign of her knife. She turned to run.

“Wait,” the man said and gripped her wrist.

Nyx yanked her arm free and ran. She would not let herself be anyone’s prisoner. The gods only knew what he wanted. She’d only taken a few steps before she came face-to-face with an enormous white wolf.

Nyx clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle a scream. Good gods, she had never seen a wolf this big before. It looked almost the size of a man with glowing amber eyes, all rippling muscle and thick fur. What is that?

The wolf stood there, staring at her. Nyx half expected it to pounce on her and rip her apart with its massive jaws.

“You don’t understand —” Nyx protested.

Jarrod himself and the rest of the villagers swarmed around them in a circle, some carrying knives and makeshift weapons like pitchforks.

Nyx spotted her sword in Jarrod’s belt, and her chest tightened. He has my weapon. She had to get out of here. It didn’t matter who the strange man was, even if he had saved her life.

“Trust me,” he told her and said more strange words. Light flashed over her skin.

Nyx stared down in horror. Her skin had darkened and she now wore a long velvet gown and a thick woollen cloak, yet the clothes felt the same. She couldn’t feel the strange new garments. Gods, what had he done to her? Her long hair had changed to a deep shade of bright red: the same colour as the girl she had seen in the cave last night along with the blue-eyed stranger.

“What have you done to me?” she cried.

“Quiet,” the man hissed. “Don’t say anything. I’m keeping you alive.”

Alive? For what purpose? Nyx froze as several of the village men approached them. Their thoughts buzzed around her mind. Where did the changeling go? Who are these newcomers? Why are they here?

Nyx wanted to run but knew the blue-eyed stranger would stop her again. Power rolled off him in waves. What was he? She had met a few magic users over the years, but none of them had been as powerful as him.

“Can I help you?” the man asked with a charming smile. He took hold of her hand, and her mind went silent. All of the thoughts she had been picking up on vanished.

What was he doing? Why couldn’t she hear anything? She realised he must somehow be suppressing her curse or perhaps neutralising it.

“Where is the changeling?” Jarrod demanded and drew her sword. “I know she fell down here. Did you let her get away? She is a killer, and anyone caught helping her will be put to death as well.”

Nyx made a move to flee, but the man tightened his grip.

Let me go, she thought and willed her curse to force him to comply once again. Nyx had to be touching someone to make it work. Doing so would drain her energy, but she didn’t care. At least she would be able to get away. She wasn’t about to be captured by the villagers or this strange newcomer. Energy reverberated through her fingers. The man flinched but didn’t relinquish his grip.

Argh, why wouldn’t it work? She wanted to scream in frustration and demand to know who the stranger was and why he was there.

“Who?” The man frowned, unfazed by what she had just done. “Oh, you mean the girl who fell out of the sky? I believe she ran that way.” He motioned in the opposite direction.

Jarrod gave Nyx a hard look. “Who are you people? I haven’t seen you before, and I know every face from the surrounding villages.”

Nyx noticed the wolf had retreated. Where had it gone? It had been right there. Perhaps the stranger had somehow hidden it behind his magic as well. Also, where was the girl that she now looked like? Nyx hadn’t seen her since last night.

“We are travellers passing through. This is my wife.”

Wife? Nyx flinched. Had he changed her appearance to protect her or would he want something in return?

“As you can see, there’s no changeling here.”

Jarrod hesitated and gave Nyx a scrutinising look. Her heart pounded in her ears like a heavy drum. He couldn’t recognise her, could he? She looked like someone else now. “The changeling will be put to the pyre for what she did.”

Oh, gods. Nyx kept her gaze averted as blood pounded in her ears. 

“What did she do?”

“She used sorcery to kill a man. She is dangerous and deserves to die for her crime,” Jarrod snapped. “You folks had better be on your way. Strangers aren’t welcome here.”

“Sir, we have her here,” one of the village men called and dragged someone along with him.

Nyx gasped when she caught sight of a girl that looked just like her — the real her. Right down to the dark red hair streaked almost black with dirt and the large iridescent wings. Good gods, how was this possible? 

The other Nyx struggled against his grasp but didn’t say anything. She shot the man holding the real Nyx a look. Something seemed to pass between them.

Jarrod’s smile gleamed. “Good job, Percival. I knew that little rat wouldn’t get far. Let’s hurry up and take her back. The sooner she burns, the sooner the stench of her evil will be gone from this world.”

“Wait a moment.” The man held up a hand and took a step forward, dragging Nyx with him. “What do you mean to do with her?”

