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CHAPTER ONE

Coming Home


The camper van shuddered and bucked, sparks shooting from its exhaust. I flew a loop-the-loop from my tree branch perch, and landed on the roof. 
‘Are you ready yet, Pix?’ Gabe shouted from the driver’s seat.
I checked that my rainbow travel stone was in my pocket. ‘As ready as a toad at a fly catching contest,’ I shouted back.
He spluttered, and said something that sounded like 'pesky pixie', but couldn’t possibly be because we were a team now.
His head craned out the window. ‘Well, get on with it!’
I threw him a sassy salute, then concentrated, drawing together light and colour, weaving them into a rainbow that reached into the sky. He took control of the end of the arc, snapping it onto our destination. Now it was my turn again. I drew a pinch of pixie dust from my pouch, flicking it into the air, to shimmer in silver sparkles around the van. 
The rainbow tugged, and sucked me into the air in a swirl of colour. I called to the pixie dust, and it flipped the van upward, following me like a comet trailing sparks. There was no up or down, just a rush of air and colour and a singing in my ears, on the twisting, turning, helter-skelter ride of rainbow travel. 
The rainbow ended, we landed with barely a thud and – dung beetles. What were we doing here?
‘Surprise,’ Gabe called from the van.
I settled back on the roof and looked around. We were home. Faery Valley was clothed in velvet shades of green, wound through with the bright faces of flowers. Nearby, faery wings whirred, and I winced. Of course our arrival had been noticed. 
‘Why the drooping ears, Pix?’ Gabe asked, jumping out of the van. ‘I thought you would be pleased.’
‘Course, Gabe.’ I summoned a wide smile despite the butterflies having a party in my tummy. ‘Just wasn’t expecting to be here. Haven’t we got errant trolls to chase or some mystical plague to scour? We can’t let our guard down.’
He ran his hands through his hair, trying to settle it from the sticky-up effect of pixie dust. ‘I am pleased you take our tasks so seriously, but the Mystical Disturbances Section informs me everything is quiet.’ He puffed his chest out so much, I half-expected him to explode. ‘It seems we are doing our job almost too well.’
‘Hmmm… great.’ I played with my rainbow stone, bouncing it on the palm of my hand. ‘You don’t think we should just drop in on Billy and check nothing is new at Jessica’s place? We did throw a lot of power around there when we battled Shadow. And you know our motto: You can never be too careful.’
‘Pix, that is not our motto! And you are never careful!’ His eyebrows drew together like a couple of caterpillars squaring up for a fight. ‘As I have told you many, many times, the sudden disappearance of the grove of trees has been smoothed over, and there are no worrying reports from the area.’
‘But—’
‘No! Against my better judgement, I agreed not to wipe Billy’s memory, but it is time we left him to continue with his life and forget about us. The faery and human realms are not meant to mix.’
I sighed, and pocketed my rainbow stone. Gabe was probably right – though I’d prefer to sit on an ants’ nest than admit that – but I liked Billy. It would be good to see him. He never made me feel out of place.
Gabe clapped his hands. ‘So, try to stay out of trouble.’ I stuck out my tongue, and he shook his head. ‘I will be in contact shortly.’ His wings unfurled. 
I squinted against the bright flare of angel feathers. ‘What? Wait! You’re leaving?’
‘Yes. I am visiting my own family.’
That made me forget my worries for a second. ‘I didn’t know you had family.’
‘Honestly! Of course I do. I will be staying with my brother.’
‘Okay.’ I wriggled my toes. ‘Will Rachel be here?’
She chose that moment to appear from under the van. Her long, hairy legs quested the air, her multiple eyes swivelled, and her mandibles dripped venom. It was funny how I used to be frightened of her. Now I just found her cute.
‘I think she will prefer to remain,’ Gabe replied, flexing his wings. ‘Now, if there is nothing wrong…?’
‘I’m happier than frog in a rainstorm… If you’re sure there’s nothing that needs dealing with… I can finally get some me time. Hope you have an awesome visit with your family… just one thing before you go… How long will you be gone?’
He refolded his wings. ‘I am not sure. It depends when the MDS next needs our help.’ He moved closer to the van so we were eye to eye, him standing on the ground, me sitting on the roof. ‘What are you not telling me?’
‘Nothing!’ I jumped to my feet and shooed him away. ‘Stop being a fusspot. I’m fine. I can’t wait to see my mum and dad. So off you flap.’
