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Prologue
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My name is Amelia Benson.

Amelia means princess, but I've always preferred Amy.

Six years ago, my mother was murdered while out for her morning run. The police never found the person responsible, and with no father in my life and no other family left in England, I was forced to leave everything I had ever known behind.

At sixteen years old, I boarded a train in Sheffield bound for Scotland.

My destination was a small town where my maternal grandmother, Sandra, lived. I barely remembered her. The last time I had seen her, I had been a little girl, young enough that most of my memories had faded into fragments of faces, voices, and half-forgotten moments.

As the countryside rushed past the train window, I tried not to think about everything I was leaving behind. My old home. My friends. My mother's laugh. The life I had known.

I told myself this was simply a fresh start.

I was wrong.

What I didn't know then was that my life was about to change completely.

Everything I believed about myself, my family, and the world around me was about to be turned upside down.

The moment I stepped off that train, I was being watched.

Hidden eyes followed me from the shadows, tracking my every move while I remained completely unaware of their presence.

Over the next eighteen months, I would discover secrets that had been buried for generations. I would make friends I would trust with my life and enemies who wanted me dead. I would be forced to confront dangers I never could have imagined and truths that would challenge everything I thought I knew.

The girl who arrived in Scotland that day had no idea what awaited her.

But her story was only just beginning.
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A new beginning. 

The man sitting across from me was trying very hard to pretend he wasn't reading my letter.

Every time I glanced up from the page, his eyes would dart toward the window or the luggage rack overhead as if he'd been looking there all along. Then, as soon as I returned to writing, I could feel his gaze drifting back to the paper in front of me.

I sighed and tapped my pen against the small table between us. The rhythmic clicking was the only thing keeping me focused.

"You okay, kid?" the man asked suddenly. "You look like a zombie."

I stared down at the half-finished letter for a moment before answering. "My mum just died."

The words felt strange every time I said them. Too simple for something so huge. As if four words could explain the hollow ache sitting in my chest.

The man's expression immediately softened. "Oh. I'm sorry to hear that."

I nodded but didn't reply.

Dropping the pen onto the table, I began twisting a loose strand of wool that had come undone from the sleeve of my jumper. Back and forth around my finger. The rough fabric bit into my skin slightly. At least I could still feel that. Most days I wasn't sure I could feel anything else.

The train rattled over the tracks, carrying me farther away from Sheffield and everything I'd ever known. Rain streaked across the window, blurring the passing countryside into smudges of green and grey.

The man shifted awkwardly in his seat.

"So..." he said. "Where are you heading?"

"The country."

It wasn't exactly a lie, but it wasn't much of an answer either. I picked up my pen and continued writing.

"What's it about?"

"Huh?"

"Your letter."

I looked up.

"What's it about?"

I followed his gaze to the paper. "Politics."

His eyebrows rose slightly. "Politics? That's not what most teenagers spend train journeys writing about."

I shrugged.

Most teenagers also weren't writing letters to the Prime Minister because they were angry at the world.

"Oh. Right." He scratched the back of his neck. "Well, this is my stop."

The train began slowing as it approached a small station. The man stood and grabbed his coat.

Before leaving, he paused beside my seat. "Cheer up, kid. Things can't get worse."

A bitter laugh almost escaped me. People always said things like that. They never knew how wrong they could be.

The doors hissed open, and he stepped onto the platform. A few moments later, the train pulled away again.

Finally, alone, I folded the letter and slipped it into my bag. The steady hum of the train filled the silence. I rested my head against the cool glass of the window.

The landscape outside drifted past in shades of green, brown, and silver beneath a cloudy sky.

For the first time in days, exhaustion won. My eyes closed. And I slept.

I woke with a start as the train began to slow. For a moment, I had no idea where I was. Then the memories came rushing back.

Mum.

Scotland.

Grandma.

The station outside was tiny compared to the ones in Sheffield and London. Just a single platform, a small brick building, and a handful of people waiting in the chilly afternoon air.

I gathered my bags and stepped off the train. The cold hit me immediately. Standing near the station entrance was my grandmother.

Sandra.

She looked exactly as I remembered and completely different at the same time. Her silver hair whipped around her face in the wind, and she wore a thick coat over muddy walking boots. She stood with the confidence of someone who belonged here.

As I dragged my suitcase onto the platform, movement caught my eye. A man had stepped out of another carriage further down the train. He looked straight at me. Then he smiled. A strange feeling settled in my stomach.

I knew him. Not personally. But I had definitely seen him before. Then it hit me.

Sheffield.

A few weeks before Mum died. I had been out running through the park when I'd noticed the same man watching me from across a path. At the time, I'd thought nothing of it. Now, seeing him again hundreds of miles away, the memory sent a shiver down my spine.

Before I could think about it further, Sandra reached me. She wrapped her arms around me in a fierce hug.

"You've grown a lot since I last saw you."

I managed a small smile. "Hi, Sandra."

Without another word, she grabbed one of my bags and marched toward the car park.

I followed.

A battered green Land Rover waited near the exit.

She loaded my luggage into the back before climbing into the driver's seat.

Once I was settled beside her, she turned the key and the engine roared to life.

For a few moments, neither of us spoke. Then she glanced over at me.

"Listen," she said. "While you're here, you can't spend all your time sulking. I won't allow it."

I stared out of the windscreen.

"Sandra—"

"Nope." She pointed a finger at me. "Perk up, Amelia. You'll be fine. And more importantly, you'll be safe here with me."

Safe.

Something about the way she said it made the word sound important. Like she was reassuring herself as much as me.

Before I could ask what she meant, loud music suddenly blasted through the speakers.

The opening guitar riff of Highway to Hell filled the car.

Sandra grinned and immediately started singing at the top of her lungs. Completely off-key.

I couldn't help it. A smirk tugged at the corner of my mouth.

Outside the window, white rolling hills stretched toward the horizon beneath the vast Scottish sky.

For the first time since Mum died, the weight on my chest felt a little lighter. I had no idea that somewhere behind us, a pair of unseen eyes were still watching.

As we approached a junction, Sandra finally reached over and switched off the music. The sudden silence felt strange after ten minutes of her enthusiastic and mostly off-key singing.

"Right then," she said, gripping the steering wheel with one hand. "A few things you need to know. I've already enrolled you at the nearest school for sixth form. Your uniform is upstairs, you've got a new laptop for your coursework, a new phone because your old one barely works, and a school bag."

I blinked. "You did all that already?"

"Of course I did. What kind of grandmother would I be if I wasn't prepared?"

Before I could answer, she turned down a narrow country road lined with stone walls and snow-covered hedges. The view outside looked like something from a Christmas card. Rolling white hills stretched across the landscape, untouched except for the occasional trail of animal footprints. Clusters of dark pine trees stood against the pale winter sky, and in the distance, I could see a railway line winding through the countryside. Beyond that were open fields disappearing into the horizon.

Then I saw the house. It was a large stone cottage with ivy climbing the walls and snow piled across the roof. Smoke curled lazily from a chimney, and warm yellow light glowed from the windows.

It looked nothing like the cramped terrace house Mum and I had lived in. It looked like the sort of place people escaped to.

"Well?" Sandra asked.

"It's beautiful."

A smile spread across her face. "I know."

She parked beside the house, and we climbed out into the cold air. My breath immediately turned to mist.

The silence was strange.

No traffic.

No sirens.

No neighbours arguing through thin walls.

Just the distant sound of wind moving through the trees.

Sandra grabbed my suitcase and headed for the front door. Inside, the house was warm and smelled faintly of wood smoke and fresh bread. She gave me a quick tour before leading me upstairs.

