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OUTCAST FEY

	TALES OF THE ITHEREAL PART 2

	BY TIFFANY SHAND

	 


Chapter 1

	 

	Serafina Valeon crouched low in the back of the crystal cave, using the low light and a glamour spell to shield herself from being seen. Power thrummed from the earth beneath her feet, pulsing through her body in turn. She drew magic, keeping her senses heightened, waiting for the oncoming attack.

	Something came at her, flying through the air.

	Sera rolled out of the way, sending a burst of silver light skyward. Someone cried out as the light exploded, knocking her would-be attacker to the ground. She sprang to her feet, wings flapping as power flared between her fingers. Her assailant lunged at her, a silver knife flashing.

	Sera shot skyward using her wings to propel herself out of the way.

	The woman below her snarled, red hair billowing behind her as she catapulted herself up, coming at Sera again with her blade. Sera kicked out, knocking the knife out of the way, then blasted the other woman in the chest with a burst of light.

	The women yelped as the blast knocked her off balance, sending her crashing to earth. “Ow!” Liana gasped, rubbing her stomach. “You’re getting too good at this. Which is annoying given what pacifist you really are.”

	Sera snorted. She landed and offered her foster sister a hand up. “I’m not a pacifist. I may not like violence, but I’ll protect myself if I have to.” She pushed her long blonde hair off her face. “You’re just annoyed because I took you down.”

	Liana rolled her emerald eyes. “You’re good, but you’ve got a long way to go before defeating me, ada.” She used the Dragonish word for ‘sister’. “I’m just going easy on you today.”

	She and Liana moved back through the maze of tunnels with their glistening amethyst walls that send prisms of light dancing across the floor.

	“Have you heard anything from your husband?” Li asked, waggling her eyebrows.

	Sera’s heart skipped a beat. “He’s not my husband, well, not exactly. I’m not sure what he is to me,” she hissed, hoping none of the other Ashran who lived down there with them overhead. “And no, I haven’t heard from him.”

	“I thought you could see each other in dreams?”

	Sera sighed. Talking about Bastian didn’t make her miss him any less even though it had been two months since they’d last seen each other when he’d saved her from almost being killed by another mage.

	“We can, but I told him we can’t see each other anymore.”

	“Why? You all but admitted you still love each other. Plus, you are still technically married.”

	“It’s not like we can ever see each other again. We’re from different worlds and it could never work unless a miracle happened.” She grabbed a towel and wiped sweat off her face.

	“You could see each other again,” Li pointed out.

	“Maybe, but we can’t have a real future together. Ever.” She bit her lip. “It’s best if we both move on.” Though moving on seemed impossible thing to do after reuniting with the love of her life again.

	“What did he say to that?” Li picked up her sword and sheathed it, then began cleaning  her precious knives.

	She shook her head. “He wasn’t very receptive.”

	Sera thought back to their last dream encounter Bas seemed determined for things to work between them and that they could see each other in secret. But how could they? She was a fey and he was mage, two races who’d spent centuries trying to kill and dominate each other. Now most of the fey – or Ithereals, as they called themselves – were either enslaved, fighting against the mages or struggling for their very survival.

	Sera and Bas could never be together, not really. Neither side would accept their forbidden love. It would just get them both killed. It would be better that they remained apart and fought for a better future.

	“I don’t think you should just give up,” Li said. “Love isn’t something you find every day. What you have is—”

	Bells echoed through the caves, chiming in perfect rhythm.

	“That’s Alward,” Sera said, dropping her towel and brushing her hair off her face. “I’d better see what he wants. He’s desperate for me to figure out how the keystone works.” She’d rather avoid seeing her father for a while longer but knew he’d just be annoyed if she did.

	“Yeah, and he’s pissed off he can’t do it himself.”

	“See you later.” Sera muttered a cleansing spell then hurried off down the next cavern to find her father. The crystalline walls glowed a faint blue and cool air flowed through the tunnels through vents. It made her miss being above ground surrounded by nature, but this was the safest place for them.

	Alward with his long braid of blonde hair and piercing silver eyes, looked up as she came in. “Any news on the keystone?”

	“I’d have told you if I had.”

	He’d been different since her return from her last mission. She hadn’t told him everything that had happened or about her feelings for Bastian. Besides, she’d completed the mission in the end. She didn’t like the growing distance between them. He’d been her only parent for as long as she could remember and he had inducted her into the resistance and their cause. She’d never wavered in her loyalty to them. Even having Bastian in her life wouldn’t change her desire to see her people free.

	“Have I done something wrong?” she asked, hoping he’d tell her why he’d been so distant. She feared he didn’t trust her anymore, but she didn’t see her feelings for Bas as a betrayal as Alward would. 

	His eyes narrowed. “No.” He ran a hand through his long hair. Sera opened her mouth to speak again but he cut her off. “I have a new assignment for you.”

	Sera had been expecting this. She rarely went without a new mission and had been surprised he’d waited this long. But he’d given her time to work on unlocking the keystone’s secrets.

	“Five fey have gone missing over the last month. Operatives who haven’t checked in with us and have vanished. I’m concerned the mages might be targeting us. If they’ve discovered who some of us are —”

	“How could they?” Sera asked. “None of us would give away that kind of information. We’d all sooner die. The high council think Liana and I are dead.” Or at least that’s what Bas told them. Whether they believe him or not I don’t know.

	Alward’s face betrayed no emotion. “There are a few weak links in any chain. I want them found, or at least to know why this is happening.” He handed her a small square crystal. “All the intel you need is on here. If you need someone with you, take Liana. She’s been too idle since she left Elmira.”

	Alward hadn’t been happy when Liana’s cover in Elmira had been blown too since he had lost his chance to watch the mages through her.

	Sera paused. “Li and I got to know a mage well during our last mission. Ranson Layard. I could…”

	Her father’s jaw set. “Layard is a hunter who slaughtered dozens of our people. He can’t be trusted,” he snapped. “How could you befriend him? I’m surprised he didn’t kill you. He’d have known who and what you are.”