That brought back his scowl, and he harrumphed. The downdraught of his wings nearly blew me off my perch, angel feather-light refracted around me, and by the time I’d blinked away the dazzle, he was gone.
I slumped, shoulders drooping and wings covering my face. I did want to see Mum and Dad – happy and together again – but the rest… Gabe wouldn’t understand. He was always so certain of himself. 
I’d been like that too, not so long ago. Before the queen had banished me into Gabe’s care, and we’d ended up battling Shadow and the Aetherion Sphere. Before the sphere had shattered, filling me with an angel’s power and transforming me into a charm that could hide anything from sight. Back then, I’d wanted nothing more than to stay in Faery Valley forever. But now… 
A light brush against my arm made me lower my wings. Rachel had settled next to me. 
‘Hi, girl.’ I stroked her smooth carapace, tracing the dark pattern. I’d always recognise her by that. ‘Don’t suppose you can rescue me from here?’ She waved a leg in sympathy.
Whispering from a nearby tree stopped our conversation. Whoever was watching stayed hidden. Well, I wasn’t hanging around to be gawped at like some firefly in a jar.
I patted Rachel. ‘If you need anything, come find me. If not…’ I gulped. ‘I’ll check in on you tomorrow.’
There was no point putting this off. But as I whirred my wings, an owl’s hoot pierced the air. Hearing that sound in daylight was never good news – I didn’t need a portent book to tell me that – but there wasn’t much I could do about it. I was stuck here until Gabe came back. 
With a resigned sigh, I took to the air. The routes through Faery Valley were achingly familiar. A skim above the long grass set red poppy heads to swaying. A duck under the arch of a rotting trunk brought the loamy scent of earth. An upward soar, and I was dodging between branches in a heart-tapping duck and dive, until the trees thinned and I was on the edge of the clearing that was the heart of the valley.
Home Tree grew in the clearing’s centre. The great curve of its gnarled trunk, and the spread of its roots were as well-known to me as the whisper of wind through my wings. The blackened parts of its bark, where the imps had set their fire, twitched my brows into a frown, but not for long. Home Tree was very much alive. The Tree Shapers and healers had worked their charms, and now fresh leaves unfurled on its limbs, dressing it in green. 
Faeries and pixies, imps and sprites, came and went from the arch of its entranceway. A group of rock trolls mooed quietly in the shade of its roots before burrowing out of sight. Parents strolled at its base with younglings on reins to keep them from flying away, and ladybird messengers’ wings clicked in the air.
I so loved my home, but even now, amid the hubbub, faeries noticed me. Swift glances came my way, less wary fingers pointed before being quickly lowered, and voices whispered. I reversed toward the shadow of the trees. I could skirt the clearing to reach Mum and Dad’s.
‘Ariadne? Is that you?’
It was odd hearing my real name after months of Gabe calling me Pix. But the greeting brought a little clutch of hope to my chest. ‘Babs!’ 
My brownie friend waved, her curly hair bobbing as she jumped up and down. She wasn’t in her brigade uniform, so couldn’t be on duty. I swooped down to land next to her. 
‘I knew it! Nobody else flies a double loop like that.’ Her bright smile faded. ‘How come you’re in the valley? Is trouble afoot? Where’s Gabriam?’ She came to attention when she said his name.
‘He’s not here, and there’s no trouble. I’m just visiting.’
‘Well, that’s good news.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘Though trouble does tend to follow you. None of your pranks, hey. Keep those wings in line.’
I stopped myself from rolling my eyes. Babs hadn’t changed. But I had. ‘I’m just here to visit my mum and dad.’
‘Right.’ She fidgeted. ‘Tell you what, to save time, I’ll let the captain know you’ve arrived.’
‘…Why would I need to do that? This is my home.’
‘Course it is. There’s a place for all in Faery Valley. We just like to keep track of the comings and goings. Security’s been tighter since the attack on Home Tree.’
‘I guess that makes sense.’ Though she wasn’t exactly making me feel welcome, and I didn’t see why they needed to keep track of me. I’d been the one to warn of the attack, not to mention save the queen. ‘But surely reporting in can wait. Let’s visit the Nectar Nook for some acorn milk, and you can catch me up on what our friends have been up to.’ 
Perhaps being home wouldn’t be so bad. I was probably getting in a flutter over nothing. Of course faeries were jumpy because of what happened to Home Tree. I smiled, suddenly brimming with excitement at being here, and danced a little jig. But, dung beetles, I lost control of the hiding charm. The flowers and grass beneath me disappeared and reappeared without me meaning them to.
