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Dedication


For Mum, who’s always there for me no matter what else is going on in her life. No words are adequate to convey how I feel, so all I can say is thank you.






Book Description


When Quinn’s sister disappears she follows her, ending up in the realms of the Fae. Stuck in a strange world and constantly surrounded by danger, she has to figure out how to rescue her sister and return home, while trying not to catch the attention of a vindictive Fae. Somehow she needs to do all of that as well as avoid the Wild Hunt, a pack of Fae and Demi Fae and their overly large wolves, which spend their nights hunting those marked to die. Quinn isn’t sure she’s up to the challenge. She fears no human would be. 
*
This story was written by an Australian author using Australian spelling.






Name Pronunciation


Like many names there is more than one way to pronounce the following ones. These are the pronunciations used in this story. 
Kaeder (kay-der)
Mairwin (mare-win)
Baenen (bay-nen)
Gwyl (gwill)
Derwyn (der-win)
Tamek (tam-eck)
Darci (dah-see)
Arnall (are-nell)
Maya (may-ah)




Chapter One


Quinn could think of no way to change her mum’s mind. That didn’t mean she was about to give up. “But Mum-” 
“I told you last week your father and I are going out tonight. If you don’t take your sister with you, then you can’t go.” Her mum half turned away.
“It’s the school holidays. Of course I want to spend them with my friends. I’ve been looking forward to this all week.” She’d made plans with Daisy when she’d stayed with her during the first three days of the school holidays.
“You knew before you went to Daisy’s grandparents that we needed you to babysit.” She held up her hand when Quinn opened her mouth to speak. “Enough. I need to finish getting ready or we’ll be late.” She strode from the lounge room.
Recognising the finality of her mum’s tone Quinn didn’t bother following, sending a glare in Marley’s direction instead. At fifteen, her sister was two years younger than her, but nearly as tall. Where she had murky green eyes, her sister’s were the clearest green. Her sister’s brown hair also had perfect auburn highlights. When she’d recently tried to do something similar to her own brown hair, it had ended up making all her hair a dark plum colour. It didn’t look bad, but it hadn’t been what she’d planned to do.
Marley rose from the lounge chair. “Are we going to the dam, or staying home?” She had a hopeful expression on her face.
Quinn wanted to say no, but who knew when she’d next get the chance to go swimming in the dam during a full moon. Daisy had mentioned several times when she’d stayed with her Saturday, Sunday and Monday that she had to go swimming in her grandparents dam during a full moon. That it was like swimming in a pool of silver. It probably wasn’t, because Daisy had a tendency to exaggerate, but she wanted to find out for herself.
Marley’s hopeful expression faded. “Please, Quinn.”
“I should say no since you nearly killed Buddy.”
“How was I supposed to know he’d eat the biscuits, plastic bag and all? I didn’t even give them to him. He got them off the kitchen bench himself. It’s not my fault he’s not very smart. You should have got a cat. They’re smarter than dogs.”
She opened her mouth to defend her dog. He wasn’t very pretty, she had no idea what breed he was, he had a boring name, but she hadn’t been able to resist his sad eyes when she’d seen an ad for him. His last owner had died and he’d needed a new home in a hurry. His deep brown eyes had stared at her out of the photo, begging to be loved.
There was no time to argue. Not if she wanted to go to the farm with Daisy, Ted and Scout. “Don’t you dare hassle Scout.”
“I never hassle him. He’s the one who always talks to me.”
“That’s because he’s being polite. You’re the one that rambles.”
“Did he say something?”
“Of course he didn’t. He’s too polite for that. But I know him.” In fact, she’d known him nearly her entire life. As well as Daisy and her twin brother Ted. The four of them had been best friends since they were toddlers, all living in the same street, only several houses separating them.
“Can we go?”
She paused a moment before nodding. “But if you annoy anyone…” She let her words trail off rather than trying to figure out a threat.