	Sera hesitated. She hadn’t decided whether to admit to him that she knew he’d altered her memories of losing Bas ten years earlier when he and Layard had split them up. “He knew what I was when I met him, yet he didn’t blow my cover. He saved me when I got bitten by fire vine,” she said. “Plus, he doesn’t work for the council, he hates them just as much as we do.”

	“You’re to have nothing to do with him or any other mage, is that clear?”

	Sera nodded. “As you wish.”

	 

	Heading back to her chamber, Sera found Liana there cleaning her collection of various knives. “What did he want?” Li asked. “Please tell me we have a new mission. I’ll start climbing the walls if I have to stay down here much longer.”

	“We have a new mission.”

	“Yes!” Li sprang up, dropping her knife and cleaning kit. “Where is it? When are we leaving?”

	Sera clutched the crystal, pressing the corner so that a hologram of text appeared. She scrolled through it, then showed it to Li who frowned. “Missing operatives,” Li said. “Crap, is the mages’ council on to us?”

	“It could just be a coincidence,” Sera said. “The last one went missing close to the border, so it shouldn’t be too difficult for us to go there. I thought about calling Layard first to see if he knows anything. Alward…”

	Li snorted. “Papa dearest doesn’t want us making friends with the enemy.”

	“Not all mages are bad,” Sera pointed out, thinking of Bas.

	“I know. Bas, Layard, hell, even Niall are our friends. We need all the allies we can get,” Li agreed. “You should call Bas. I’ll get our aliases and stuff ready for our trip across the border.”

	“I don’t think that’s a good idea. I told him we couldn’t see each other anymore.”

	“Then tell him you changed your mind. Or just say you want to be friends,” Li suggested, shoving her knives back into her trunk.

	Sera paced up and down, trying to decide what to say to Bas – if he even bothered to answer her call. Being just friends didn’t seem to be an option after everything they’d been through but hell, she had to try. Missions came first over personal feelings.

	Sera waited until Li had gone before closing her eyes and sending out her senses.

	Bastian? she called. Bas, I need to talk to you.

	She tried calling Layard before but had received a response. It was safer calling this way, she didn’t want to use the crystal Layard had given her unless she had to. He said to only use it in emergencies and this didn’t count as one. She and Layard hadn’t formed a mental link and he wasn’t fey, so he wouldn’t hear her unless he allowed her to send him telepathic messages.

	Bas? A wall, thick and solid greeted her when her mind reached for his. Bastian, please, answer me.

	Only silence came in response. She couldn’t understand why he didn’t answer. Despite having told him they couldn’t see each other anymore, she never thought he’d block her out.

	Li, can you come back in here? Sera asked.

	Liana appeared in the doorway. What’s wrong?

	Bas isn’t answering me. I think he’s blocking me out.

	Maybe he’s busy or can’t talk right now. Li leant back against the crystal wall and played with a strand of her long hair. Try again.

	Bastian? she called again, focusing on him. Bas, I need to talk to you.

	The last time they’d physically met two months ago, she had performed a sharing, a blending of minds where they could share each other’s thoughts and memories. It would have created a strong mental link between them, making it easier for them to talk in thought.

	“Maybe he’s ignoring you,” Li suggested. “Since you broke up with him he might not want to talk.”

	“I didn’t break up with him. We weren’t even in a real relationship.”

	“Sera, I know what you did before we left came back into the old world,” Li hissed in case anyone overheard them.

	Sera paled. Alward would have considered the sharing an act of treason. Bas would have all her memories — including everything about the Ashran, how they worked and operated. One thing she knew for certain – Bas would never betray her.

	“The latest missing person is Naven,” Li said. “We should go make sure he’s okay. I want to get moving.”

	Sera knew Liana and Naven had been close before Li had gone on her last mission. “Okay, let’s go.” Sera grabbed her pack, checked to see if she had everything she needed and followed Li back through the tunnels and into the unknown.

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	Bastian rested back against his headboard, running a hand through his short dark hair that felt like it needed a wash just as much as the rest of him. Dirty cups, plates and bowls littered the table and floor. House arrest seemed worse than being locked in a cell. He could move around the empty rooms which had once housed his teammates but now he was forced to view the outside world through glass. The minute he tried to step outside, a guard would appear to block his way. Bas had spent the past few days alone in his room only leaving to get food. He thought back to his last encounter with his father, Anton, the prince and leader of the mage high council.

	“You not only let two fey spies escape, you gave them the keystone, didn’t you?” Anton demanded. His grey hair and cold blue eyes made him look harsher than usual as he leant back in his chair. “The stone mysteriously vanished from the vault again after McGregor returned it to me.”

	“As I’ve already said, the fey woman was already dead when I got there. I saw McGregor drown her,” Bas explained, telling him the same lie again. The last thing he wanted was Anton to start searching for Sera or Liana. “I don’t know what happened to the keystone. I swear I did nothing to it.”

	Anton leaned forward, so close their faces were almost touching. “I know you had feelings for that blonde fey. If you don’t start telling me the truth, Bastian, I’ll have to resort to extreme measures to pry that information out of you.”

	“Like what?” Bas challenged. “We both know you can’t kill me, Dad. You can’t do away with me like you did my mother by making it look like a freak accident. People would ask questions.”

	“Oh, I can do so much worse than killing you, boy. I can lock you up so you spend your days living in hell with little food or water and no contact with anyone,” Anton snapped. 

	Bas crossed his arms, smirking as he leaned back in the chair. “Still, you’d have unwanted questions.” He guessed that was the only thing that had kept him alive all these years, especially over the past couple of months.

	“Don’t think I won’t find your sister either,” Anton threatened. “How would you feel if something happened to her?”