"This one's yours." She pushed open a door.

I stopped dead. The room was enormous.

At least compared to my old bedroom.

Dark charcoal walls gave the room a modern feel, while large windows overlooked the snowy fields behind the house. A solid wooden desk sat beneath one of the windows, already set up with a laptop. A double bed occupied nearly half the room, covered with thick blankets and enough pillows to build a fort. Bookshelves lined one wall, and there was even a small sofa in the corner.

My mouth must have fallen open because Sandra laughed. "Is this okay for you?"

I slowly stepped inside.

"Yeah..." My voice sounded tiny.

I dropped my battered old backpack onto the floor.

"It's great. Thanks."

For the first time since arriving in Scotland, something felt normal.

Not good exactly. But easier.

A sudden ring echoed through the house.

Sandra glanced toward the door.

"That'll be him."

"Him?"

"You'll see."

She disappeared downstairs.

Left alone, I unpacked the first thing I could find. My Star Wars posters. They were old and slightly creased from being rolled up for the journey, but they were mine. I carefully pinned them above the desk. At least one part of my old life was coming with me.

A few minutes later, I heard footsteps climbing the stairs.

Sandra returned, followed by a teenage boy.

He looked around my age, maybe sixteen or seventeen.

Dark hair curled slightly at the edges, and he wore a thick winter jacket that was dusted with snow. He wasn't exactly handsome in a movie-star way, but there was something easy and confident about him.

Sandra smiled.

"Amelia, this is Christopher."

The boy gave a small nod. "Hi."

"Hi."

For a moment neither of us spoke. Then he held out a stack of textbooks.

"Heard you'd be joining my school, so I thought I'd bring these over. Save you carrying them around tomorrow."

I took them from him. "Thanks."

"Oh, and call me Chris."

"Amy."

His eyes flickered toward the wall behind me.

The Star Wars posters. A grin appeared on his face.

"Star Wars. Cool."

I shrugged. "Yeah, whatever."

"No, really." He stepped closer to look. "I actually think the animated series is better than most of the films."

That got my attention.

I raised an eyebrow. "Seriously?"

"Absolutely."

"The Clone Wars?"

"The Clone Wars."

For the first time all day, I found myself smiling properly.

"Okay, maybe you're not completely weird."

Chris laughed. "I'll take that as a compliment."

I sat down on the edge of my bed. "So, what's the school like?"

He thought for a moment. "Honestly? Pretty normal."

"That sounds suspiciously boring."

"It is. Most exciting thing that's happened recently was somebody setting fire to a chemistry experiment."

I stared at him. "Please tell me you're joking."

"Nope."

"Great. That's reassuring."

He grinned.

For a moment the conversation felt surprisingly easy.

Then something occurred to me. "If you don't mind me saying, you don't sound Scottish."

Chris shook his head. "No. I'm from Sheffield."

I sat upright.

"Wait, really?"

"Yeah."

"Me too."

His eyes widened slightly. "Seriously?"

I nodded. "My mum and I lived there before..."

The rest of the sentence caught in my throat.

Before she died.

Chris seemed to understand without me saying it.

His smile softened. "My mum moved us up here years ago. She's away at the minute on safari."

"A safari?"

"Midlife crisis."

That earned a laugh from me. A real one. The first in weeks.

At that moment Sandra returned carrying two glasses of milk and several containers of Chinese takeaway balanced in her arms.

She looked between us. A knowing smile appeared immediately.

"Right then, Mister Charity. Time for you to head home. It's dangerous at night."

Chris rolled his eyes. "I live five minutes away."

"Still dangerous."

He laughed. "Fine."

He turned back toward me.

"I'll walk over tomorrow. About half eight?"

I frowned.

"School doesn't start until nine."

"I know." He picked up his coat. "But you're not walking into a new school alone on your first day."

For a moment I didn't know what to say.

Nobody had looked out for me like that in a long time.

"Okay." A smile tugged at my lips. "See you tomorrow."

"See you tomorrow, Amy."

He headed downstairs and a moment later the front door closed.

The silence lingered.

Sandra looked at me.

Then she winked. "Oh, he definitely likes you."

I groaned. "No, he doesn't."

"He brought you books."

"He's being nice."

"He volunteered to walk you to school."

"Because I'm new."

Sandra folded her arms. "Mm-hmm."

I shook my head. "No. He's just being nice because tomorrow's my first day."

But as I looked at the doorway, he'd disappeared through, I wasn't entirely sure whether I was trying to convince Sandra or myself.

The shrill sound of my alarm dragged me out of sleep.

For a moment I lay there staring at the ceiling, confused by my surroundings.

Then I remembered. Scotland. Sandra's house.

My first day at a new school.

The room was still dark, but a pale glow filtered through the curtains. I pulled them open and looked outside.

Snow covered everything.

The fields behind the house looked like they had been painted white overnight. Even in the darkness the snow seemed to glow, reflecting what little moonlight remained.

Perfect running weather. I pulled on my trainers and headed downstairs.

Sandra was already awake. She stood in the kitchen wearing a thick cardigan, both hands wrapped around a steaming mug of coffee.

She looked up as I entered. "Morning."

"Morning." I grabbed a bowl and started pouring cereal.

"Where are you going?" she asked.

"I was going running." The answer came instantly.

"No, you're not."

I blinked. "What?"

Sandra took a long sip of coffee. "No running."

I frowned. "Why?"

She set her mug down and turned away from me.

"Because it's dangerous at this time."

I stared at her.

Dangerous?

It was a tiny village in the middle of nowhere.

The biggest threat was probably an angry sheep, or cow.

"Why is it dangerous?"

No answer.

Sandra switched on the kettle.

The silence stretched between us.

"Seriously?"

Still nothing.

I hated being ignored.

Especially when people were clearly hiding something.

I stabbed my spoon into my cereal with more force than necessary.

The kitchen clock ticked loudly. Finally, it began chiming.

Eight o'clock.

I groaned.

So much for getting a run in before school. I shovelled the last of my cereal into my mouth, drained my orange juice in one go, and hurried upstairs.

My room looked even bigger in the morning light.

I pulled open drawers searching for clothes. Eventually I settled on an old pair of skinny jeans and a faded AC/DC shirt that had once belonged to Mum.

The fabric was worn soft with age. I still wore it whenever I missed her. Which was most days.

I pulled it over my head and looked around. Something was missing. My shoes.

"Sandra!" I shouted.

"What?"

"Have you seen my Converse?"

"Under the bed!"

Of course they were.

I dropped to my knees and reached underneath.

Dust. More dust. A forgotten sock. Still no shoes.

The doorbell rang downstairs.

A moment later I heard the front door open. Voices drifted up from below.

Then heavy footsteps climbed the staircase. The floorboards creaked.

I was still half under the bed, desperately stretching for one trainer that had somehow rolled to the wall. A throat cleared behind me. I froze.

"Room with a view."

A familiar voice chuckled.

I smacked my head on the bed frame trying to sit up. "What?"

Chris was leaning casually against the doorframe, trying—and failing—not to laugh.

"The window," he said innocently. "I was talking about the window."

Heat rushed to my face. "Oh."

His grin widened.

I finally found my Converse and pulled them on as quickly as possible. Chris wandered over to the window.

To my annoyance, he really was looking at the view.

Snow-covered fields stretched toward the woods beyond.

"Not bad," he admitted.

I grabbed my old rucksack. "You ready?"

"Yep."

Together we headed downstairs. Sandra was waiting in the hallway. Just as I reached for the door, she frowned.

"Where's your new bag?"

"Upstairs."

"Why?"

"I don't want to ruin it."

Sandra shook her head.

"You're impossible."