“I won’t. Promise.” The last word was flung over Marley’s shoulder as she hurried from the room. “I won’t be long. Don’t leave without me.”
She stared after her sister, sighing. How was she ever going to get Scout’s attention when Marley was hanging around monopolising him? She had no idea, but guessed she better get ready and send a text to Daisy so they could pick her up.
It didn’t take long to put on swimmers, pulling a pair of jeans and a t-shirt over them. After shoving a few things in an overnight bag she spent a few minutes with Buddy, who still hadn’t bounced back from his vet trip. Since it was only Sunday she supposed it hadn’t been that long. He was sure to be fully recovered in another few days.
By the time Ted hit the horn out the front, Marley was waiting in the lounge room for her. She wore a skirt and far too much make up, her overnight bag at her feet. Before Quinn had the chance to warn her sister away from Scout again, her parents entered the room.
“I want you both home by lunch tomorrow.” Her mum kissed first her cheek, then Marley’s.
Quinn nodded. There wasn’t any point in staying longer since she’d have Marley with her. “Sure.” She returned her dad’s hug as he said goodbye.
“See you, Mum, Dad.” Marley picked up her bag and headed for the door. Opening it, she grinned at Scout who had his hand raised to knock. “Hi, Scout.”
Quinn wanted to push Marley out of the way so she could be the one to receive Scout’s smile. Instead, she said goodbye to her parents and headed for the door, her grip tightening on the handle of her overnight bag. It was so unfair. Marley had barely spoken to Scout until this year. “Are we going or standing around all night?” She slid her feet into the sneakers she’d left by the front door.
Scout turned his grin towards Quinn. “Going.” He looked past Quinn to her parents. “See you.”
Quinn trailed behind Scout and Marley, enough light cast from the streetlight for her gaze to roam across his narrow frame. Ted had called him Scout back when they’d first started school and his favourite phrase had been ‘we should check that out’. Nothing had changed. He still liked to ‘scout’ out new places and explore. There were times when she envied his tendency to go off for days at a time exploring. Most times she remembered the disaster her own attempt at exploring had been and her envy soon died.
Once the overnight bags were in the boot, Quinn got in the front seat, wishing it wasn’t her turn. Marley was likely to take sitting next to Scout as an invitation to talk to him the entire drive. After buckling up, she faced Daisy who was seated behind Ted, unusually silent. “What’s wrong?”
Daisy gestured towards her brother. “He’s the reason Paul won’t date me. Actually, both of them are.” She looked past Marley to include Scout in her glare.
Quinn frowned. “That doesn’t make sense.”
“He heard about the last one.” Scout grinned.
“Oh.” Quinn shared a sympathetic look with Daisy. Although she did understand why they’d gone after the last one. He’d cheated on Daisy and Ted was as protective of his sister as she was of him.
“What could he expect?” Scout asked. “You and Quinn are like sisters. Of course I’m going to look out for you.”
“Exactly,” Ted said.
Quinn’s heart plummeted. Sister was the last thing she wanted to be.
“What about me?” Marley asked.
“Did you want me to think of you as a sister?” Scout asked.
Marley giggled.
Quinn interrupted before her sister could come up with a more sickening reply. “Will we get to the farm early enough to see the moon reflected in the dam?”
“Yep. We’ll arrive exactly on time. The moon will be directly overhead. We calculated it to make sure,” Daisy said.
“I calculated it,” Ted corrected.
“I helped,” Daisy argued.
“Do you think you and Ted can go back to your stony silence, Daisy? I’m going to have a sleep. Might as well since we’ve got an hour to kill,” Scout said. “Ouch. No need to hit me.”
Quinn grinned at her friend, who looked like she was having a difficult time not returning the grin. Facing forward, she got more comfortable. Maybe Scout had the right idea. If she slept through the hour it took to get to Daisy and Ted’s grandparent’s farm, she’d manage to stay up a lot later once they arrived.