	Bas gritted his teeth, but refused to let Anton get to him. Clara was a long way from Elmira now, somewhere Anton would never find her. He and Layard had made sure of that. Anton didn’t have anything to use against Bas now and he knew it. “Empty threats won’t work one me either. So save your breath.”

	Anton rubbed the bridge of his nose as he resumed the questioning. “Why did your airship leave the city the night the keystone vanished?”

	“Liana – the other spy – was seen fleeing the city after she killed McGregor. Niall and I pursued her to the border where we fought and killed her,” Bas said, still sticking to his cover story. “If she took the keystone she must’ve hidden or handed it to someone else before we reached her.”

	“Yet, you never brought her body back; nor was the fey’s body found either.”

	“We burned Liana’s body for the traitor she was. As for the fey, she could’ve washed out to sea or been eaten by predators. You know how strong the currents are.”

	Anton’s eyes narrowed. “Or they’re both still alive and you helped them escape.”

	“Why would I do that?” Bas’s hands fisted under the table as he forced himself to remain calm. “They were traitors and were treated as such.”

	“Maybe because you are involved with the fey. You were seen kissing her,” his father sneered. “She seduced your brother too and stole his key to the vault.”

	Bas shrugged, pretending he didn’t care. “Her disguise was gorgeous; can you blame me?” He’d never let on how he really felt about Sera.

	“It’s not the first time you’ve let a beautiful woman get to you.” Anton pulled out a piece of paper and slid it across the desk. “I heard you’d had Niall Maverick digging through the archives looking for marriage records. My people found this.”

	Bas glanced at the certificate. There in black and white was his signature, along with the name of a woman, Serafina Leon, one of Sera’s aliases. Proof that they had been married. He’d wanted Niall to find it, to know if he and Sera were still legally married or not. Not that it would change anything. Anton hadn’t known until now — or had he? Bas had always wondered if Anton would confront him about this one day, but for all he knew Sera had been dead so finding the certificate hadn’t mattered until she had come to the city again.

	“So what?” Bas asked. “That thing means nothing. The girl I married died that day when a battle between your men and the fey broke out. I got injured during the battle too. She’s gone.”

	“Serafina. I suspect that woman who infiltrated your team pretended to be her. It would be a convenient way of getting close to you.”

	Bas kept his expression cool. “She never claimed to be my wife.” True enough, Sera hadn’t wanted anything from him, she’d only come to the city to get the keystone. “Nothing happened between us. She just used what she could to get the stone. I was just a means to an end for her. So you don’t have to worry about me helping her.” He spread his hands over the desk. “Like I said, Sera and the other woman are both dead. They’re not a threat to anyone anymore.”

	Anton gave him a hard look, almost as if he was trying to read Bastian’s mind to see if he was telling the truth or not. “You’re to be under house arrest until further notice while I decide what to do with you.”

	“What?” Bas scoffed. “Why the hell is my loyalty in question? You murdered my mother for fuck’s sake!” His hands balled into fists and his anger at the recent revelation boiled over.

	“Your mother was a liability, as are you.”

	“Yeah, but you can’t make my death look like an accident, can you?” Bas raised his chin.

	“Leave now.” Anton pointed to the door. 

	“Okay, you want the truth?” Bas said, gripping the edge of his father’s desk. “McGregor is the one who took my ship. He made off with the keystone.”

	Anton’s lips thinned. “Now, why would he do that?”

	“You said yourself the bastard wanted power. Sera gave him the perfect opportunity to do just that.” Bas kept his expression neutral, almost wishing they had McGregor’s body so he could prove the bastard was dead.

	His father laughed. “McGregor may be a lot of things but he’d never —”

	“How do you know?” Bas retorted. “You’ve made a lot of enemies.”

	“Why didn’t you mention it before?”

	Bas shrugged. “Reputation and all that shit. It won’t look good for you to have the chief hunter going AWOL and stealing a sacred artefact,” he said. “Besides I want the job.” Being the chief hunter would give him unlimited access on everything relating to both the high council and the guild. He’d been the perfect position to spy on both and feed intelligence back to the fey resistance. 

	“You?” Anton snorted. “You’ve never shown an interest in politics or leadership. As I recall, you hate politics.”

	“Yeah, but McGregor let fey spies slip into my team. I won’t let that happen again.”

	“Leave now. You’ll stay confined to your house until further notice.”

	 

	Bas grabbed several plates, wishing he could use his powers. But no, papa dearest had reined those in by having a spell cast on him, so he could only use a bare minimum amount of magic. He carried them down to the kitchen, dumping them into the sink for the housekeeper who came by every couple of days with groceries.

	Damn it, he needed to get out of there.

	The house felt empty and lonely without his teammates there. Even watching the screen did little to ease his boredom. He needed to be out, doing something useful, not wasting away in this hellhole.

	Someone tapped on the door making him jump. His senses had gone to hell too and he didn’t like it. But he’d been working on a way of getting his powers back, he just didn’t know if it had worked yet.

	Niall Maverick, a bear of a man, stood in the doorway dressed in his usual hunting gear.  His long black hair was tied back in a ponytail and his grey eyes gleamed as he grinned when he saw Bas.

	“Hey.” Bas relaxed when he saw his fellow hunter and teammate.

	“Hey. You look like crap.”

	Bas rubbed his stubbled chin, shrugging. “Haven’t had anyone to dress up for. Even you moved out.”

	“Had no choice, remember? The new chief ordered it while they decide —”

	“The best way to kill me,” Bas finished.

	“Don’t say that. They can’t kill you, people would notice. It would raise too many questions.” Niall glanced around at the mess of dirty plates and discarded laundry but said nothing.

	Bas folded his arms. “So how goes things with the new chief hunter?”

	Niall scowled. “Fun times. Every hunter is to undergo testing – the works. Physical, magical and mental examination, blood tests – everything,” he said. “They want to make sure we have no more spies in our ranks. That Thorne is one son of a bitch. He hates the fey more than McGregor did. He wants another war too.”