Babs backed up a step. ‘I’d love to, Ari. But… work needs me and—’
‘You’re not in uniform.’ I pointed at her bright blue leggings and yellow top. 
‘Ah… well… The Brownie Brigade are never really off duty.’ Her smile was starting to look like it was stuck on with tree sap. ‘I’d be failing in my responsibilities if I didn’t report your arrival. You understand, hey, Ari?’
I stared at the curly toes of my boots. For a moment, I’d hoped… but no. Even my old school friend was nervous of me. ‘Sure. I understand.’
‘We’ll do it another time. Definitely,’ she called, scuttling away.
No doubt news of my return would spread as quickly as a kicked hornets’ nest. I blinked away tears. It wasn’t my fault that a flicker of angel’s power nestled at my core, wrapped up in a hiding charm. I’d protected Albion and saved the imps, but that didn’t matter. All faeries could see was how the power made me different.
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CHAPTER TWO

A Chilly Welcome


Itook a big swig of elderflower fizz, snuggled more comfortably into the couch, grinned at Dad, and launched back into my story. 
‘…and then there was the report of goblins on the loose. We chased them clean across Wales. That was the time Gabe got the van stuck in the mud, and I had to use pixie dust to rescue it.’
Dad’s shout of laughter bounced around my childhood home, and his eyes sparkled. ‘Never underestimate pixie dust!’ 
Standing at the kitchen counter, he chopped mushrooms, wild garlic, and hairy bittercress into slices for one of his sensational banquets. He reached up to tug a sprig of sage from the dried bunch hanging from the ceiling. The tug set the other herbs and onion strings, and the pots and pans, swaying on their hooks above his head. 
‘Did I tell you how we caught a troupe of sprites who thought it would be fun to put glamour charms on humans? Talk about chaos. But we busted their sparkly hides and sent them scampering away, plotting revenge.’
‘You’ve been busy, love,’ Mum said.
She relaxed next to me on the couch, sipping nutmeg tea. It had been a long day for her, working Tree Shaper charms and helping to heal Home Tree.
Having Mum and Dad here, together, was as special as catching moonlight in a drop of dew. For the hundredth time, a happy grin curved my lips. I bent my face to my cup to hide it, but as I took another swig, something broke the drink’s surface. 
‘Aaaaah!’ An eyeball stared at me.
Mum giggled.
‘Hey!’ I plucked the eyeball from my cup, and thanked my lucky ladybugs it wasn’t real. ‘Good one!’ I studied the intricately painted wooden ball – Dad’s work. 
He chuckled, and paused in his chopping. ‘The old pranks are always the best.’
‘Can I keep it?’ I asked, balancing the wooden eyeball on my palm. ‘I want to play this one on Gabe.’
‘Of course.’ A swift look passed between him and Mum. ‘There’s plenty more where that came from.’
Mum put her arm around me. ‘Ariadne, I hope you have been listening to Gabriam.’ 
Dad nodded as he went back to chopping. ‘He has your best interests at heart.’
Parents! I made a noise like a toad trying to swallow a particularly juicy fly. Why did everyone think Gabe knew best? We might be friends now, most of the time, when he wasn’t being a stickler for the rules or keeping me awake with his snoring, but he wasn’t always right.
I stared at my hands, not wanting to ruin the evening. ‘We make a good team,’ I managed in the end. 
Dung beetles, Gabe’s peacekeeping skills must be rubbing off on me.
‘We are very proud of you.’ Dad gave me his warmest smile.
But how could he be proud? He must have heard about all the pranks I’d played after he’d disappeared. I could admit now that they’d got a little on the wild side. I guess that change in thinking was down to Gabe too.  But… I sighed. However hard I worked for the queen and the Angel Council, and whatever Dad said, I still felt like I’d let him down.
‘Almost ready,’ he said, stirring a steaming pot, then tossing salad into a bowl.
‘Let me help.’ I sniffed at the pot as I collected plates. ‘Yum… beetle bug stew.’
‘Your favourite.’ Dad warmed me with another smile.
‘Will I be finding more eyeballs in here?’ I asked, serving myself a huge portion.
‘No, you’re safe… I promise.’
I stopped talking and started spooning stew into my mouth.
‘Slow down,’ Mum laughed.