It didn’t work. She tried to sleep, but thoughts of Scout sitting in the back with Marley kept interrupting. Did he really think of her as a sister? Closing her eyes, she tried not to think about it. The thought kept intruding. What made him prefer Marley? And after his last comment to her sister, it was pretty obvious he did. She tended to giggle around him. An annoying giggle that managed to sound not only fake, but nervous. How could he prefer that?
Still trying to figure it out, she fell asleep, not waking until the engine was silent. Blinking sleepily, she looked towards Ted, who chose that moment to open his door. Squeezing her eyes shut she reached for the overhead light, turning it off while mentally agreeing with the grumbles coming from the back seat.
“I don’t see what you lot have to complain about.” Ted got out of the car. “You didn’t have to stay awake.” He peered back into the car. “And all of you snore.”
Daisy flung her door open. “I do not.”
Quinn got out of the car more slowly, smiling as she listened to Daisy and Ted’s good-natured arguing. The smile faded when she glanced in the back to see Marley half sprawled over Scout, who was gently waking her. She hurried after Daisy and Ted. Nothing was the same when Marley was with them. Normally it would have been the four of them walking together, joking.
Trying to take her mind off Marley and Scout, who she could now hear following her, she looked around at her surroundings. Ted had parked in the paddock near the dam. There was only a short distance to the side of the dam that rose up high enough to make a good jumping platform.
Reaching the top, she stood beside Daisy and Ted, staring at the moon reflected in the still water below. It looked amazing. Daisy had been right. This was something she needed to do. They’d gone swimming each night she’d stayed at the start of the holidays, but those nights were lame in comparison. Although they hadn’t seemed so at the time.
Marley came to a stop beside Quinn, Scout on her other side. “Are we planning to go in, or are we going to stand and stare all night?”
Quinn fought the urge to push her sister in. Her hands curled into fists as she barely managed to control them.
“I don’t see you rushing to get in,” Scout teased Marley.
Marley tugged off her skirt and top, tossing them to the side as she kicked off her sneakers. “I guess I’m going first.” Raising her hands above her head, she dived into the water. Her body slid through the centre of the reflection of the moon, barely making a ripple.
Quinn waited for her sister to surface. The water remained still. She took a step forward, nearly at the edge. Marley better not be playing a joke on them.
“Where is she?” Scout’s voice reflected the worry Quinn felt.
“Is it possible to hold your breath that long?” Ted asked.
Daisy grabbed Quinn’s arm. “I’m going to throttle your sister when she surfaces. This isn’t funny.”
When the water remained smooth, fear curled through her stomach. She tugged her arm from Daisy, ignoring her comment to let someone else go. Not bothering to remove her shoes or clothes, she dived off the bank. Aiming for the reflection of the moon, she slid through it, the water colder than she’d expected. Is that what had happened to Marley? Had the cold caused her to cramp? Her hands brushed the bottom of the dam, the depth of the water making it impossible for her to see.
Twisting and turning in the water she tried to find her sister. When her breath burned in her lungs, she swam to the surface, hoping to find her there. Breaking the surface, she tread water as she wiped the drips from her eyes. Her mouth dropped open and she wiped at her eyes again. The scene before her remained the same.




Chapter Two


She was no longer in the dam. Looking around, she had no idea where she was. Somehow she’d ended up in the middle of a forest edged lake, the only similarity being a reflection of the moon in the water. But even that was different. This moon was several days off full. She continued to tread water, trying to figure out what was going on. What had happened to the dam? And the rise of dirt Daisy, Ted and Scout had stood on. Most important of all, where was Marley? 
Not knowing what else to do, Quinn swam for the shore. She was only halfway there when a shout rang out across the lake. That had been her sister. She tried to swim faster.
“No! I’m not going with you. Anyway, I’m too young to work in a nightclub. Let me go,” Marley shouted.