"Thanks."

"I wasn't complimenting you."

Chris laughed.

Sandra pointed a finger at him. "And you."

He immediately looked guilty. "What?"

"You look after her, Mr Andrews."

He raised his hands. "Yes, ma'am."

Sandra nodded approvingly. "Good."

We stepped outside into the cold morning air.

The snow crunched beneath our feet as we crossed to Chris's car.

A thin layer of frost covered the windscreen.

A few minutes later we were heading toward school.

The closer we got, the tighter my stomach became.

New school. New people. New life.

I hated it already.

The school itself wasn't huge, but it was much larger than I expected for a rural area.

Students crowded the entrance. The moment I got out of the car, heads started turning. Great. Being the new girl apparently came with its own warning siren. Whispers followed us as we walked through the gates.

I lowered my gaze. Chris must have noticed because he casually wrapped an arm around my shoulders.

"Relax."

"Easy for you to say."

"You've survived worse."

I couldn't argue with that.

The corridor buzzed with conversation. Lockers slammed. People shouted greetings across the hall. It felt overwhelming after the quiet countryside.

Suddenly Chris spotted someone. "Hey! Alice! Noah! Over here!"

At the far end of the corridor, a tiny girl with wild curly brown hair looked up.

Beside her sat a boy in a wheelchair with mouse-brown hair and kind eyes.

Alice practically launched herself toward us. "Chris!"

Before he could react, she'd wrapped her arms around his neck. He laughed and spun her around once. When she finally let go, her attention immediately landed on me. Without warning she hugged me too.

"Hi!"

I blinked. "Uh... hi."

"I'm Alice." She pointed at the boy beside her. "And that's Noah."

Noah lifted a hand. "Nice to meet you."

"I'm Amy."

Alice smiled brightly. "You're prettier than Chris said."

Chris nearly choked. "What?"

Alice ignored him.

I laughed despite myself. Maybe I was going to like her.

Before anyone could say anything else, a new voice interrupted.

"Morning, everyone."

A tall, skinny boy approached. His jet-black hair was perfectly styled, and his school uniform looked like it had just come out of a magazine. Something about him immediately made my skin crawl. His smile never reached his eyes. He stopped directly in front of me.

"And who do we have here?"

Before I could answer, he took my hand.

The feeling was instant. Wrong. Like touching a cold snake.

Chris stepped forward immediately. His arm returned to my shoulders.

"Beat it, Anthony."

Anthony ignored him.

"Anthony Clarke." He smiled again. "Head boy."

I forced a polite nod. "Hi."

"If you need someone to show you around—"

Chris stepped closer, a slight growl emanated from his throat. "I said beat it."

The smile vanished from Anthony's face for a split second. Long enough for me to see something unpleasant underneath. Then it returned.

"Friendly as ever." He looked at me one last time. "I'll see you around, Amy."

Then he disappeared into the crowd.

The moment he was gone, I released a breath I hadn't realised I'd been holding.

Chris watched him leave. His expression was unusually serious.

"What was that about?"

"Nothing."

"Chris."

Noah rolled his eyes. "Anthony thinks every girl in school exists for his entertainment."

Alice snorted. "That's the polite version."

Chris looked back at me. "Just stay away from him."

I frowned. "Is he dangerous?"

Something flickered across all three of their faces. Gone too quickly for me to understand.

Finally, Chris shrugged. "He's a freak."

Alice nodded. "Definitely a freak."

Noah raised a hand. "Certified freak."

That made me laugh. The tension eased instantly.

Chris smiled. "See? Stick with us and you'll be fine."

For the first time since arriving in Scotland, I started to believe that might actually be true.

Together, we headed toward our first class.

By the time school finished, my brain felt completely exhausted.

I'd spent the entire day trying to remember names, find classrooms, avoid Sophie Hill and her group of perfectly groomed followers, and pretend I wasn't the new girl everyone was staring at.

The journey back to Sandra's house felt much shorter than the journey to school had that morning. Before long, Chris was pulling into the driveway.

The moment we stepped inside, everyone dumped their bags in the entrance hall. Alice practically kicked her shoes off.

"Freedom!" she declared.

Noah laughed. "You've been free for exactly seven seconds."

"Best seven seconds of my life."

We headed into the living room.

The fire crackled softly in the hearth, filling the room with warmth.

Alice immediately claimed her usual seat beside Noah. I noticed the way she automatically sat close enough for their shoulders to touch.

Noah didn't seem to mind. In fact, he looked happier because of it.

Chris dropped onto the sofa beside me while Alice balanced herself on the arm of Noah's chair. She stared at me for a moment. Then she started giggling.

"What?" I asked suspiciously.

Her grin widened. "Did you enjoy your first day?"

I hesitated. "It was..."

Alice raised an eyebrow. "...good."

Chris immediately nudged me with his elbow. "Liar."

I shot him a look. "Fine."

Everyone laughed.

"I was nervous, okay? And those plastic girls were driving me insane."

"Sophie Hill?" Alice groaned dramatically.

"The one and only."

Chris rolled his eyes.

"Trust me, nobody likes Sophie."

"That's not true," Noah said. "Sophie likes Sophie."

Alice burst out laughing. "So does her entire posse."

I smiled despite myself.

For the first time all day, I felt relaxed.

Like I belonged somewhere.

"Seriously though," Chris said. "Don't let them get to you. Sophie picks on everyone she sees as competition."

I frowned. "Competition?"

The three of them exchanged looks.

Alice smirked. "Trust me."

Chris suddenly found the carpet fascinating. "Let's move on."

I narrowed my eyes but decided not to push it.

Noah's attention shifted to my hand. Specifically, the strand of wool wrapped around my finger. His expression turned thoughtful.

"I've been meaning to ask about that."

I looked down.

The faded blue wool circled my finger several times.

"Oh." I smiled sadly. "This?"

Noah nodded. "What does it represent?"

For a moment, nobody spoke.

I gently ran my thumb over the rough fibres. "It's just a reminder."

"A reminder of what?"

I swallowed. "That I used to be happy."

The room fell silent.

The crackling fire suddenly seemed very loud.

Alice's smile faded. "You seem happy now."

I looked at her.

Part of me wanted to agree.

But another part knew she was wrong.

Maybe I looked happy.

Maybe I even felt happy sometimes.

But there was a difference.

"Not really." The words came out quieter than I intended. "I haven't felt right since my mum died."

Immediately Noah looked guilty. "Oh God, Amy, I'm sorry."

"No." I shook my head. "It's okay."

The last thing I wanted was for people to feel sorry for me.

"I'm the one who brought it up."

Nobody spoke for a few seconds.

Eventually I forced a smile. "Anyway, enough depressing topics."

I pointed at Noah's wheelchair. "Can I ask something?"

He nodded. "Sure."

"What happened?"

The smile slipped from his face. "I had an accident."

"What kind of accident?"

"A snowmobile crash."

The room instantly changed. The shift was subtle.

But I felt it.

Alice stopped smiling. Chris became completely still.

Even Noah looked uncomfortable.

A strange silence settled over us. I frowned.

"A few weeks ago?"

Noah nodded. "Yeah."

The colour drained from Chris's face. His hand tightened around the arm of the sofa. For a moment he looked genuinely frightened. The reaction was so strange I almost asked about it.

Then Sandra appeared in the doorway.

"Right then." Everyone jumped slightly. "Dinner time soon."

She looked around the room.

"You lot have homes, don't you?"

Alice groaned. "You're kicking us out already?"

"Absolutely."

"But we're being good."

Sandra folded her arms. "That's exactly why I don't trust you."

Chris laughed.

One by one they gathered their things.

Alice hugged me before leaving.