I gave a thumbs up but kept gulping. It had been years since I’d tasted Dad’s cooking. My stomach grew round and contented, and Mum and Dad’s conversation wove in a comforting murmur around me. Talk about Uncle Greyling and Aunt Mo. About neighbours new and old. About babies being born and pixlings trying out new tricks. All the stuff Dad had missed out on for so long when he’d been kidnapped by Shadow. 
Eventually, I cracked a yawn and put down my spoon. ‘That wasss the absssolute besht.’
Dad patted my hand. ‘I’m delighted you enjoyed it, but it sounds like you need to be in bed.’
‘Your room is all made up,’ Mum said.
‘Here?’ It was tempting to agree. To slip into my familiar bed and let them look after me. But I wanted them – especially Dad – to see me as responsible, so I rubbed my belly and hauled myself to my feet.
‘I think I’ll go to my place. It’ll be nice to sleep in Old Oak. Give you some peace and quiet too. Shall I help with the dishes before I go?’
‘Umm… no need.’ Dad fidgeted with his cutlery, shared another of those swift looks with Mum, then fixed me with a steady gaze. ‘Don’t you think it might be… better… if you stayed here?’
‘Why?’ I straightened up and immediately regretted it as my stomach twanged. ‘Has something happened to Old Oak?’
‘No. No, Old Oak is fine.’ Dad reached for my bowl, piling it on top of his and Mum’s. ‘I just thought… with everything that’s happened… it might be best… but it doesn’t matter. Of course you want to stay in your home. And it’s not far.’
An ache squeezed the back of my throat. Dad didn’t trust me. That was why he wanted me here.
I looked from one to the other. Dad’s calm hazel eyes and Mum’s purple ones that matched mine. The two of them must have pulled as many pranks as I had at my age. Well, maybe not that many, but the number wasn’t the point. I’d tried so hard to prove I wasn’t reckless. But still they didn’t believe it – expected me to mess up again. I bet the queen had told them to keep a close eye on me. Or maybe it had been Gabe!
I gritted my teeth, and held in an angry harumph. I couldn’t ask or accuse – not after everything Dad had been through. But… how was I to ever prove them wrong? To make Dad believe I’d changed?
I forced a smile onto my face. ‘I really do need to sleep at Old Oak. Rachel might come looking for me.’
‘If you’re sure.’ Dad jumped to his feet. ‘Why don’t I fly over with you?’
‘No!’ Did they seriously not even trust me to go from here to Old Oak? ‘I mean, like you said, it’s not far. I’ll see you tomorrow.’
I fled, taking to the air as soon as I was through the door, but my stomach gave another twang and gurgled at the spurt of activity. I dropped to the ground. After all that stew, I had better walk. 
A sandy path, lit by glow globes, meandered from Mum and Dad’s, past their neighbours, and toward my home. My feet knew the way. I didn’t pay much attention to anything around me. All I could think about was Mum and Dad not trusting me, until, WHAM, something bounced off my head.
‘Hey!’ I kicked the acorn cup missile. ‘That hurt!’ Two pixlings giggled from behind a dandelion plant, and I couldn’t help but join in. ‘Great ambush.’ Now that I was back in my pixie neighbourhood, I needed to keep a lookout for pranksters.
The dandelion leaves quivered, the giggling stopped, and wide eyes stared from between them. ‘It’s her,’ a boy whispered, grabbing his little sister’s hand. ‘Muuuum! Help! She’s going to vanish us.’
‘What? No! I wouldn’t do that…’
An older pixie appeared from a crevice in a tree. I knew her – had done since I was a pixling – but her smile went sort of rubbery at the sight of me.
‘Go inside, you two.’ Her hands fluttered, shooing them. ‘Hello, Ariadne. I hope they didn’t hurt you.’
‘No.’ I touched my head. ‘Well, not much. But that’s okay. Fair ambush. It’s nice to see you, Mistress Fern. Is that Sarah and James?’
‘Yes.’ She glanced behind her to where the pixlings had vanished, then back to me, rubbing her hands together. ‘You’re visiting home, I suppose?’
‘Yeah. I just came from Mum and Dad’s.’
‘Staying long?’
‘I… I don’t know yet.’ It was a fair enough question – she was just being friendly – so why did I feel as if everyone was worried I was here? ‘The kids didn’t really think I would vanish them, did they?’
‘No, no, of course not.’ She backed toward the tree roots. ‘Well… I’m sure I’ll see you around.’