Quinn was now close enough to the edge of the lake to see the shadowy figure of her sister under the trees and a tall thin person who had to be over six feet. She didn’t know whether to shout out a warning or try and take him by surprise.
“Masquerade isn’t any old nightclub. You accepted the favour, you must pay the price. Why did you come to this realm if you weren’t looking to pay early? You had until the end of your human year before I came to collect the debt. So why did you call me to you?”
“I don’t know how to return home. I want you to take me back.”
“I told you to call me when you’re ready. Before the last day of the year. I’m not a… what do you call them in your world? Taxi.”
“I didn’t plan to come here. I was swimming with my sister and her friends. You have to take me home. They’ll be worried.”
“Swimming?”
“Yes. Let me go.”
The man holding onto Marley laughed. “It’s a full moon, isn’t it?”
“What’s that got to do with anything?”
The man laughed once more. “Absolutely everything. But that isn’t my problem. Time to repay the favour.” He threw Marley over his shoulder and strode through the trees.
Marley stayed still for a few seconds before she began kicking and screaming.
Quinn tried to swim faster, but she was already going as fast as possible. By the time she reached the edge of the lake, she could no longer see or hear Marley. She dropped to the grass, shivering. Wrapping her arms around herself, she tried to think what to do. Where were they? Hearing a noise behind her, she rose to her feet to face it, wishing she had something to defend herself with.
A shadowy figure came to a stop, hands raised, palms towards her. “It’s okay. I’m human. Like you.”
She took a step back from him. It was okay? Her sister had been kidnapped, she had no idea where she was and who started a conversation with a comment like that? She eyed his broad shoulders, wishing there was more light to see him clearer. “What would you be other than human?”
“Fae.”
“Fae? You mean like fairies and elves?” She took another step away. Could she outrun him?
“Yeah.” He lowered one hand and held out the other. “I’m Gideon.”
He must think her an idiot. There was no way she was getting close enough to shake his hand. “I’m Quinn.” She waited for the usual comment people made. It was annoying having to explain that her name wasn’t a boy’s name. Her parents had chosen to give her and her sister unisex names.
“I guess you’ll be going to Masquerade.”
It took her a second to register his comment since she hadn’t been expecting it. Then it took her a few more seconds to make sense of it. “The man who kidnapped my sister mentioned that name.”
Gideon nodded. “I heard.”
“You heard?” When he nodded again, she demanded, “Then why didn’t you help her? Why did you let him take her away like that?”
It was Gideon who took a step back this time. “He’s Demi Fae.”
The way he’d spoken the words made it seem like that was all the explanation she needed. But it wasn’t. “You could have done something.”
“I was nearly that clueless when I first ended up here. I only wish I hadn’t thought it was far too crazy and researched more when I had the chance.”
“I don’t have time for this.” She half turned away from him, unwilling to turn her back on a stranger. Particularly one that was taller and probably stronger than her. She had to find her sister. As annoying as she was and even though she’d nearly killed her dog and was chasing after the boy she liked, she couldn’t desert her.
Gideon reached for her, grabbing hold of her wrist. “Shh. Can you hear them?”
She started to pull away from him, freezing when she heard the barely discernible howling of dogs in the distance. “What is it?”
“The Wild Hunt.”
She stared at him, wishing there weren’t so many shadows to hide his expression. “This is not happening.” She slowly shook her head. “These are all myths.” Fae, Demi Fae, Wild Hunt. They were all words from fairytales. He was clearly crazy. She didn’t know exactly what was going on, but she did know her sister was in trouble. “I have to go.” She tried to pull out of his grip.
His hand tightened around her wrist. “They might not hurt you, but if they do catch you they’re going to ask if you’ve seen me. And there’s no reason for you to risk your life by lying to them.” He drew her towards the lake.
She struggled to escape. “Let me go.” Her words brought to mind her sister’s pleas. “You don’t understand.” Her sister was getting further away and she had no idea how to find her.