"See you tomorrow."

"See you."

Noah waved.

Chris lingered slightly longer.

His eyes met mine. "Text me if you need anything."

I smiled. "Okay."

A moment later they were gone.

The front door closed. The house became strangely quiet.

Sandra locked the door and turned around slowly.

Her eyes narrowed. "Right."

Uh-oh.

"Spill."

I blinked. "Spill what?"

"What were you talking about?"

"Nothing."

"Amelia Benson."

The use of my full name was never a good sign.

I crossed my arms. "We were talking about school."

"Only school?"

"Yes."

She gave me a look that suggested she knew I was lying.

I hated that look.

"Nothing important happened."

Sandra continued staring.

I looked away first.

Frustration bubbled inside me.

I'd spent all day being questioned by teachers. Now I was being interrogated at home.

"Seriously, Sandra." I stood up. "It was just school."

Without waiting for a response, I stormed upstairs.

My bedroom door slammed shut behind me.

Immediately I felt guilty. But not guilty enough to apologise.

I threw myself onto the bed. The mattress bounced beneath me. Reaching over, I grabbed my old Wookiee plush and hugged it tightly against my chest. It still smelled faintly of my old room. Of home. Of Mum.

A soft knock interrupted my thoughts.

"Amelia?"

Sandra.

I groaned. "What?"

"May I come in?"

"Are you going to shout at me?"

"No." A pause. "I need to talk to you about something."

I sat up. "What?"

"Can I come in first?"

I sighed. "Yeah."

The door opened slowly. Sandra stepped inside.

For the first time since I'd arrived, she looked nervous. Actually nervous.

That immediately got my attention. She crossed the room and lowered herself into the desk chair.

For a few moments she simply stared out of the window. Then she looked at me.

"What do you need to talk about?" I asked.

She took a deep breath. "Chris told me there was a man following you today."

The room suddenly felt colder. "Yeah."

I sat up straighter.

"I saw him at the station yesterday too."

Sandra's face tightened. "I thought so."

"You know who he is?"

"No." The answer came too quickly.

I frowned.

"Then how do you know he's dangerous?"

She looked away. That was answer enough.

"Because I know things."

"What things?"

Things that could put you in danger, she almost seemed to say. Instead, she rubbed her hands together.

"I know a lot of things that could put you in danger." The seriousness in her voice made my stomach twist. "But I think you're old enough to understand now."

My heart started beating faster. "Understand what?"

Sandra hesitated.

The hesitation frightened me more than anything else.

Finally, she spoke.

"Amelia..." Her voice was barely above a whisper. "You're different."

I stared at her. "Different how?"

She opened her mouth. At that exact moment the telephone rang downstairs.

The sound shattered the silence.

Sandra muttered a curse under her breath.

"Seriously?"

The phone rang again. And again.

Whatever confidence she'd built up instantly vanished.

"I'd better get that."

"What?" She stood. "Sandra—"

"We'll talk later."

"No. Tell me now." But she was already heading for the door. "Sandra!"

She paused briefly. Just long enough to look back at me. For a split second, she looked worried. Terrified, even.

Then she forced a smile. "Later."

The door closed behind her.

I waited.

Five minutes.

Ten.

Twenty.

Nobody came back.

Eventually the house fell completely silent.

And I was left alone with one question echoing through my mind.

What exactly was so different about me?

I woke to someone shaking my shoulder. At first, I thought I was dreaming.

Then a familiar voice cut through the fog in my head.

"Come on, sleepyhead. We need to get to school."

Chris.

I groaned and pulled the duvet over my face. "No."

He laughed. "Yes."

I cracked one eye open. Chris was standing beside my bed with his hands shoved into the pockets of his coat.

The morning sunlight streamed through the window behind him, making it difficult to see his expression clearly.

Still, I could tell he was smiling.

"What time is it?" I mumbled.

"Eight fifteen."

My eyes flew open. "What?!"

I practically launched myself upright.

"Oh, damn it." I grabbed my phone from the bedside table.

Sure enough, several missed alarms glared back at me.

"I slept through all of them."

Chris shrugged. "Happens."

"It literally never happens."

I rubbed my face.

The events of last night came rushing back.

Sandra. The mysterious man.

You're different.

Then she'd disappeared before explaining anything.

My stomach tightened. "Where's Sandra?"

Chris glanced toward the door. "She left just before I got here."

"Oh."

Something about that disappointed me.

Part of me had hoped she'd finally explain what she meant. Instead, she'd apparently gone somewhere without even saying goodbye.

Typical.

I climbed out of bed and headed for the bathroom. Chris followed me onto the landing before stopping at the top of the stairs.

"I'll wait."

"Good idea."

"Mainly because following you into the bathroom would be weird."

I rolled my eyes. "Glad we're on the same page."

Twenty minutes later, we headed downstairs.

The house was empty.

A note sat on the kitchen table.

Gone into town. Back later. Eat something.

Sandra

I grabbed a slice of bread from the loaf sitting on the counter.

"That's breakfast?"

"It's food."

"Technically."

I stuffed half the slice into my mouth.

Chris looked horrified. "You eat like you've been raised by wolves."

I smirked. "That's rich coming from you."

The second the words left my mouth, I remembered yesterday's conversation.

The pixies.

The werewolf thing.

The fact that Chris had said it all with a completely straight face.

I swallowed.

"Actually." He froze.

"What?"

"About yesterday."

"Oh."

I took another bite of bread.

"After Sandra kicked you all out, she told me I was different."

Chris looked away.

His jaw tightened.

"But she wouldn't tell me why."

Silence.

I folded my arms. "You know, don't you?"

Chris rubbed his thumb across his bottom lip. A habit I'd noticed he did whenever he was nervous.

"Yeah."

"Well?"

He took a deep breath.

"The reason I pick you up every morning..." His eyes met mine. "...is because they want you."

A chill ran through me. "Who wants me?"

"The pixies."

I stared. Then laughed.

A proper laugh.

Chris didn't.

"Oh, come on."

"Amy."

"Pixies?"

He nodded. "The pixies."

I shook my head. "Pixies are myths."

"No."

"They absolutely are."

"No."

"Chris."

"They exist." The certainty in his voice made me pause.

A tiny part of me wondered if he genuinely believed what he was saying. Then he delivered the next bombshell.

"And you're half pixie."

I nearly choked on my bread. "What?"

"You're half pixie."

I burst out laughing again. "Okay."

"I'm serious."

"Sure."

"No, really."

I pointed at him. "Fine. If I'm half pixie then you're a werewolf."

The words were meant as a joke.

A ridiculous joke.

Chris nodded. "Yeah."

I waited for him to smile.

He didn't.

I waited for him to laugh.

He didn't.

Instead, he simply looked at me.

Completely serious.

My grin slowly disappeared.

"You're joking."

"No."

"It's not April Fool's Day."

"I know."

"Chris."

"I'm not joking."

For a moment neither of us spoke.

Something uncomfortable settled in my chest.

Not because I believed him. Because he believed himself. Whatever was going on, he wasn't messing around.

"You are in serious danger, Amy." His voice had lost all humour. "I need you to understand that."

I grabbed my bag. "Okay."

"Amy—"

"I'll believe it when I see it."

I patted his chest as I walked past.

His expression didn't change. That bothered me more than I wanted to admit.

The rest of the day was strange. Chris barely spoke to me. I wasn't sure whether he was annoyed or worried. Maybe both.

Even Alice and Noah seemed unusually quiet. Every time I looked at them, they'd quickly change the subject. As though everyone knew something I didn't. By the end of the day, I was fed up.

School finally finished. Students poured out through the gates. I spotted Chris talking to a teacher.