I stared at the crevice she’d scuttled into. It was just like Babs all over again. Nobody wanted to be near me. And that was why I hadn’t wanted to come back. Gabe would probably tell me I was being a flutterbug about the whole thing, but I wasn’t. There was only one thing I could do: hide. Either at home or at Mum and Dad’s place until Gabe was ready for us to leave.
Scuffing along the path, I kicked the acorn missile ahead of me until it bounced up to my gate and into the faery standing in front of it. A few steps closer and my heart sank. It was a Brownie Brigade captain – the same one who had marched me to my trial all those moons ago – waiting with a couple of Moss Marshals.
‘A fine dusk to you, Mistress Greenlegs,’ the captain said. ‘Vine Sergeant Babs informed me of your arrival.’
Great! My wings gave an irritated whirr, but that was no reason for the marshals to clench their glimmerstaffs closer.
I took a steadying breath. ‘Fine dusk to you too. But why the greeting party?’
The captain’s mouth pursed like he’d been sucking on ant sherbet. ‘Well… hmph… just… security.’
‘Security against what?’ I folded my arms and fixed him with the type of narrow-eyed, forehead-scrunched glare that Gabe used on me. 
The captain straightened his shoulders and stood ramrod straight. ‘There are certain… concerns… with your visit. The angel Gabriam is not here, and you are officially banished.’
‘What?’ I’d protected Faery Valley and rescued the queen. But still I wasn’t welcome.
‘Mistress Greenlegs.’ He raised his glimmerstaff. ‘I’m going to have to ask you to let go of that.’
I blinked, and looked at my hands. My pixie dust pouch was clenched in my fist. ‘I wasn’t going to use it.’ I released the pouch and it dropped back to its usual place at my waist. ‘I’m…’ No, I wasn’t going to say I was sorry. I hadn’t done anything. ‘You know what?’ I took a pace toward them, and they all stepped back. ‘If you’ve got a problem with me being here, bring it up with Gabe. He’s the boss.’ I wrenched open the door to my home, the hinges stiff from lack of use.
‘Wait!’ The captain’s voice had taken on a squeaky edge. ‘Her Majesty has summoned you to her audience time tomorrow.’
This just got worse and worse. The audience would be crammed. Everyone pointing and whispering. So much for hiding away. Well, they could all go jump in a bog.
‘Fine!’ I slammed the door in his face. 
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CHAPTER THREE

The Charm


Holding my breath, I listened to the whispered conference going on outside my door. When it stopped, and the patter of retreating footsteps reached me, I sagged and rubbed trembling hands across my face. They came away damp with silvered tears, and I screeched in annoyance. I would not cry over this. I was strong. I just needed to figure out a solution. 
No one was going to let me hide away, and leaving wasn’t an option. My gaze ran over my room – my bed in the corner with its stripy quilt, my chest of supplies, my fireplace with a scattering of pots and pans. It was all coated in dust and cobwebs. I’d asked Mum and Dad to leave my belongings be, but the mess just made my heart ache more. I didn’t belong here.
I crossed to the chest and drew shapes on the lid. An idea stirred like a dormouse waking from hibernation. Charms and potions were what I was good at. What if I worked a sort of glamour charm like the sprites had done, to make the valley’s faeries accept me again?
Gabe wiped humans’ memories all the time. I’d never been comfortable with that – it wasn’t right to mess with what people remembered – but… this wouldn’t be changing the faeries. It would be changing me.
I hugged myself, examining the idea like a piece of shiny quartz, checking every angle. It could work… Gabe would probably give me a long, long, boring lecture about accepting who I was, but he wasn’t here. And this wouldn’t hurt anyone.
Suddenly the idea of attending the queen’s audience didn’t seem half so bad; imagine all the chances to play pranks! My tears became a watery smile as I opened my storage chest. This was one of the reasons I'd moved into my own place – the dusty rows of bottles inside stored my most precious and… unpredictable ingredients. But if I could find a solution to my problem anywhere, it was here.
Hmmm… I needed more than a basic glamour to fool everyone. So how to go about it? Well, I’d definitely need a totem to focus the charm. My gaze skittered across the chest’s contents and landed on a pile of stones on my bookshelf: glittering pyrite; honey amber; black onyx. A two-toned stone caught my attention – green and black, separated by a stripe of white.
I picked it up and turned it in my hand, stroking one side then the other. It was like me, before and after my run in with the Aetherion Sphere, divided by the white stripe of the angel’s power. This might do.