“I’m going to Masquerade Nightclub. If you hide with me, I’ll take you there.”
Again she froze. She needed to find her sister, but the sounds of the Hunt growing closer made her want to run. Gideon’s grip on her wrist added to the feeling she’d had ever since her sister had failed to surface in the dam.
“Look, I know I’m a stranger. But I’m desperate here. I’m not about to let them catch me. Please, what could it hurt to hide until they’re gone?”
She let him tug her closer to the water. She had no idea. With how close the sounds were growing, she’d better figure it out fast. She took another couple of steps forward when he continued to tug on her wrist. “Are you sure you know where my sister was taken?”
He nodded. “I’ve been making my way there for the past month.”
She couldn’t risk not finding out if he knew. Her sister needed help and she had no idea where to find her. “Okay.” She followed him into the water, trying to ignore the fear rising in her. The situation was strange, she didn’t trust Gideon, but she couldn’t understand why she was so scared. A little scared was to be expected, but not the rapidly increasing fear she was feeling.
Gideon continued to hold her wrist tightly. “When they get close you need to stay completely still and not make a sound.” He stopped once the water was up to his chest and finally let go of her wrist.
She watched as he half removed the black backpack, she hadn’t noticed he was wearing, and take two narrow tubes from it. “What are you doing?” Her body was tense and she wanted to run. Remaining where she was took a ridiculous amount of effort.
He put his backpack on again and held out one of the tubes. “It’s a hollow reed. When the Hunt is close we need to stay beneath the water. It’s the only way to be absolutely certain they don’t pick up your scent. You really don’t want to be marked by the Hunt too.”
She wanted to ask him more questions, but the sound of the Hunt had grown louder and the urge to run became impossible to ignore. Still clutching the reed, she started to turn away. Mindless fear swamped her and the only thought she had was escape.
Gideon grabbed her hand and wrapped her fingers around the thick chain necklace at his neck. “Don’t run. Never run. They will chase.” Continuing to hold her hand around the necklace, he raised the reed to his lips and sank beneath the water, tugging her with him.
The fear receded the moment her hand wrapped around the necklace and she was able to think again. She mirrored his actions, sinking beneath the surface of the water. It took her a moment to get the hang of breathing through the reed. The sound of the Hunt was loud, even beneath the water. She tried to resist, but curiosity got the better of her and she rose enough to peer above the water. Fear raced through her and she froze. Gideon dragged her down and she was relieved he did. She’d seen more than enough.
There was no way she wanted to come face-to-face with the creatures travelling away from her. They’d carried a mixture of weapons. Swords, spears, axes, bows. And they’d all been mounted on horses with wolves running with them. Impossibly large wolves with sharp teeth that looked like they’d make short work of a full grown human. They hadn’t scared her as much as the creatures riding on the horses. The one that had led the pack had a rack of antlers rising from his head, his torso bare and showing wiry muscles. He’d been the least frightening. The assorted creatures travelling with him had struck fear into her. There’d been spider like people with multiple legs, clinging to the backs of horses. Amongst them had been extremely large horses with even larger creatures that looked square and solid and mountainous, lower incisors protruding over their upper lips. And there’d been others. Numerous creatures of various shapes, sizes and colours.
When the sounds of the Hunt had faded into the distance, Gideon let her rise. She stared at him, lost for words.
“What did you think you were doing? I told you to stay still.”
“What were they? Those creatures. What were they?”
“Fae and Demi Fae. You can always tell a Fae from a human by the ears. They have a slight point to them, even the Fae that are part human. Those ones, the Fae in the Hunt, they live in the Fringes. Outcasts and misfits. Some are looking for a way to return to favour while others love the hunt.”
“How do you…” Her voice trailed off. Escape? Stop them? She tried to figure out how to ask what she wanted to know. “You said you were marked by the Hunt. How do you stop being marked?”
“By avoiding them for seven years.”
She opened her mouth twice and still nothing came out. She opened it once more. “Seven years?” Her voice sounded like it belonged to a mouse.