	Bas was glad he’d had the sense to have Layard take his little sister Clara and her nurse out of the city when he had the chance. Elmira wouldn’t be safe for anyone. 

	“I need to get out of here, man,” Bas said. “I’ll start talking to the walls if I stay cooped up much longer. I need to regain my father’s trust.” 

	Niall snorted. “Do you think you can?”

	“No.” Bas gave a harsh laugh. “He’d never trust me, he never has, but I need to find a way to prove I’m loyal. Maybe I could help the Ashran too.”

	“You want to work with the resistance now?” Niall frowned. “I know Li and Sera are our friends but…”

	“They’re fighting for a better future – something we all want – can you say the same the high council?” Being with Sera had truly opened his eyes to the world around him and shown him just how bad the people he once worked for were.

	“I tried talking to Thorne about letting you come back but he won’t listen.”

	“Thanks for trying.”

	After Niall left, Bas showered, shaved and dressed before creeping into the back garden. It would be around the time for a guard change. He’d have only a couple of minutes to make a run for it. 

	Bas drew magic. After spending the past few days working on breaking through the magical block Anton had placed on him, he’d broken through the binding thanks to some digging around in the memories Sera had given him. He hadn’t known if her spells would work but anything was worth a try to get out of the house for a while. He tried creating a glamour using Sera’s knowledge but that hadn’t worked so far. Spotting a man walking away from the house, Bas used magic. It wouldn’t disguise all of him, but the shield might stop anyone from noticing him straightaway.

	Bas started down the street past rows of shops and street venders. Once clear of the house, he stopped and took a deep breath. Damn, it felt good to be outside again and breathing the familiar stench of salt and steam as he moved through the narrow cobblestone streets.

	He looked around, making sure the familiar sights still looked as he remembered. Nothing had changed, it was still the same old Elmira. It felt different though. The city he’d once loved looked ugly now he knew the truth about what the council did to the fey. Their magic fuelled most of the magic here in the city. Part of Bas wanted to tear it all down, but even if he could, what good would it do? It wouldn’t erase centuries of bloodshed.

	A scream turned his attention away from the shining stone and steel towers to where a crowd gathered around watching a female prisoner being sentenced by a group of guards. Bas stared at the woman when he noticed she had drooping wings that looked like they were made from orange leaves that had been ripped in places. She was fey. Normally Bas would have ignored such a thing, seeing fey slaves being punished for crimes wasn’t unusual here, but seeing the woman reminded him of Sera. It made him remember watching in horror as she’d been tortured by McGregor, who had sliced off her wings. It was a nightmare which still haunted him. That could easily be Sera up there.

	“For the crime of theft this a woman is sentenced to death,” the guard announced.

	Bas froze. He felt energy flare between his fingers and hurled it at the two guards.

	The woman’s eyes widened as people scattered, screaming and running in all directions. He fired another energy strike which ripped through the chains holding her. She rose, her wings flapping. “Go!” he yelled.

	She met his eyes for a moment then took off skyward, struggling to fly with damaged wings but once she reached the outskirts of the city wall, she jumped and vanished from view.

	Three guards grabbed Bas, knocking him to the ground.

	 

	So much for freedom, Bas thought as they dragged him into Anton’s office and dumped him into a chair, chaining his wrists and ankles. I’m in the shit now!

	Anton stormed in. “What am I going to do with you?” he thundered.

	Bas slumped back in the seat. “For starters, take these bloody things off me.” He held up his shackled hands. “I’m not a threat to anyone.”

	“You’re a threat to our family and the council’s reputation. What has got into you, Bastian?” Anton leaned down so close their faces were almost touching. “Why are you so eager to help the fey? Is it to get back at me?”

	Bas snorted. “Not everything is about you. And if helping the fey destroys you, then hell yes, I will help them,” he snapped. “Haven’t got anything better to do, have I? Maybe if you gave me my job back I wouldn’t be such an embarrassment.”

	Anton’s jaw clenched. “You leave me no choice,” he said. “I don’t know what that fey woman did to you two months ago but it’s time to end it.”  Anton yelled out. “Thorne!”

	The door swung open revealing the rotund form of a man with a shiny bald head, a short black beard and piercing blue eyes. Lars Thorne. The new chief hunter.

	“You know what to do.” Anton waved a hand. “Get him out of my sight.”

	The guards grabbed Bas by his arms again and he wondered what would happen next as they dragged him away.

	Being locked up inside city tower was worse than house arrest. God damn it, why did I do it? he wondered. I need my job back. Or maybe being a hunter isn’t my job any more. If so, what is? He slumped onto the metal bunk.

	In truth he wanted nothing more than to leave Elmira and be with Sera again. But he’d never be welcomed among the fey. Maybe they didn’t need to stay with the Ashran, maybe…

	No, like she had said, there was nowhere for them.

	I’ll leave. My place isn’t here anymore. I’ll join Layard. How can I get out of here?

	The cell door creaked open as the guards grabbed him and dragged him down the hall.

	The cuffs bound his powers too. No magic it is. Bas hit the first guard in the face with his bound hands, kicking the other guard in the stomach. The first guard lunged at him, but Bas hit him again, rendering him unconscious.

	The second one prodded Bas in the neck with a small metal rod. Pain splintered through every nerve ending, making him double over as he cried out.

	More guards appeared, dragging him into an interrogation room. The whitewashed walls and metal chair were made to intimidate. They chained Bas to the chair as Thorne came in.

	“So what’s the old man decided to do with me?” asked Bas, forcing a grin despite the pain. “You can’t kill me. It would raise too many questions.”

	“Indeed,” Thorne replied with a nod, eyes flashing. “Which forced us to come up with an alternate solution.”

	Thorne placed both his hands on the sides of Bastian’s head. An icy feeling crept over Bas, the feel of intrusion as Thorne clawed at the edges of his mind, trying to get inside and access his inner most thoughts.