Back at the chest, I searched the ingredient jars, touching lids, reading labels, and pulling out possibilities. Words buzzed around my head as I searched, trying to find a chant to fit the charm, but they were like a cloud of gnats, refusing to be pinned down.
What was wrong with me? Usually charms came easily, and the tricky ones filled me with a fizz of excitement. Maybe I was just out of practice. I hadn’t made a tricky one since… well, since that day I’d used the hiding charm to make the imps a new home, become trapped in the centre of their sacred tree, and needed a juiced-up Tree-shaping charm to escape. Gabe and I had been so busy, there hadn’t been a chance for experimenting. 
I flopped down on the bed and put my head in my hands. Badger’s buttocks, that wasn’t true at all. I’d chanted up lots of easy charms – Don’t-See-Me; Itchy-Bite; Tangle-Touch – ones that I could make with my wings tied behind my back. But anything that might use that flicker of angel power at my core…? No, it wasn’t just other people who were afraid of that. I was too.
My confidence had evaporated like a puddle in the sun. But I’d always sparkled most when the pressure was on. A glamour wasn’t right. I needed to stick with my specialities. Maybe a kind of Don’t-See-Me charm, but it would have to be powerful. 
What ingredients might work for that? Stick insect legs… a cuckoo feather… a bee orchid flower. Yes, they were a good start, but I needed to think bigger. I pulled out a separate box from the chest and opened it. My deadliest ingredients.
Liquid swirled inside a clear bottle, its cork sealed in place with gummy tree sap – adder venom. I’d left Faery Valley, hypnotised a snake, and milked its fangs for the poison. A heart-pounding task, and I’d never used the venom, but today I was glad I’d done it. Snakes were great at camouflaging themselves. This was what I needed.
Now for the charm’s totem. I dropped the stone – it wasn’t right. I needed something that had meaning to me. My fingers hovered over my box of precious items for a few wingbeats before lifting the lid. Inside were the bells and links from the bracelet Dad had made to protect me, along with a mish-mash of other mementoes, all lit by a soft glow. I pushed everything aside until I found the source. A single filament from an angel’s feather – the one Gabe had given me to strengthen my Tree-shaper charm so I could escape the sacred imp tree.
I took it from the box and laid it in my palm. The filament was the closest thing I had to the angel’s power that flickered at my core. Gabe wouldn’t like me using it for… well, for anything. But it felt right. And when it came to charms, I followed my gut like a bee followed pollen.
With the stick insect legs, cuckoo feather, and orchid petals pounded in my pestle and stirred into a gloopy mix with the adder venom, I was almost ready. The feather filament was only half of what I needed. Reaching to my head, I pulled a face and tugged a hair free. The bright red strand was brilliant against the white of the filament. I wound it carefully around and around, hiding one within the other, then took a blob of the mixture, and used it to glue the two together.
Certainty settled inside of me. This charm would tuck the scary part of me away. I laid the totem on the floor and settled in front of it, cross-legged. Time to concentrate… Not easy when your pockets were full of objects that suddenly all seemed to be pointy. 
I fidgeted, then sighed and began emptying my pockets: a few charms wrapped in a protective cloth to stop them from working until needed; an acorn I’d teased Gabe about, saying it looked like him; my slingshot; several sticky and dust-covered honeyed beetles for an emergency snack; and my rainbow travel stone. I piled them next to me with the stone on top. Now to begin the charm again.
The right intention, that was what I needed to find. I concentrated on the feather/hair totem. Focused everything I had before opening myself to the charm and power within.
A swirl of anger filled my belly. If only people would accept me, none of this would be necessary. I stared at the white filament and the bright spiral of hair, letting the two blur. Intention. Hide the truth. I wanted this so badly. To just be treated like the old Ariadne again.  
‘Angel’s power…’
Naming it seemed to rouse the spark at my core, and the filament responded, glowing bright. But not with heat; I shivered as an icy chill spread outward. I knew this feeling, from the day I’d accidentally absorbed some of Gabe’s power. But I’d controlled it before. I could again.
‘Angel’s power
Within pixie bright…’
My teeth chattered and power sparked from my skin, scattering across the floor. I’d awoken something formidable, and a thrill coursed through me. Such strength. No wonder faeries were afraid of me.