“She is a murderer. She killed a good friend of mine — a man who took her in as a foundling and was a father to her. She destroyed him with her unholy magic.” Jarrod grimaced, and his eyes flashed with anger. “We will take her back to the pyre where she will finally pay for her crime.”

Nyx opened her mouth to speak, yet no words came out. Something sealed her lips in place, preventing her from speaking. What had this newcomer done to her? She needed to tell them the truth. As much as she wanted to escape, she didn’t want this strange doppelgänger to die in her place. 

“How did she kill him?” the man persisted. “You say she used magic, what kind?”

“The victim’s wife claims the girl is cursed. She can somehow overhear people’s thoughts and used her wickedness to destroy a good man. We found him dead during the night, blood streaming from his ears and eyes. There was also the body of a trader found near the woods who was known to have dealings with the girl,” Jarrod answered. “She’s been a curse on our tribe since the day she was found. You had better not interfere with this, boy.”

Nyx flinched at Jarrod’s words. No, she couldn’t have done that. Her curse had never worked that way. It had never hurt anyone except herself. Her revulsion gave way to anger.

Interfere? You fool. Can’t you see he’s doing just that? Nyx wanted to scream.

She hadn’t killed Traveller or Harland either. Traveller had already been dead when she had followed the blue-eyed stranger and his companions to the cave and stumbled upon the body there.

“In that case, why not let me kill her for you?” the man said. “I am a druid, and I despise people who use magic to harm others.” Fire formed in his free hand and Nyx instinctively drew back.

What game was this strange druid playing? Surely he wouldn’t kill her or the impostor disguised to look like her?

Jarrod sneered. “Why would you do such a thing? You don’t even know this criminal. And I want the satisfaction of doing it myself.”

“I don’t have to know her; I can sense when someone has fresh blood on their hands, and she deserves to die for her crime. So, let me take care of the problem for you.” The druid held out his hand, making Nyx wonder if the flames hurt his skin.

Jarrod hesitated and rubbed his bearded chin. “Will she suffer?” 

The man gave an evil smile. “Even more so than if you put her on a pyre. This way, she will be suffering for an eternity in the underworld.”

“Very well. Kill her then.” Jarrod walked over, grabbed hold of the Nyx doppelgänger and shoved her towards the druid.

The other Nyx shook her head and opened her mouth to speak, but that was when the druid struck. He hurled the fireball towards the other Nyx. She screamed as the flames hit her in the chest then exploded her body in a fiery blast.

Nyx looked away and stifled a cry of alarm. Tears pricked her eyes. Would the druid do the same thing to her? At least it would be a quick end. Maybe she wouldn’t even feel anything.

Jarrod frowned. “That’s it? You said she would suffer first!”

“And she is suffering in the flames of eternal fire. We’ll be on our way now.” He gripped Nyx’s arm and led her away.

Jarrod and the other villagers trailed off. Not one of them stopped the druid to ask him any questions. The fools. They had always been so distrustful of newcomers. Why hadn’t they asked more questions?

“It’s alright,” the druid said.

Nyx yanked her hand free from his grip. “Who are you? What are you?” Only the distant murmur of the villagers’ thoughts echoed in her mind now. “What have you done to me?”

“I’m not your enemy, Nyx Ashwood. In fact, I just saved your life,” the druid replied. “If I hadn’t changed your appearance, you would no doubt be burning on a pyre now.”

Her mouth fell open. “How do you know my name? Who are you?”

“My name is Darius. I know a lot more about you than you can imagine, Nyx. I was sent here to find you and take you into custody.”

Custody? Nyx’s head spun. None of this made any sense. “What do you mean? Are you going to kill me?” she demanded. “Tell me who you really are.”

Darius shook his head. “No, you’re much too valuable to be killed. I am Darius Valeran.” He slapped a metal cuff around her wrist. “You are a prisoner under the laws of the Archdruid and shall be brought before him to face judgement.”
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Darius Valeran wondered what he had done to deserve being sent after this fae girl. His brother Gideon had forced him to come all the way to the lower realm to find the suspected mind whisperer they had heard rumours about.

All colour drained from Nyx’s face when he mentioned who he was. “You’re the Archdruid’s son?”

“His second-born son, yes.” A pit of guilt formed in his stomach at the sight of the metallic cuff he had slapped on her wrist. It flashed with spelled runes that would not only block her powers, but also prevent her from running off. If she tried, she wouldn’t get far.

His friend and travelling companion, Ranelle, swooped down from the treeline. She still looked like Nyx’s true appearance. She grinned at him. “Good job, Valeran. That was a nice bit of magic. But did you have to pretend to kill me?”