Good.

I wasn't in the mood for another lecture about pixies. Instead of waiting, I headed home alone.

The quickest route cut through the woods behind the village. Snow crunched beneath my boots as I followed the narrow path. The trees towered above me. Dark trunks stretched thirty feet into the sky. Their branches tangled together overhead, blocking much of the fading sunlight. The deeper I walked, the quieter the world became.

No traffic.

No voices.

Nothing.

Just the soft whisper of wind moving through the trees.

I shoved my hands into my pockets. "Stop being paranoid."

My voice sounded small.

The woods swallowed the words instantly.

Then I heard it.

"Amelia..."

I froze. My breath caught.

The voice had been faint. Almost impossible to hear.

I looked around.

Nothing.

Just trees.

"It's the wind."

I started walking again.

"Amelia..." The voice came again. Closer. Clearer.

I stopped. Every hair on my body stood up. The voice wasn't in front of me. Or behind me. It seemed to come from everywhere.

"Amelia..."

My heart hammered.

Then the voice changed. Soft. Gentle. Almost loving. "Princess..."

The word sent a shiver down my spine.

Nobody called me that. Nobody.

"Amelia..."

I spun around.

Snow drifted lazily between the trees.

Nothing moved.

Then— "Come to me, my child."

Fear exploded inside me. I backed away.

"Who's there?"

No answer. The woods remained silent.

Then a figure stepped from behind a tree.

My blood turned to ice. It was the man. The same man from the train station. The same man I'd seen in Sheffield.

His pale eyes locked onto mine. A strange smile spread across his face. "Princess."

I turned to run. Too late.

He moved impossibly fast. One second, he was ten feet away. The next he was in front of me.

His hand slammed into my chest. My back crashed against a tree. The impact knocked the air from my lungs. Before I could scream, his forearm pressed against my throat.

I struggled.

His grip didn't move. He was far too strong.

"Princess." His voice sounded almost reverent.

Like he was looking at something precious. Or something he'd spent years searching for.

"Who are you?" I gasped.

The pressure tightened. Black spots danced across my vision. The man leaned closer. His eyes seemed almost inhuman.

"You belong with us."

Panic exploded through me. I clawed at his arm. Couldn't breathe. Couldn't move.

The world began spinning.

Then a growl echoed through the woods. A deep, savage sound. The man froze. For the first time, fear flashed across his face. Another growl. Closer. Louder.

Something massive burst from the trees. A huge black shape launched through the air. The creature slammed into the man with enough force to tear him away from me.

Both of them crashed into the snow.

I fell to my knees, coughing desperately. My vision blurred. The world tilted. Through the darkness, I saw a gigantic wolf-like creature standing over me.

Its fur was black as midnight. Its golden eyes were fixed on the attacker.

Protective. Familiar. Somewhere in the back of my fading mind, a terrible realisation formed.

Chris.

The last thing I heard was another furious growl. Then everything went black.

I woke slowly. At first, I wasn't sure where I was.

Everything felt warm and soft beneath me. For a few seconds I simply stared at the ceiling above my bed, trying to remember what had happened.

Then it all came rushing back.

The woods.

The voice.

The man.

Princess.

And the giant black wolf.

My heart immediately started pounding. I pushed myself upright. A dull ache throbbed through my neck where the man had pinned me against the tree. The room spun slightly before settling.

Outside my bedroom door, I could hear voices. Sandra and Chris. Neither of them sounded happy. I stayed still and listened.

"It's getting dangerous," Chris said quietly.

There was an edge to his voice I'd never heard before.

"He knows now."

A long silence followed. Then Sandra sighed.

"Yes."

"He has figured out that she's the one."

My stomach twisted.

The one?

The conversation continued.

"What are we going to do?" Chris asked.

"We can't do much." Sandra sounded tired. "It's up to her."

"That's not good enough."

"No, but it's the truth."

Another pause.

Then Chris asked something so unexpectedly that I almost laughed. "Did he kiss her?"

The silence that followed was deafening.

"What?"

"You heard me."

Sandra groaned.

"Christopher."

"What?"

"This is hardly the time."

"Well?"

"No."

Relief flooded his voice.

"Good."

I blinked.

Good?

Before I could think about it further, footsteps approached the door.

I quickly lay back down and pretended I hadn't heard anything. The door opened.

Sandra entered first. Chris followed behind her.

The moment they saw my eyes open, both visibly relaxed.

"Ah," Sandra said. "You're awake."

"Unfortunately."

Chris snorted. "How are you feeling?"

I sat up slowly. "My neck hurts."

"That's normal."

"Normal?" I repeated. "Some guy tried to strangle me in the woods."

"Fair point."

Sandra pulled a chair beside the bed and sat down.

"Other than that?"

I shrugged. "Fine."

Neither of them looked convinced.

"Good," Sandra said eventually. "You're very lucky Chris was patrolling nearby."

I turned to him.

Patrolling.

Interesting choice of words.

Chris folded his arms.

"I had everything under control."

I stared.

Sandra stared.

Even Chris looked unconvinced.

"You were unconscious," Sandra pointed out.

"I was handling it."

"Uh-huh." Chris raised an eyebrow. "That's exactly what I was thinking while I was kicking pixie butt."

Sandra's head snapped toward him. "Christopher."

He immediately looked guilty. "What?"

"Shut it."

"Sorry." His gaze dropped to the floor.

I couldn't help smiling. Seeing him get told off was oddly satisfying.

Sandra turned back to me.

The humour vanished from her face.

She reached over and took my hand. The sudden seriousness made my stomach knot.

"Amelia."

I swallowed. "What?"

"I know you're finding all of this difficult to believe."

"That's one way of putting it."

She ignored my comment.

"But what Chris told you is true."

The room fell silent.

I stared at her.

Waiting for the punchline.

It never came.

"You're serious."

"Completely."

I looked between the two of them.

Neither was smiling. Neither looked remotely amused. For the first time, the reality of the situation began sinking in.

The wolf. The attack. The strange voice calling me princess. Chris somehow arriving at exactly the right moment.

Maybe...

Maybe I wasn't crazy.

The thought was terrifying.

I rubbed my forehead. "Okay."

Chris looked surprised. "Okay?"

"Well, what else am I supposed to say?" I laughed nervously. "A giant wolf saved me from a man who called me princess. At this point I think normal left the building."

A small smile tugged at Sandra's lips. "Smart girl."

I folded my arms. "So."

"So?"

"Is there anything else I should know?"

The smile disappeared. Immediately. The look Sandra exchanged with Chris made my pulse quicken.

There was definitely more.

A lot more.

Finally she sighed. "Yes."

I waited.

"But not now."

My frustration exploded. "Seriously?"

"Amy—"

"No." I threw my hands into the air. "First I'm apparently half pixie."

Chris winced.

"Then Chris turns into a giant wolf."

"Werewolf," he corrected automatically.

"Not helping."

"Sorry."

I pointed at Sandra. "Then I nearly get kidnapped by some psycho in the woods and now you're telling me there are even more secrets?"

Sandra looked genuinely apologetic. "There are."

"Great."

"But you'll understand soon."

That answer annoyed me almost as much as no answer at all.

I flopped back onto my pillow. "Fine."

The room grew quiet. Eventually Sandra stood. Her expression shifted from grandmotherly concern to something much more alert.

She grabbed Chris's arm. The movement caught both of us off guard.

"It's too risky."

Chris frowned. "What is?"

"For you to go home."

I sat up. "What?"

Sandra looked toward the window. The sky outside had already darkened. "He knows where she is now."

A chill ran down my spine. "The man?"