‘This charm has the power
To…’
The end of the red hair popped free from the mixture gluing it in place. Oh no, no, no! It had to be wrapped for the charm to work. If I was fast, maybe… but it was too late. The hair began to straighten, unravelling from the filament, flicking free beads of gloopy mixture. 
The charm was almost done. The power was a pressure cooker in my chest. It had to go somewhere. I fought to wrench my gaze from the totem, but the almost-charm held me, demanding to be finished.
But how could I?
The totem was broken.
I gritted my teeth, my thoughts leaping like grasshoppers as I scrambled for an answer. Too slow. The power had awoken and was too much to hold inside any longer. It exploded. Out of control. A rush that wrenched from my chest and burst outward.
I howled. 
A huge burst of rainbow colours filled my vision.
Then darkness swallowed me.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Rainbow Trouble


‘Pix! Pix! Wake up.’ 
My head pounded like a woodpecker was searching for grubs in my ears. I just wanted to keep my eyes closed and slip back into the darkness. But that voice wouldn’t let me.
I cracked open a gummy eye. ‘Gabe?’ I croaked. 
He was space-warping to fit inside my home and that, together with the woodpecker, made my stomach heave.
I wiped the back of my hand across my mouth, and squinted at Gabe. ‘What are you doing here?’
He didn’t speak, but made a noise – a growl. His arms were folded, his face screwed into the worst scowl I’d ever seen him wear. And I’d seen a lot of them, mostly pointed at me. This one had definite lightning-throwing possibilities.
‘What’s wrong, Gabe?’
‘You dare ask me that?’
‘Huh?’
‘Did you really think I would not notice the surge of power you just created? That I would not recognise the source? My power!’ He shook his head, and for a moment the anger melted away. He just looked sad. ‘I thought you had changed, Pix. That I could trust you.’
‘I… I don’t understand.’ But I did. My gaze fell on the filament and hair totem. The two pieces lay next to each other, glowing like molten metal. I blinked and looked away, but an afterimage still burned across my vision.
‘What were you trying to do?’
I hung my head. He’d not be impressed with me wanting to blind everyone to the new me. ‘Just a charm. But… it unravelled. It was an accident. Honestly, Gabe, I didn’t do this on purpose.’
‘You dare,’ he snarled, ‘to use a part of me in just a charm?’ He reached for the broken totem.
‘Don’t touch them,’ I squeaked. ‘I’ve no idea what they will do.’
I got a flat look at that. A shimmer of angel mist surrounded Gabe’s hand as he picked up the filament and hair. He dumped the contents of one of my ingredients boxes onto the floor, wrapped the totem parts in a scrap of cloth and stowed them inside, then tucked the box out of sight among his feathers.
‘Go to the van and wait for me.’ His tone rumbled. ‘I must speak to the queen, then we need to get you away from here before anyone else becomes curious about that power surge. Unless, of course, you want to end up in angel gaol?’
I folded my wings around myself. ‘Can I at least say goodbye to Mum and Dad?’
‘No!’
A tear trickled down my cheek and dropped onto my hand. A tear that would usually have glowed with a hint of silver, but today it was clear.
Something had changed.
I jumped to my feet, hardly daring to believe it, closed my eyes, and focused inward. Was I imagining it, or was there no cold flicker of power at my core? I raised my hand, palm facing Gabe, and summoned the hiding charm that was part of me, letting the strands weave outward. This morning, fuelled by the angel’s power, the charm could have hidden Gabe with ease. Dung beetles, it could have hidden all of Home Tree. But not now. Now it was like any other pixie charm.
I let my hand drop, and laughed. ‘It’s gone. The charm’s still part of me, but your power isn’t. It’s not what I meant to do. I’m not even sure how I managed it. But… it’s not there anymore. I’m just me again.’

      ***The van was parked in a clearing on the edge of the valley. I clutched my bag tight to my chest and whizzed through the window, my skin tingling as I passed the size-changing barrier that Gabe had created. Dropping onto the bench seat, I waited while the tingling turned into an all-over burn, and my insides developed a stretched, goopy feeling. A wingbeat later, my arms grew in a sudden spurt, my fingers bulged like giant slugs, then my legs surged, elongating until they could reach the floor.
It didn’t matter how many times I grew to human size, my insides couldn’t get used to it. A gurgle started deep in my stomach, rumbling upward until it rushed from my mouth in a van-shaking burp.
Rachel appeared at the window and waved a leg.
‘Pardon me.’ I patted my mouth and grinned at
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