“You’re immune, Rae. I think we pulled the trick off well.” Darius flashed her a smile.

Nyx gasped and clapped a hand over her mouth. “Why does she look like me? What in the gods’ names is she?”

Ranelle waved her hand, transforming back into her true self. The glamour faded, revealing a tall young woman with pale skin, long fiery red hair and pointed ears. Her green eyes sparkled, and she wore a long green tunic dress and brown hose with boots. Long black leathery wings rose from her back.

Nyx took a step back in horror. “What is that?”

Ranelle put her hands on her hips. “You are terrible at introductions, Valeran.”

Darius sighed. “I didn’t expect to have to pull off a fake execution.” He had spent over a day travelling here from the islands of Andovia. The plan had been simple: find Nyx, catch her committing a crime and then arrest her and take her back with them.

That had been his brother’s idea. It had worked, just not the way Darius had intended. He only had moments to cast the glamour on Nyx and for Ranelle to pull her own glamour before those villagers caught up with them.

“Would someone please tell me what’s going on?” Nyx demanded. “You can’t arrest me. I’m not a criminal.”

Darius pulled out a scroll from his coat and held it out to her, although he doubted she could even read. “This states you are now a prisoner of the Archdruid. He has authority in any realm, and we already know you are a thief and a murderer.”

“I’m not a murderer,” Nyx snapped. “I didn’t kill Harland or Traveller!”

Darius gave her a hard look. “We know you didn’t kill the trader, but I went to the tavern last night and saw them bring out your father’s body. Only a mind whisperer could have done that.”

“A what?” Nyx demanded. “Harland wasn’t my father, and I didn’t kill him. Now change me back, so I can look like myself again!”

Power hit his senses so hard Darius almost flinched. It hadn’t taken him long to find his quarry. The hardest part had been trying to capture her last night. The girl was like a beacon with power washing over her like waves hitting a rock. Darius had been intrigued when they had learnt of a potential mind whisperer. He hadn’t expected for her powers to be so uncontrollable, though. How she hadn’t killed her entire tribe he didn’t know.

“It’s just a glamour.” Darius didn’t understand her alarm. She should be grateful he had saved her life.

Nyx glared at him. “Which is?”

“An illusion that masks your true appearance. I didn’t have to save you, but I —” 

“Change me back.”

“It would be safer if you waited until we were away from these parts. Someone might recognise you and alert those villagers to the fact that you’re not dead.”

“Change me back right now. I’m not going anywhere with you.”

Darius sighed and waved his hand. The glamour faded, Nyx returning to her usual self.

Nyx looked herself up and down, spinning around to see if any of the glamour remained. 

“You are coming with us. I didn’t travel all this way for nothing,” he snapped.

“Let’s all try to calm down, shall we?” Ranelle suggested. “Hello Nyx, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Ranelle Alrin — a friend of Darius’. Don’t mind him; he’s not very good with introductions.”

Darius didn’t see the point of being polite or making introductions when it came to a criminal. He had thought this would be a quick and easy trip. Instead, he had spent the night traipsing around looking for her and for an evil spirit. He hadn’t even wanted to come here. Why couldn’t Gideon have come himself? He was the one who wanted the mind whisperer after all.

Why are you being nice to a criminal? Darius demanded of Rae.

Because she’s scared and confused. Can’t you see that? Ranelle glared at him. Plus, you don’t know the circumstances of what happened.

Darius didn’t need or want to know. He had seen the evidence for himself. The girl was out of control, and everyone around her was at risk of being killed by her overwhelming abilities.

“I don’t understand any of this.” Nyx shook her head. “Why would the Archdruid want me? I’m no one important.”

“It’s not the Archdruid who wants you. It’s my brother Crown Prince Gideon Valeran. Maybe he can tell you why he wants a mind whisperer.”

“What’s a mind whisperer?” Nyx demanded. “Because I’m not one.”

“It’s someone who can listen to and influence people’s minds,” Ranelle explained. “Like you can.”

“Why did you pretend to kill me?” Nyx glared at Darius. “None of this makes any sense.”

“If I hadn’t, the villagers would have tried to burn you, then you would have used your power on them the same way you did your father.” Darius glared back at her.

“I didn’t —” Nyx protested.

Darius waved his hand in dismissal. “I saw what you’re capable of and what you did to that man last night. There’s no point in denying it. Now you’re coming to Andovia with us.” He pulled a clear crystal out of his cloak.

A beam of light shot up from it as he set it on the ground. The beam expanded into the image of a young man with long dark blonde hair, a chiselled face and green eyes. He wore a long velvet black tunic and black hose.