“That’s why I have to go to Masquerade Nightclub. It’s a sanctuary. A place where even mortal enemies aren’t allowed to attack each other.”
“How do you know all this?”
“I’ve been stuck in the realms of the Fae for a month. The Wild Hunt is only active at night. From sunset to sunrise. It’s safe to travel during the day.”
She closed her eyes, her hand tightening around the reed she held. Why couldn’t this have been a dream? A nightmare. But it felt too real. The chill of the water against her skin, the shiver of her body from the light breeze that swirled around her and the echo of the Hunt in her memory.




Chapter Three


Quinn opened her eyes, wishing for daylight so she could see Gideon better. “Why is this happening?” 
“What do you mean?”
“Why am I here? How is any of this possible?”
“Your sister made a bargain with the Fae. A Demi Fae to be precise.”
“How do you know?”
“I heard them arguing before you arrived. I was hiding amongst the trees near the water’s edge. From what I can figure out, she was taking your dog for a walk and he was sick. She was talking to him, wishing she could understand him so she could figure out what was wrong. Your sister was worried about what you’d say when you came home and found him sick. Kaeder noticed her and offered to tell her what your dog had to say if she agreed to owe him a favour in exchange.”
“Kaeder?”
“The owner of Masquerade Nightclub. He collects humans for his staff. So he’s often in our world adding to his collection.”
“Well he’s not about to collect my sister.”
“What are you going to do? Offer yourself in exchange?”
She shook her head, not liking that option either. “There must be something.”
“He traps people into owing him favours so he has humans to work in his nightclub. He’s not going to want to exchange the favour for anything less than he already has.”
She’d figure it out when she got there. “Can we leave now? I want to find my sister.”
“We can’t move on until daylight. They might come back this way. We have to stay beside water.”
“I need to find my sister.” She should have pushed Marley in the dam like she’d been tempted to. Should have said no to taking her. Or refused to go to the dam if she was stuck babysitting. If she’d refused to take Marley none of this would have happened. She would have been safe. Her thoughts faltered. Until the end of the year. “If I hadn’t followed her, would we have known? Or would she have disappeared without us knowing?”
Gideon shrugged. “That depends on your sister. Only if she managed to get word back to you.”
The sound of a wolf howling drew her attention and she stared into the forest. “Did they leave some behind?”
“I doubt it. There are wolves in the forest. Most of them stay away from people, but when they’re in a pack…” His voice trailed off.
Quinn was glad. She didn’t need graphic details. Her mind was more than capable of coming up with enough gory details on its own without anyone else’s help. “Do they only hunt at night too?”
“No.”
“Then how are we meant to get to the nightclub?”
“By using a great deal of caution.”
That wasn’t what she wanted to hear. “How far away is it?”
“It’s still a couple of days away by foot.”
“I can’t take that long to find her.” Her teeth were starting to chatter.
“Come on, let’s wait on the banks of the lake out of the breeze.” He wrapped his fingers around her wrist again and tugged her towards the trees.
She shook free of his grasp, continuing to push through the water. “Stop grabbing me all the time.” She sent a glare towards him even though she knew he wouldn’t be able to see it. “I need to find my sister. Now.”
Gideon pointed to a cluster of trees with some low shrubs at their bases. “That’s where I hid when I heard them. It’s fairly sheltered.”
“Are you listening to me?” She stumbled onto the bank of the lake, stopping to face him.
“Yeah, but I don’t think you’re listening to me.”
“I have to find my sister. She’s only fifteen. I was meant to be looking after her tonight.”
Gideon remained silent for a moment. “I don’t think you understand exactly how dangerous it is here. This is the realms of the Fae. All the rules are different. And nothing like what we’re accustomed to. You could be killed because one of the Fae didn’t like the way you spoke to them. Or they could torment you for an eternity. Most of the food can’t be eaten and something as simple as iron can protect you better than a gun.” He held up his necklace before letting it fall back against him. He started to reach for her, but let his arm drop to his side before he came into contact. “Come on. Let’s get out of the breeze.”