She nodded. "If he was willing to attack Amelia in broad daylight, there's no telling what he'll do next."

Chris looked ready to argue.

Then he glanced at me. His expression softened.

"Okay."

Sandra seemed relieved. "You can sleep on the couch."

Chris smirked. "Living the dream."

"You'll survive."

"I know."

For a brief moment, the tension eased.

Sandra squeezed his shoulder. "Thank you."

His smile faded. "I'd do anything to keep her safe."

The words hung in the air.

My face grew warm.

Chris seemed to realise what he'd said and immediately looked away.

Sandra, unfortunately, noticed.

The grin she gave him was downright evil.

Chris groaned. "Oh no."

"Oh yes."

"Please don't."

"I haven't even said anything."

"You don't need to."

I laughed despite everything.

For a few seconds, things almost felt normal.

Almost.

But as they left the room and closed the door behind them, my gaze drifted toward the dark window.

Somewhere out there, a man had called me princess.

Somewhere out there, people were hunting me.

And apparently everyone knew why except me.

Sleep didn't come easily that night.

The drive to school was painfully quiet.

I sat staring out of the passenger window while snow-covered fields rolled past. Normally I would have enjoyed the view, but my mind was too busy trying to process everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours.

Pixies. Werewolves.

Being attacked in the woods.

A mysterious man calling me princess.

The more I thought about it, the more ridiculous it sounded.

Yet I'd seen the wolf with my own eyes. I'd felt the man's hand around my throat.

I couldn't explain any of it.

Chris kept glancing at me from behind the steering wheel. Eventually, I broke the silence.

"So let me get this straight."

He sighed. "Amy—"

"No, seriously." I turned toward him. "I'm supposed to believe that I'm half pixie and you're a..."

I gestured vaguely.

"A what?"

"Werewolf," he supplied.

The answer came so naturally that it somehow made everything worse.

"Right."

We pulled up at a set of traffic lights.

The red glow reflected across the windscreen.

Chris slowed to a stop.

"Werewolf," I repeated.

"Yes."

"And Sandra knows all about this."

"Yes."

"And there are apparently evil pixies trying to kidnap me."

His grip tightened on the steering wheel. "Something like that."

I stared at him. Then laughed.

Not because it was funny. Because it was insane. Absolutely, completely insane.

The laughter died quickly.

I couldn't sit there any longer. Without thinking, I reached for the door handle.

Chris's head snapped around. "What are you doing?"

I opened the door. "I'm leaving."

"What?"

"I'm getting away from this craziness."

"Amy—"

I stepped onto the pavement and slammed the door behind me.

The cold morning air hit my face immediately.

Good.

Maybe it would wake me up from whatever bizarre nightmare this was. I shoved my hands into my pockets and started walking.

Fast. Behind me, a car horn sounded.

"Amy!"

I ignored it.

The engine revved.

Chris pulled alongside me, creeping down the road at walking pace. People in nearby cars stared. I pretended not to notice.

"Amy."

"No."

"Would you stop for one second?"

"No."

He sighed loudly.

I kept walking. The car rolled beside me. Snow crunched beneath my boots.

"Amy, please."

I stared straight ahead. "Leave me alone."

"Amy."

"No."

The passenger's side window lowered further.

"Can we at least talk about this?"

"What is there to talk about?" I spun around. My frustration finally boiled over. "Yesterday I thought I was a normal girl."

Several pedestrians looked over.

I didn't care.

"Now apparently I'm some kind of magical princess being hunted by fairy people while my best friend turns into a giant wolf!"

Chris looked around nervously. "Keep your voice down."

"No."

"Amy."

"No!"

The silence that followed felt heavy. For a moment neither of us moved. Then Chris rubbed a hand across his face. He looked exhausted. Like he hadn't slept at all.

Maybe he hadn't.

He parked beside the curb and climbed out of the car.

The cold wind immediately caught his jacket.

"Get in the car."

"No." I resumed walking.

Chris stood there for a moment.

Then muttered something under his breath and got back behind the wheel.

The car crept beside me again. "Amy."

"No."

"Please."

"No."

"Amy, just get in the damn car."

I stopped walking. "Which part of no don't you understand?"

For a moment I thought he was going to argue.

Instead, his expression changed.

The frustration vanished. So did the annoyance.

What replaced it made my stomach twist.

Fear.

Real fear.

His eyes darted to the rear-view mirror. Then toward the road behind us. Then back to me.

"Please." His voice was quieter now.

Urgent.

I frowned. "What?"

"Get in the car."

"Why?"

He looked over my shoulder. Every muscle in his body seemed tense. Like he was preparing for a fight.

Then he spoke. "Because he's following us."

My heart skipped a beat. The anger I'd been clinging to evaporated instantly.

"Who?"

Chris didn't answer immediately. His gaze remained fixed somewhere behind me.

Slowly, I turned. At first, I saw nothing. Just passing cars. Snow-covered hedges. A few people walking along the pavement.

Then I spotted him. A figure standing across the road. Watching.

The same man from the station. The same man from the woods. The same pale eyes. The same unsettling smile. Even from a distance, I knew it was him.

A cold shiver raced down my spine.

I turned back to Chris.

"The guy who attacked you last night." His voice was barely above a whisper.

I looked at him properly then. His eyes were wide. Not with panic. With determination. But beneath it I could see something else.

Fear. Fear for me. Not for himself. For me.

That terrified me more than the man across the road. Because Chris wasn't the type to scare easily.

"Amy." His voice softened. "Please."

For a second I stood frozen.

Then the man across the street took a step forward. That was enough.

I grabbed the door handle and climbed into the car. The second the door shut, Chris locked it. The click sounded strangely reassuring.

He let out a breath. "Thank you."

For the first time since all of this had started, I wasn't wondering whether he was telling the truth.

I was wondering how much worse the truth was going to get.

❖
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The truth behind the trees.

Several weeks passed without any sign of the mysterious pixie who had attacked me in the woods. No whispers. No strange men watching me from train stations. No attempted kidnappings.

Life had settled into something that almost resembled normality.

Almost.

The only problem was Chris. He had made it his personal mission to convince me that everything he'd told me was true. Every day there was a new story. A new explanation. A new piece of evidence. Apparently, my father wasn't just a pixie. He was a king. Not only that, but according to Chris, I was his heir. His actual heir. The future princess of some hidden pixie kingdom.

I wasn't buying it. Not even slightly.

The attack in the woods was real. The giant wolf was real. I couldn't deny those things anymore.

But the whole princess business?

That was a step too far.

We were sitting in the school library during lunch when Noah suddenly cleared his throat. The library was unusually quiet.

Rain tapped softly against the windows while students sat scattered among the shelves pretending to study.

Chris was balancing his chair on two legs. Alice was reading something on her phone. I was researching strange news stories from around the world, trying to find anything that might explain what was happening to me. Noah looked nervous.

Which immediately got my attention.

"Amy," he said. His voice was unusually serious. "I think it's time you knew the truth about me."

I glanced up from my laptop. "What?"

Noah exchanged a look with Chris. Chris immediately became interested in a bookshelf.

Coward.

Noah sighed. "I'm a Were too."

I blinked. "What?"

"I'm a Were."

I stared at him.

Then looked down at the wheelchair.

Then back at him.

"Noah."

"What?"

"What animal?"

His mouth twitched. "A red kite."

I opened my mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

"A bird."

"Yes."

"A bird."

"Yes."

"Okay." I nodded slowly. "That is somehow even weirder than Chris being a wolf."

Chris looked offended. "Wolves are cool."

"You're biased."

"Obviously."

Alice laughed.

I stood and returned a book to one of the nearby shelves. The whole conversation felt surreal.