“Here is the mind whisperer just as you asked for.” Darius motioned to Nyx.

Gideon grinned, his gaze assessing Nyx. “Excellent work, brother.” He then turned his nose up. “Scrawny thing, isn’t she?”

Darius rolled his eyes. He didn’t give a damn what the girl looked like. It was hard to tell underneath all that dirt anyway. He just wanted to get home to Eldara and back to his usual job acting as a Captain in the Forest Guard. Darius had more important things to do than picking up criminals in the lower realms.

Nyx stood there, either too stunned or overwhelmed to speak. Darius didn’t know which.

“You are Nyx Ashwood?” Gideon arched an eyebrow. “You’re not what I expected.”

Darius bit back a laugh. What had Gideon expected?

“Have you had a chance to test her powers yet?” Gideon asked Darius.

“No, we ran into some problems.” Darius didn’t need to test Nyx’s powers to feel them. She had hit him with her magic when she used her compulsion against him earlier.

“What problems?” Gideon glowered between Darius and Ranelle. “I told you not to take that shifter and that wyvern half-breed with you.” His lips curled.

“I am not a half-breed,” Ranelle muttered under her breath.

“You told me to—” A scream from Nyx cut Darius off, and he spun around to see the wolf blocking Nyx’s path. “We’ll be back in Andovia soon.” Darius picked up the crystal, and the image winked out. “This is Luc.” Darius motioned to the giant wolf. “I’d suggest not running off. You won’t get very far.” He stuffed the crystal back inside his coat. “Come, we need to get moving, or we’ll be late for the ship.”

“Ship?” Nyx frowned. “Where are you taking me?”

“To the islands of Andovia. Would you prefer I take you back to the pyre?”

Nyx flinched. “No. What happens after that?”

“That is up to my brother. I’m only the messenger. Let’s go.”

“Half-breed,” Ranelle grumbled. “One of these days, I’ll —”

“Do what?” Darius arched an eyebrow at her. Ranelle knew full well she couldn’t argue with Gideon, not if she wanted to become a scholar as she planned.

Nyx glanced around, no doubt looking for a way to escape.

Keep an eye on her, Darius thought to Luc.

Darius trudged off along the cliff path with the wolf trailing at his heels. Nyx and Ranelle followed along behind them.

“Shouldn’t we tend to her injuries?” Ranelle touched Darius’ arm.

Darius narrowed his eyes at Nyx. He’d already used magic to seal the wound on her arm. “Do you have any other injuries?”

She crossed her arms and raised her chin. “No.” She glowered at him. Despite being covered with dirt he could see she had long dark red hair that trailed past her shoulders and dazzling blue eyes. Her large iridescent wings flashed with different colours as she moved. He guessed she was some type of fae but couldn’t tell what kind since there were thousands of varieties.

“You could be more grateful. I did save your life back there,” Darius grumbled.

“I could have saved myself. I would have been fine if you hadn’t come along.” Her eyes flashed, and red shimmered through her hair. “How did you even know I was falling?”

“I heard you calling for help,” he admitted. “And like I said before, we’ve been watching you.”

“That part I still don’t understand,” Nyx snapped. “Why would your brother want me? Like you said, I’m a common thief.”

“Your powers make you important. That’s why my brother sent me all this way to find you.” His jaw tightened.

Good thing he, Luc, and Ranelle had been nearby waiting until they could get to Nyx. Gideon would never forgive him if he had let Nyx slip out of their grasp.

She froze. “What? How? Are you cursed too?”

Darius bit back a laugh. “No, we were waiting for the right moment to come and get you, and your call was loud enough for us to hear. Even Luc heard it.”

It’s Lucien, not Luc, the wolf groaned. How many times do I have to tell you that?

Darius chuckled in his mind. You like it, admit it.

Lucien huffed. Why are we helping her? Haven’t you helped enough damsels in distress on our travels? This is becoming a bad habit for you.

She’s the only damsel — I mean girl I’ve helped. And I didn’t have a choice, did I?

Right. But —

Darius cut the connection so he wouldn’t have to hear any more complaints. 

“In case you’re wondering, we were sent to find you. I’m glad we managed to save you before those villagers...” Ranelle shuddered. “Look, Nyx, I know it may not seem like it, but look at this as an opportunity.”

Nyx scoffed. “To do what? Be sold to someone else?”

“You’re not a slave,” Ranelle protested.

Nyx narrowed her eyes at Darius. “And I suppose he’s not a slave master?”

Darius flinched. He
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