She watched him walk towards the cluster of trees he’d hidden amongst earlier. Her sister needed help. She looked in the direction Kaeder had taken Marley. How was she meant to sit around waiting for daylight when her sister was in trouble? She shivered, wrapping her arms around herself.
“Are you coming?”
She looked in the direction Gideon’s voice had come from, unable to see him.
“Daylight’s only about two hours away. Two and a half at the most.”
With one last look towards where her sister had been taken, she headed for the clump of trees. She nearly tripped over Gideon. When he shifted, she heard a crinkling noise.
“If you sit beside me, I’ll share my survival blanket with you. It’s dry. All my stuff is stored in resealable plastic bags.”
She wanted to say ‘no way am I getting that close’, but she couldn’t stop shivering. She sat down, moving near while still trying to keep some space between them.
Gideon reached out and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, tugging her against him, the survival blanket making crinkling sounds. “I don’t bite.” He lowered his voice. “Much.” There was laughter in his voice.
She wanted to protest his actions, but the warmth of his body and the shelter of the blanket kept her silent. “How did you end up here?”
“The same as you. Through a moon portal. It was absolutely freezing. I guess that’s to be expected. Sydney in July isn’t exactly summer.”
“Wait a minute. You said you’ve only been here a month. September is nearly over so it couldn’t have been July.”
“That long already? Dad probably thinks I’m dead.” The earlier humour faded from his voice to be replaced by desolation.
“Gideon, it can’t have been July.”
He remained silent for a moment. “Time doesn’t run the same between the human world and here. Haven’t you heard all those stories about people who’ve returned home only to find a hundred years have gone by while they’ve spent only a short time in the realms of the Fae?”
She felt like she was going to throw up. In a hundred years there’d be no one left alive that she knew. That couldn’t happen. Her parents, her friends and Buddy. “No. I can’t stay here that long.” She started to rise.
Gideon’s arm tightened around her and he pulled her back against him. “Don’t panic. That’ll get you killed.”
“Stop grabbing me all the time. I have to go after my sister.”
He took hold of her shoulders, forcing her to remain seated, the survival blanket falling away. “Running won’t help. Neither will panicking. In this realm most of the time you’ll only have yourself to rely on. Favours come with strings. Ones so thick and tangled they trip the unwary.”
She stilled. “What do you expect for helping me?” She felt him come closer, his face centimetres from hers.
“To be human.”
Several times she replayed his words over in her mind and still they made no sense. “Who?”
“Both of us. I’m not Fae and yet I’ve spent a month trying to think like one, trying to be one. I have no Fae magic to make any promise to me binding. All I want is to not have to worry about being human with you.”
“What’s wrong with being human around the Fae?”
“Because then you might find yourself becoming the pet of one for an eternity. With no rights other than what your Fae gives you.”
Panic hit again and she struggled to rise, fighting against his grip. “No. I need to go.” She had no idea where. Other than she wanted to get her sister and get out of this place. According to her schoolteachers, she wasn’t very good at following orders. Becoming the pet of some Fae didn’t sound like a good position to be in with a flaw like that.
Gideon’s grip tightened on her and he dragged her close. “There’s nowhere to run to. And there’s no escape. Not if you want your sister back. And even when you find her that doesn’t mean you’ll be able to leave. Not for both of you.”
At his quiet words she froze. She refused to believe. There had to be some way to escape. For both her and her sister. “What did you do?”
His grip on her relaxed. “When?”
“To the Hunt.”
“Nothing. It doesn’t work like that. Unless you get in their way.”
“How does it work?” He was silent for so long she began to think he wasn’t going to answer.
“I killed someone. But I don’t know if that makes me a murderer since I didn’t know helping dad remove the tree would make him die.”