	Now what? Bas wondered. Not what I expected. I’ll be damned if I let you read my thoughts. That’s one part of my life I’ll sure as hell keep private.

	Thorne muttered words of power Bastian didn’t understand. Something jolted through him, making his eyes snap shut.

	He felt Thorne’s power seeping through his mind like blood flowing through veins. Bas conjured a permanent mental shield, picturing a stone wall rising up into the heavens, just as Layard had shown him how to do.

	“No power is stronger than the mind,” Layard always said. “Even without magic the mind isn’t without power. It can overcome things that might prevent you from physically using magic too if you try hard enough.”

	Thorne’s words became distant as Bas imagined standing on the balcony of the old lookout tower, his favourite place in the city. It reminded him of Sera too. She had gone there a lot.

	“Layard?” Bas called. “Layard, I need to talk to you.” He hoped his former mentor would come to him. Hell, he needed someone to talk to after being cooped up for so long.

	A second later the old man appeared, his grey hair standing on end and his clothes dishevelled. “Why does everyone keep calling me today?” he grumbled. “First Sera, now you. Can’t…”

	“Sera?” Bas’s eyes widened. “Is she okay?” He felt a flash of hope. He’d been longing to hear from or about Sera for days now. She was the only thing he could think about after being locked up for so long.

	Layard glanced around, frowning. “Your walls are up. I sense someone trying to influence your mind. Who’s doing it?”

	Bas’s lip curved into a sneer. “Thorne, the new chief hunter. Now answer my question!”

	“Yes, yes, she’s fine. Is that why you’re calling for my help?” Layard waved a hand in dismissal.

	Bas shook his head. “No, I can handle Thorne. Once I’m free I am leaving the city. I want to come work with you.” As much as he had wanted to stay and help where he could by spying on his father and the rest of the high council, that possibility had faded. Even if Anton allowed him to go back to work as a hunter, they’d never trust him now. So what was the point of staying?

	Layard shook his head. “You can’t leave Elmira, you’re in the perfect place to watch the council.”

	“I want out. My father knows I’ll never trust him. I’m sick of being trapped here.” Bas paced the length of the room, wishing he could feel and smell real air rather than just be there in his mind where those sensations weren’t as strong.

	“Stay, find a way to get them to think you’re on their side,” Layard said. “Sera said Ashran operatives are vanishing. If the council is behind it, you may be our only hope of solving the case.”

	Bas rubbed his chin, sighed. “If it’ll help Sera fine, I’ll stay,” he said. “But once this is over, I’m leaving.”

	“You miss her, don’t you?”

	Bas nodded. “Every day,” he admitted then scowled. “She says we can’t see each other anymore though.” He couldn’t understand why Sera wanted to give up on their relationship just when they had found each other again. He knew they could make it work, no matter how long it took.

	Layard laughed. “Doubt you’d let that stop you. Stay safe, boy.” Layard vanished.

	Bas heard a jumble of thoughts buzzing through his brain, suggestions no doubt left there by Thorne.

	“The fey are the enemy,” Thorne’s voice echoed. “You don’t pity them, you despise them. They killed your mother.”

	So that’s how his father wanted to play it.

	Fine, Bas thought. I’ll play. 

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	As they emerged from the ley lines Sera appeared next to Liana outside a small hut that looked like an old shed that had been converted into a makeshift house with a boarded window and a door that had been nailed on. Energy still tingled against her skin from where they’d used the lines. 

	“Do we look mage like enough?” Li asked, running a hand through her long blood red hair.

	Sera nodded. Using Bastian’s knowledge that she’d gained from their sharing of minds, she’d created stronger glamours to make them appear like true mages. “We’ll pass any tests if they scan us. Let’s get moving.” She used her senses to see if anyone was around, then motioned for Li to follow as she opened the unlocked door.

	Li sniffed the air, using her dragon senses. “No trace of magic left inside and Naven’s scent is only faint. I’d say he’s been gone for a while.”

	Sera glanced around seeing no signs of struggle. “The air in this room feels off.”

	Liana inhaled again. “Something smells off too. I smell something burnt.” She frowned, wrinkling her nose. “I think there’s some kind of cloaking spell in here. Either that or someone cleaned this place up and removed all traces of energy.”

	Sera drew magic, stirring the air around them. “I think you’re right. I can’t break it either but maybe they didn’t wipe out everything.” She crouched, looking down at the floor.

	“Naven wouldn’t just leave or disappear,” Li said. “I know him.”

	Sera continued looking both with her eyes and her mind. All fey left psychic remnants behind, yet here none remained. “What about his emergency kit?” she asked, glancing over at Li. “All Ashran have one.”

	Li brightened. “Good point. You look here, I’ll search the other room.”

	Sera searched the floor where a thin layer of white dust covered the scuffed oak but saw nothing.

	Neither she nor Li left any footprints. Their shoes had been made to leave no traces. This time she scanned the floor for any place Naven might have stashed his emergency kit. All Ashran operatives kept a supply of weapons, potions and tools for when they needed to make a quick getaway. They hid them to avoid detection so she knew Naven would have hidden his well.

	A floor board creaked when she moved across the room, making her glance down at it. Hiding things underneath floorboards was a common Ashran technique and they often left the boards a little loose so they were easier to pull up again. She knelt and pulled it up. Inside a small sack lay there. Sera grabbed and opened it. Inside were crystals, some food, water, a couple of vials and a knife. Either Naven hadn’t had time to grab them or he hadn’t been able to.

	“Li, I found it.”

	Li reappeared. “He didn’t leave by choice, then.”

	“We don’t know that. He may not have had a chance to get them if he left in a hurry.”

	Li ran a hand through her hair. “This is too weird; something is going on here. I can feel it.”

	Sera squeezed her shoulder, wishing she could offer her better news or at least some hope to make her feel better. “I’m sure he’ll be okay.”

	Li snorted. “You know what the mages do to our people. I hate that I’m half mage too.”