A few months ago, I would have assumed they were all insane. Now I wasn't entirely sure.

Alice put her phone down and joined us. "I didn't believe it either."

I looked over my shoulder. "Believe what?"

"Any of it." She waved vaguely at the two boys. "The Were stuff. The pixies. All of it."

I shrugged. "Oh, I believe it exists."

Three pairs of eyes immediately turned toward me.

Chris nearly fell off his chair. "You do?"

"Sure." I pointed at him. "I've seen you turn into a giant wolf."

"Werewolf."

"Still not helping."

Alice snorted.

I continued. "I just don't believe it's happening to me."

Chris groaned dramatically. "Amy."

"No." I spun my laptop around so they could see the screen. "Look."

Several news articles filled the display. Most were old. A few years old at least. I pointed to one.

"Something similar happened in Maine."

Noah leaned forward.

His eyes widened slightly. "Oh."

"You know about it?"

"Sort of." He rubbed the back of his neck. "My cousin lives there."

I blinked. "Seriously?"

He nodded. "Yeah."

"What happened?"

Noah glanced around to make sure nobody was listening. Then lowered his voice. "One of his friends transformed."

"Into a pixie?"

"Yep."

I frowned. "Why?"

"He was trying to save someone."

Noah paused.

His expression darkened.

"Someone he loved."

The library suddenly felt quieter. "What happened to him?"

"He survived."

Noah shrugged.

"Eventually."

I sat back down. "So, people can actually become pixies?"

Chris nodded. "Some can."

"Halflings especially."

"What exactly is a halfling?"

The three of them exchanged another look.

I hated when they did that.

Noah answered first. "A child born from a pixie and a human."

I pointed at myself. "So, me."

"Exactly."

He nodded. "Pixie halflings are incredibly rare."

"How rare?"

"Rare enough that most people never meet one."

I frowned. "Why?"

Noah hesitated. Then spoke carefully. "Because some pixie kings see them as valuable."

"And some see them as threats."

The words hung in the air.

I looked at Chris.

His expression had become serious again.

The joking disappeared instantly.

"Threats?"

He nodded. "Think about it."

I folded my arms. "Okay."

"If a king has a human child, that child could potentially claim the throne."

The reality began sinking in. Slowly. Painfully. "Oh."

Noah nodded. "Some kings want their children."

"And some don't."

I swallowed. "And my father?"

Nobody answered immediately.

Which was answer enough.

Eventually Noah sighed.

"He sees you as a threat."

The words landed like a punch. Even though I didn't believe most of this. Even though I'd never met him. The idea still hurt.

Chris suddenly began chewing his thumbnail. Something he only did when nervous. He hopped onto the edge of the table. Immediately Noah shoved him. Hard.

Chris nearly fell off. "What was that for?"

"Don't sit on tables."

Chris stared. "You pushed me."

"You're welcome."

I blinked.

Noah was surprisingly strong for someone sitting in a wheelchair. The thought had been nagging at me for weeks. Finally, I decided to ask.

"Noah?"

"Yeah?"

"You didn't actually fall off your snowmobile, did you?"

The smile vanished from his face. Chris looked away. Alice suddenly found her phone fascinating. That told me everything.

"No." Noah sighed. "I didn't."

The library seemed to grow quieter.

"What happened?"

He wheeled himself closer. His voice dropped almost to a whisper. "I was attacked."

My stomach tightened. "By who?"

"A pixie."

The words sent a chill through me. Noah looked down at his legs.

"I was running through the woods one morning." His hands tightened on the wheels. "Then out of nowhere..."

He tapped the centre of his back.

"An arrow."

I stared. "What?"

He nodded. "Straight into my back."

The casual way he said it somehow made it worse.

"It grazed my spine."

Alice looked away. Clearly, she'd heard the story before. Chris looked angry. Really angry.

"I was lucky." Noah shrugged. "If it'd hit a few centimetres over, I'd probably never walk again."

A knot formed in my stomach. "But you said—"

"My healing abilities." He smiled. "A Were heals faster than a normal person."

"Much faster."

"So, you'll recover?"

"Eventually." He nodded. "The same thing happened to my cousin in Maine."

I stared at him. Trying to process everything. Pixie attacks. Magic healing. Royal blood. It was all becoming disturbingly believable.

Noah rolled back toward his laptop. The conversation seemed finished.

Then something happened. A sharp shiver raced through my body. I froze. My skin prickled. Every hair on my arms stood up. It felt as though thousands of tiny ants were crawling beneath my skin.

I grabbed the edge of the table.

Chris immediately noticed. "You okay?"

I forced a smile. "Yeah."

The sensation intensified.

"Just one of those weird muscle spasms."

Chris didn't look convinced. His nostrils flared slightly. Almost like he was scenting the air. His expression changed instantly. The colour drained from his face.

"You smell that?"

Noah froze. Then sniffed the air. His eyes widened.

"Oh no."

Alice sat upright. "What?"

Neither boy answered immediately.

Chris slowly stood. Every muscle in his body seemed tense. Ready. Dangerously ready.

Finally, Noah whispered a single word. "Pixie."

The room suddenly felt ice cold.

I spun around. Students continued studying. Librarians continued shelving books. Everything looked normal. Completely normal. Yet every instinct screamed that something was wrong.

Chris moved toward the nearest window. Scanning the grounds. Searching. For several seconds nobody spoke.

Then Noah cursed quietly.

"What?" He pointed toward the far end of the library.

A chair rocked gently. As though someone had just stood up. But nobody was there.

The scent. The presence.

Whatever had been watching us.

Was already gone.

Chris drove me home after school. Normally, the journey was filled with Alice's endless gossip, Noah's sarcastic comments, or Chris and I arguing about something ridiculous. Today it was just the two of us.

The silence felt heavy. Not uncomfortable exactly. Just full of things neither of us knew how to say.

Rain tapped softly against the windscreen while the wipers swept back and forth.

I stared out of the passenger window at the passing fields. Chris kept both hands firmly on the wheel. Every so often I caught him glancing at me. Each time he quickly looked away.

Neither of us mentioned the pixie scent from the library. Neither of us mentioned Noah's attack. Neither of us mentioned the possibility that someone had been watching us.

The closer we got to home, the more nervous I felt. Finally, Chris pulled into Sandra's driveway. The engine clicked quietly as he switched it off.

Neither of us moved.

"So..." I said.

"So..."

I looked toward the house.

Sandra's Land Rover wasn't there.

"She's still at work."

Chris nodded. I fiddled with the wool around my finger.

"Would you maybe..."

He turned toward me. "Maybe what?"

"Come inside?"

His eyebrow lifted. "Inside?"

"Just until Sandra gets home."

I immediately felt stupid.

"You know..." I shrugged. "To make sure I'm okay."

A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

"If you want me to."

"Yeah." I opened the door. "Come on."

We dumped our bags in the hallway and headed into the living room. The house felt unusually quiet.

The grandfather clock ticked steadily from the hallway.

Rain rattled softly against the windows.

Chris sat at one end of the sofa. I sat at the other.

For a few moments neither of us spoke.

Then I found myself looking at him. Really looking at him. His eyes were deep brown. Warmer than I'd ever noticed before. There were tiny cuts on his jaw from shaving too quickly that morning. A few stubborn dark hairs remained where he'd missed a patch. His hair was slightly messy from running his hands through it all day.

He looked tired.

Worried.

And strangely handsome.

The realization hit me like a truck. I was staring.

Chris looked up. Caught me instantly.

A smirk appeared. "See something interesting?"

Heat rushed to my face. I practically jumped off the sofa.

"Would you like a drink?"