	“You and Naven were close – I forgot. We’ve both been away for so long. Were you…” Sera’s voice trailed off as she watched Li look away. Li never coped well when she lost people close to her and Sera prayed she wouldn’t have to go through it now.

	Li sniffed, hugging herself. “We were close but not in a real relationship. Ashran don’t get to have that, do they?”

	“No.” Sera sighed, thinking of Bastian. Their lives didn’t allow for relationships or family. Sera was grateful Alward has raised her with her foster sister. It gave them a friendship they both cherished. “No, it doesn’t.”

	Li rubbed her eyes. “You were right to tell Bas it’s over, I mean you can never have a real future together.” 

	Sera winced, the words like a physical blow and she looked away, saying nothing. She didn’t want to think of Bas, didn’t want to think of how impossible them having a future together would be. Yes, she’d been right to end it but that didn’t make it any easier. 

	“I’ll look around outside, see if I can pick up any other scents.” Li moved towards the door.

	Sera let her go. Li always fought when she was in pain. It would be better to allow her to feel useful than to give up all hope.

	Feed… Kill… A snarl of thoughts echoed through her mind making Sera freeze.

	A dark blur shot through the half open door, flying straight at Liana.

	“Li!” Sera cried.

	Li and the mass of darkness hit floor with a thud, dust flying everywhere. A creature with a mass of dark hair, black horns sprouting from its head and sharp fangs bit into Liana’s shoulder, making her cry out in pain.

	Sera drew a burst of power and flung it straight at the beast. It didn’t even flinch when the magic hit its back.

	Li raised her free hand, sending out a column of dragon fire which didn’t deter her attacker either.

	Sera hurled more magic that had no effect. Muttering a curse, she called on the currents of air, trying to hurl the strange creature out the door, but that didn’t work either.

	“Do something!” Li screamed, struggling under the weight of the creature tearing into her.

	Sera drew a knife from her belt, hurling it at the thing’s back but the blade bounced off, clattering to the floor. She raised her hand, calling up the power of the lines. Veins of glowing blue lights zigzagged across the floor, streaming into her hands. This time she threw a bolt at the thing. It hissed as the blast knocked it away from Liana.

	Li sprang up, blood pouring from her injured shoulder. “How the hell do we kill it?”

	Sera kept firing blasts at it. “I’m open to suggestions!”

	Liana grabbed her short sword off the floor, rushing forward and plunging the blade into the creature’s stomach. It snarled as Li pushed the blade deeper.

	Sera sent her senses out, trying to get a lock onto the creature’s mind. A mental wall hit her when she tried to reach for it. Impossible!

	The creature snarled once more then fled, vanishing between the glowing lines.

	“How the hell did it do that?” Li muttered.

	Sera let out a breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding. “Good question.” She turned to Li. “You’re bleeding.” She drew magic, her hands flaring with white light as she ordered the power to knit the flesh back together.

	“My fire didn’t burn it. That’s not – ow!” Li cried, wincing as Sera’s magic seeped through her skin.

	“Keep still then.”

	“Dragon fire can incinerate anything, even flesh and blood.”

	Sera lowered her hands. “It had a mental shield too – I tried reaching for its mind – I think I heard its thoughts before it attacked.”

	Li rubbed her shoulder where the wound had been. “Your mental powers are getting stronger. I thought you could only hear thoughts of people you formed links with?”

	Sera shrugged. “Bas and Layard taught me a few things.”

	“Do you think that thing attacked Naven?” Li glanced around the empty room.

	“I don’t know. Maybe. We need to know what it is and how to stop it.”

	Liana slipped her sword back in its holster on her back. “First let’s look around and see if we can find anything else.”

	Whilst Liana questioned some of the mages, Sera stood opening the lines again. After living in Elmira for a few months it felt good being connected to the earth again. She tried searching for the creature’s energy signature – all magic users left a signature behind –invisible to anyone but those who knew how to look for it. A rainbow of colours crisscrossed over the floor as the earth pulsed and flowed with life energy. No trace of the creature marred the perfect beauty of the ley lines. Spotting some drops of black blood on the floor, Sera knelt and gathered a sample. Maybe it would help ID the strange creature. One of the few good things about being back with the Ashran was she could perform experiments and tests without fear of people discovering her true identity. 

	Alward? She reached out to him with her mind, but half expected him to ignore the call given how distant he had been with her recently.

	Have you found Naven? he asked. His presence felt strong and clear.

	We found… something. A strange beast-like creature attacked us and escaped through the lines. She described the attack and how resistant it had been to their magic. Do you have any idea what it might be?

	I know of no such creature. Is Liana alright?

	Yes, I healed her. We’ll find out what we can then return.

	Good, figure out what that strange new monstrosity the mages have created to use against us is, Alward said. We’ll need to find a way to kill it before it harms anyone else. If need be I’ll recall any operatives who are close by. I won’t have them attacking us. I’ll send out a warning to the others now.

	What if it didn’t come from the mages? We shouldn’t be so quick to blame them.

	Sera, you let your sympathy for them cloud your better judgement.

	I’m not — she protested, but knew it wouldn’t be worth saying anything else. He’d never change how he felt about mages. 

	Return when you’re done. If you find anything else, call me.

	His presence vanished as she ended the connection.

	Sera sighed. They were always quick to blame the mages since they’d experimented in the past with forbidden magics – even creating strange, monstrous creatures. Sera couldn’t blame Alward and her people for being suspicious. But the notion didn’t feel right her. Mages didn’t draw power from the earth most didn’t even know the ley lines existed – they took power from other sources, including Ithereals. Even if they had learnt one of the fey’s most guarded secrets it didn’t mean they could use the ley lines power.

	She drew back, the power of the lines fading.

	Without thinking, she reached out to Bastian with her mind, needing to feel his familiar presence. Again, a wall surrounded his mind made from thick grey stone, rising into the sky so high she couldn’t see where it ended. That would explain why he hadn’t been answering her calls; although, she couldn’t tell if it was meant to block out her or someone else.

	Sera ran a hand through her hair, feeling an ache in her chest. She’d never known real loss before, not like this. Missing her father and Liana paled in comparison to this. “I miss you, Bas,” she murmured to the empty room. 

	Turning, she walked out find Liana and go back to the world he could never be part of.

	 


Chapter 4

	 

	Bastian rested his head back against the stone wall of his cell, feeling the coldness seep through his skull. After the strain of fending off Thorne’s brainwashing he’d passed out for a few hours. Now he had no idea what time it was or how long he’d been out for. Being stuck in a tiny cell with only a small skinny window sending thin shafts of light in was a lot worse than being trapped in his house where he’d been forced to look out on the outside world. At least there he’d been able to see people and daylight.

	The suggestions Thorne had implanted buzzed around in his brain for a while until they faded but his shield stayed in place. Thorne thought he’d been successful, Bas knew he’d have to play along and make the chief hunter believe that. He didn’t know how long it would be before Thorne would test him again to see if his new mind magic worked.

	“Hey!” Bas yelled through the bars. “Can I get some food and water? Maybe a pain blocker, my head is killing me.” He rubbed his temples, still feeling a dull ache there.

	A male guard dressed in a dark red leather city uniform vanished for a while before he returned with another guard. They dragged him out again and back down the hall.

	Here we go again! Bas checked his shield to make sure it held. He doubted any magic could take away his hatred for his father or the high council. Not only had Anton murdered his mother and tried to kill Sera, but Bas suspected his sister Clara’s sickness hadn’t been natural either. Anton had proved he’d go to extreme lengths to keep his reputation and that of the council upheld any cost.

	He knew the truth now; the high council were the true evil – not the fey. All the fey wanted was a chance a real future, to know true freedom and Bas would work to help them get that.

	The guard strapped him to the chair again. The light in the room burned Bas’s eyes for a few moments as his vision adjusted to the glare. 

	Thorne strode in, dismissing the guards as he walked around the other side of the table to stare at Bas. “How are you feeling?” the chief asked.

	“Like crap, my head is killing me.” Oh, he’d play along, pretend the brainwashing had worked, but that didn’t mean he had to like Thorne.

	“How do you feel about the fey?” Thorne leaned forward, no doubt eager to see if his techniques had worked.

	Bas shrugged. “They’re our enemy – more than that – the bastards killed my mother. I’d see them all dead if I could.” His hands curled into fists for good measure.

	“What about the fey woman Serana?”

	He scowled. “She seduced me, I see that now. She used me to steal the keystone.” Bas tried not to let his boredom show. He was sick of being asked the same questions over and over again. 

	“What happened to the stone?” Thorne persisted.

	Bas shook his head. “Don’t know. McGregor killed her, and Liana killed him before convincing me to fly her out of there,” he replied. “Never saw what happened to the stone.” He decided it would be best to stick as close to the truth as he could, seeing as lies had been getting him nowhere for the past couple of months.

	“How do you feel about your father?”

	Bas had to resist the urge to grit his teeth. Oh, how he’d love to tell the truth about that one. “Can’t say I like the man. There’s never been any love lost between us.”

	Thorne pestered him with more questions until he seemed satisfied with the answers. He forced Bas to endure another round of mind washing that again Bas tuned it out of and kept his shield up throughout. Instead he thought Sera, remembering one of their first meetings. But the memory faded when something jolted him awake. The guards uncuffed his restraints and pulled him up.  “You’re free to go home,” Thorne muttered as he turned to leave. “I expect you to report to work tomorrow morning.”

	That’s it? Bas wondered but thought better than to ask questions and hurried out before they tried anything else.

	He found Niall carrying two suitcases into the house when he came home. “What are you doing?” Bas frowned.

	“They told me to move back here instead of staying at the barracks now you’ve been reinstated.” Niall dropped his cases on the floor. “Have to say, it’ll be nice being back here. Everyone keeps staring at me at the barracks as if I’m the one who killed McGregor. Not sure why, no one liked him in the first place.”

	Bas ran a hand through his hair. “Yeah, so they told me. Thorne tried brainwashing me,” he said. “My father knew he couldn’t get rid of me so their best solution was to get me on their side.”

	“Did it work?”

	“Hell no, they killed my mother and tried to kill Sera. I’d never trust them again.” He grabbed a bottle of beer from the fridge and took a long swig. “But I need to play along – make them think I’m loyal.” He told Niall what had happened including what Layard had said.

	“If Sera and Li need our help I’m on board. Hell, let’s plot to bring down the council.” Niall grinned.

	 

	It felt strange reporting into the hunter’s station the next morning. A few hunters stared at him, giving him wary looks. Bas didn’t care. He had his job and his full power back. Time to get to work.

	As ordered he went straight into Thorne’s office and found the chief hunter behind his desk.

	Looks like you’ve been making yourself at home. Bas glanced around at the trophies on the shelves and weapons mounted on the walls. No trace of McGregor remained. From the looks of it, no one expected him to return. Didn’t take you long either.

	“I’m here.” Bas crossed his arms.

	“Sit.” Thorne motioned to the visitor’s chair.

	Bas rolled his eyes. “Look, we’re established I’m free from fey influence. Now I just want to get back to work.”

	“Sit!” Thorne snapped.

	Bas sat down, scowling. “Sitting, sir.”

	Thorne got up and touched Bastian’s forehead, eyes closing.

	Bas had managed to form a spell inside his mind to give the illusion of Thorne’s mind block still being there and of having worked.

	“What happens now?” Bas drummed his fingers on the desk.

	“Indeed. Your mind it’s clear of the fey’s magic, but you’re still required to come for testing every week for the next two months.”

	He stifled groan. Not so easy. They really wanted to make sure their mind tricks worked. He’d be damned if he ever let anyone force their beliefs on him.