The smirk widened. "Yeah."

"You don't even know what I'm offering."

"I'm willing to take the risk."

I rolled my eyes and escaped into the kitchen.

The fridge light illuminated the dark kitchen. I grabbed the orange juice.

"Orange juice okay?" I shouted.

"Yeah, that's fine." I pulled two glasses from the cupboard. As I turned toward the sink, movement outside caught my eye.

I froze. A figure stood alone in the field behind the house. My stomach dropped.

Anthony.

He was standing motionless in the melting snow. Watching the house.

"What the hell?"

The glasses clinked as I set them down.

Something looked wrong. Very wrong.

His uniform was torn. Mud stained his clothes. Dark patches covered his shirt. Blood. Lots of blood.

A pulse of worry shot through me. I hurried toward the back door.

Behind me I heard Chris moving.

"Amy?"

I opened the door. Cold air rushed inside.

"Anthony?"

The figure looked up. Then started running. Fast. Far too fast. Within seconds he reached the garden fence. Then the back door.

"Amy!" His voice cracked.

His face looked pale. Terrified.

"What happened?"

"A man attacked me." He stumbled forward.

Blood covered his hands.

"I need help."

The door creaked behind me.

Chris stepped outside. Immediately his posture changed. Every muscle tightened. His eyes narrowed. "What are you doing here?"

Anthony ignored him. His eyes remained fixed on me.

"Amy, please."

I stepped forward. "Are you hurt?"

Something flashed across Anthony's face. Not fear. Triumph.

Too late. His hand shot out. Something sharp jabbed into my neck. Pain exploded beneath my skin.

"What—"

The world tilted.

Chris roared. "Amy!"

The syringe dropped into the snow. My legs stopped working. I heard shouting. Anthony grabbed me before I could fall. Chris lunged forward.

"No!"

Everything blurred.

The last thing I saw was Chris charging toward us. Then darkness swallowed everything.

When I woke, everything hurt. The room smelled damp. Mould clung to the walls. A single bulb hung from the ceiling. Swinging gently.

I sat upright. My head pounded.

The room spun. For a moment I couldn't remember where I was. Then panic hit.

I wasn't home. I wasn't in my room. I wasn't safe. I jumped from the bed and staggered toward a metal door.

"Hey!" I slammed my fists against it. "Let me out!"

Nothing.

I hit it again. "Let me out!"

The door suddenly flew open. I stumbled backwards. Anthony stood in the doorway. His expression was completely different. Gone was the charming head boy. Gone was the fake smile. This version of Anthony looked cold. Obsessed. Dangerous.

"You." I backed away. "What is wrong with you?"

He grabbed my arm.

Hard. "Come on."

"Get off me!"

I punched him. He barely reacted. I kicked. Struggled. Twisted.

Nothing worked. He dragged me across the room.

Something sharp pierced my neck again.

"No—" Darkness crashed over me.

I woke tied to a bed. Rope dug painfully into my wrists.

Fear exploded through me.

"What the hell?"

Anthony sat nearby. Watching. Waiting.

"Anthony let me go!"

He smiled. It wasn't a nice smile. "I can't do that."

"What do you want?"

His eyes softened.

Which somehow made everything worse.

"You."

My stomach turned. "What?"

"You'll be my queen."

I stared. Certain I'd misheard.

"What?"

"Or you'll die."

The words were delivered calmly. Matter-of-factly. Like discussing the weather. Fear ignited deep in my chest.

"You're insane."

His smile widened. "No."

He leaned closer. "I poisoned you."

Ice flooded my veins. "What?"

"The poison is already spreading."

He touched my cheek.

I jerked away.

"The only cure is for me to turn you."

My pulse hammered.

"Chris will find me."

Anthony laughed.

A cold sound.

"No."

"Yes, he will."

"Your wolf can't find you here."

I pulled against the ropes. Pain shot through my wrists.

"I wouldn't bet on it."

Anthony leaned over me.

Close enough for me to smell his soap.

Close enough to feel his breath.

I turned my face away.

He grabbed my chin. Forced me to look at him.

"No."

Terror gripped me.

I squeezed my eyes shut.

Then—

CRASH.

The door exploded inward. The entire room shook. Anthony spun around.

A furious voice echoed through the basement. "Get away from her, pixie scum!"

Chris.

Relief hit so hard I nearly cried. Anthony was yanked backwards. A fight erupted. Shouting. Crashing furniture. Growls. Someone screamed.

My head pounded. The room spun violently.

The last thing I saw was Chris standing over Anthony.

Then everything faded.

...

"Sweetie?" Sandra's voice. Gentle. Familiar.

A hand brushed my cheek.

"You'll be okay."

Darkness returned.

...

I woke several days later. White ceiling. White walls.

Hospital.

The steady beep of machines filled the room.

Chris sat beside the bed. His elbows rested on his knees. His eyes were fixed on me.

The second I opened mine, he sat upright. Relief flooded his face.

His first words were:

"Did he kiss you?"

I blinked. "What?"

Out of everything that had happened...

That was his question?

He raked a hand through his hair. Looking embarrassed. Frustrated. Worried.

Before he could answer, Sandra entered.

She immediately noticed I was awake.

"Oh, thank goodness." She hugged me carefully.

Then turned to Chris.

"Go eat something."

"I'm fine."

"You look dead."

"I'm fine."

"Christopher."

He sighed. "Okay."

Before leaving he looked back at me. Just to make sure I was still there. Then he disappeared.

The moment he left, Sandra sat beside me.

"Amy."

"What?"

She took my hand. "Did Anthony kiss you?"

I stared. "Why is everyone asking me that?"

"Did he?"

"No."

Relief washed across her face. "Good."

"But he might—"

"He can't now."

"Why not?"

Sandra hesitated.

Then sighed. "Because Chris killed him."

The words hung in the room.

"Oh."

I wasn't sure how else to respond.

A few minutes later Chris returned with half a baguette hanging from his mouth.

I couldn't help laughing.

He looked ridiculous.

"What?"

I smiled. "Thank you."

He frowned. "What for?"

"Saving me."

His expression softened immediately. "You don't need to thank me."

"Yes, I do." I looked down. "I was stupid."

"No."

"Chris—"

"No." His voice was firm. "You were kind."

I looked up.

"And he used that against you."

For a moment neither of us spoke.

Then he smiled.

"I'm just glad you're okay."

Sandra quietly stood. "I'll leave you two alone."

Chris watched her leave.

The second the door closed he became visibly nervous.

Which was strange.

This was the same boy who had fought a murderous pixie. Yet now he looked terrified.

"Amy..."

"What?"

He rubbed the back of his neck. "I was wondering..."

His cheeks turned red.

I smirked.

"What?"

"Would you maybe..."

He looked ready to die.

I couldn't resist.

"Go out with you?"

His eyes widened. "Well..."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah."

I laughed. "You should've just asked."

His shoulders relaxed instantly.

"So?"

"So yes."

A grin spread across his face.

The biggest smile I'd ever seen.

"Really?"

"Really."

He sat on the edge of the bed.

For the first time in days, everything felt okay.

Not perfect.

But okay.

And somehow that was enough.

The next morning, the doctors finally agreed to let me leave the hospital. I had never been so happy to see the discharge papers in my life.

Hospitals were exhausting. The constant beeping of monitors. The smell of antiseptic. The endless stream of nurses waking me up every few hours to check my blood pressure, temperature, or ask if I was in pain.

The answer was always yes.

My left leg was encased in a heavy cast from my ankle to just below my knee, and every movement sent dull aches shooting through it. My collarbone wasn't much better. The fracture wasn't severe enough to require surgery, but it still hurt every time
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