	“Your new assignment.” Thorne handed him a file. “Fey slaves have been disappearing. I want to know if the resistance is involved and how they’re helping the slaves to escape. This could be the perfect opportunity to catch fey spies and bring them to justice.”

	Or the perfect opportunity for me to get one over on you and help the fey. Bas nodded and headed out. To his relief, he and Niall were allowed to work together again without any supervision. But Bas knew they couldn’t afford to be lax. They’d have to watch their backs to avoid raising the council’s suspicions and play things by the book. He had to stay in Thorne’s good graces to really make a difference now. Maybe it would even help convince Sera to actually talk to him again. That was the only reason he wanted help. Now he knew the fey weren’t responsible for killing his mother, he felt he had to atone in some ways for hunting their kind for so long.

	“What the hell have they done to my ship?” Bas shouted when the door to the jumper opened.

	Niall rubbed the back of his head, wincing. “Yeah, I thought it be best not to mention that.”

	All of the jumper’s electronics had been pulled out and shoved back in again with crystals and other components hanging out. He and Niall had designed the ship itself, including all its systems. It didn’t need to be steam powered like other mage ships. Seeing his beloved ship like this made him want to hit someone and make them pay for it. This could take days, if not weeks, to put back to rights.

	“Bastards!” Bas muttered, gritting his teeth. “They’re lucky I don’t kill them for this. This thing took us years to build!”

	“It’s not so bad. I’ve got everything up and working again,” Niall insisted.

	Not so bad! Sod that. This ship was one of the few things that mattered to him and that bastard Thorne had violated it. The ship came online as Bas took the pilot seat. “Let’s just get out of here. We need to talk to the mage lord who owned the latest fey,” he said. “Did you check to see if they put any spells or…”

	Niall had held up a hand. “Thoroughly. They’re not listening in on us.”

	“Let’s hope we don’t fall out of the sky,” he muttered as the ship lifted off and headed out of the city.

	Bas stayed silent as he guided the ship to their chosen destination. Being out in the skies again eased a little of his tension. Flying was something he had missed most after being stuck under house arrest for so long. Flying felt like pure freedom, nothing could reach him up here. Flurries of clouds floated by, trees and buildings looked like tiny specks of dirt on the ground below. Part of him wanted to stay up here forever and never return to the city, but he knew he had a job to do and he would do it.

	Niall sat reading through the file. “Lucky we got this case. Maybe we can trade intel with Li and Sera to find the missing people.”

	Bastian’s gut twisted at the mention of Sera. She’d helped him get through the ordeal of Thorne’s attempted brainwashing. He’d wanted to call her a thousand times, but his mind kept returning to their last conversation.

	Bastian wrapped his arms around her the minute Sera appeared inside the lookout point. She smelt like honey and sunshine, feeling as if she were there in his arms. “I missed you.” He buried his face against her neck.

	“I missed you too.” She returned his embrace. When he bent to kiss her, she pulled back and her shoulders slumped. “I don’t think we see each other anymore.”

	Bas gaped at her. “What? Why would you even say that?”

	“This isn’t a real, Bastian. Meeting in our minds, or in our dreams. That’s all we have and it’s not real.”

	“I’m all for coming to see you in person. I’ll do whatever it takes.” He clutched her hand.

	Sera shook her head, sniffing as she pulled her hand away. “I can’t live with just a few stolen moments, Bas. We can’t have a real relationship, let alone a real future together.”

	“Sera, I lost you once; I won’t do that again.” He cupped her face.

	“You have to. I’m ending this before we get any more involved.”

	“Sera —”

	“No, I’ve made up my mind. We can’t see or talk to each other again. Goodbye, Bastian.” She vanished in a flash of light before he could say another word.

	Bas gritted his teeth at the memory. He couldn’t believe the one woman he’d loved for years — his wife no less — who he knew loved him back had ended it. He’d already lost her once a decade earlier when he thought she’d been killed during a mage and fey battle, but things were different now.

	They’d shared something special and he wouldn’t give up so easily. He’d find a way to get her back and convince her things could work, despite the odds not being in their favour. He just hadn’t figured out how to do that just yet.

	“Bas, we’re right over the town,” Niall’s voice broke through his thoughts.

	Bas banished all memories of Sera and guided the jumper down, landing a few metres away from the mage’s house. The sprawling mansion with its gleaming yellow walls made Bas wonder how many fey it took to build and keep the place running. All wealthy mages had fey slaves and it made Bas sick to his stomach knowing how he had once supported that.

	He checked his weapons, giving the jumper one last disgruntled look before heading out.

	Lord Byron, a rotund man who liked the finer things in life, scowled when Bastian and Niall introduced themselves. “Why did they send hunters to find my missing slave?” he asked. “I’ve already reported it to the guards. They searched but no doubt he’s long gone by now. Impossible to find good slaves now. Let’s hope the war starts soon. That always brings in a good number of slaves at the end of it.”

	Bas bit back a curse. “When was the last time you saw him?” he said. “Naven, I mean.”

	Byron shrugged, scratching his head. “Three days ago – I believe. I have so many slaves here I can’t keep track of them all. But that one was my personal slave – the only one I’ve had who knew how to…”

	Right, you probably wouldn’t have noticed anyone was gone if it hadn’t been your own personal slave. But Bas kept his cool.

	 “Did you see anything unusual?” Bas persisted. “Something which might have frightened Naven? Or has anyone been trying to purchase any of the fey living here?”

	Byron laughed, a loud booming sound. “No one would dare ask and why would I care if anything scared them? They’re just slaves, they have no feelings.” Byron touched Bastian’s shoulder. “If you find him, be sure to give him a good whipping before you send him back.”

	Bas only gave a curt nod as Byron waddled away from them. Bas was relieved to see him go so he wouldn’t have to put up with any more of the mage’s crap.

	Bastian and Niall headed out, spotting a fey man and woman dressed in rags carrying piles of wood. They
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