“You killed someone?” She didn’t like the squeak that had returned to her voice. Clearing her throat, she tried again. “What do you mean?”
His hands remained on her shoulders and his face close to hers. “I was suspended. Again. Apparently teachers don’t like it when you make the class laugh at them.”
“Isn’t that the truth?” She’d been in trouble for that a few times. Never suspended though. “What has that got to do with you killing someone?”
“Dad said if I wasn’t at school, I had to help him. He’s a tree lopper. Not an arborist. He hates that word. He’s Truman the tree man. He loves telling people that. Thinks it’s funny. Or cool, or something. Anyway, he usually makes me work for him every Saturday. Reckons that with the amount I eat he can’t afford to support me if I don’t contribute.”
She smiled at the humour in his voice, relaxing as she listened to his deep voice, the shadows continuing to press in around them.
“It was a large old tree with spreading branches and leaf litter nearly ankle deep on the ground underneath. I can still hear the crunch as we walked close to it so Dad could decide on a plan of action. The new owners of the property wanted it gone because the roots were destroying the back fence. They thought two large trees in the one backyard was excessive.”
She could almost picture the tree with its spreading branches and the shadowy depths beneath it. He’d said July. Maybe there’d been very few shadows beneath the tree. It might’ve lost all its leaves for the winter. He remained silent so she spoke. “What happened?”
“After it was cut down, he left me to load all the wood into the trailer. We sell it to a man who sells it on for firewood. He took my ute and I was left with his work truck and trailer. Said he might as well make the most of having the help and get a quote done at another place. I’d nearly finished cleaning up when a man appeared.” Again he fell silent.
“Who was he?”




Chapter Four


Gideon’s grip momentarily tightened on her shoulders before letting go of her and moving back. “A Dryad. I didn’t know that then. He carried another man in his arms. So similar looking they could have been brothers. Dark eyes, hair like sunlight and willowy.” He fell silent again for a moment. “How was I supposed to know Dryads even existed? I never would have helped cut down the tree if I’d known. I didn’t believe him. I mean, who would? I didn’t know what to think. I guess I thought he was crazy. He talked about how I’d cut up the heartwood, making sure his friend would die. Then he threatened me with the Wild Hunt, saying I was marked for them now. That he’d give everything he owned in exchange for them hunting me down and killing me as messily as possible. I stood there like an idiot, not knowing what to say.” 
Hearing the sadness in his voice, she automatically reached for him and found his hand was tightened into a fist. She uncurled it and held on. “How did you find out it was real?”
“He walked across to the other side of the yard to a tree that matched the one we’d cut down. His pace never faltered as he walked straight towards the trunk and disappeared into it. I have no idea how long I stood there before I crossed the yard and circled the tree, looking for the trick.”
“What do you mean he disappeared?”
“Straight into the tree. I even knocked on the trunk, asking him to come back and talk to me. No one answered.” He laughed, a self-derisive sound. “I must’ve looked demented.”
“How can he blame you? Dryads don’t exist in our world.” She cringed at how crazy her own words sounded. “I mean…”
His fingers tightened on hers. “That’s what I thought. By the time my dad returned, I’d convinced myself I’d imagined it all. Yet that night at home I spent hours on the internet reading all this crazy stuff about Dryads, the Wild Hunt and the Fae. By the time I’d stumbled to bed in the early hours of the morning, I didn’t know what to think. Other than to worry I was losing my mind.” He laughed again, the same sound as before.
“How did you end up here?”
“They didn’t come for me straight away. Maybe it took the Dryad time to find them. Or convince them or something. I don’t know. It was a Friday night when they finally came. I had car troubles so I was stuck walking to a mate’s place when I heard them. I couldn’t help myself. I ran. Through backyards, over fences, through streets until I was thoroughly lost. The sounds of them kept getting closer and closer. I ran into one backyard and stumbled into a barbecue area. I grabbed a frypan that was sitting on a bench, planning to use it as a weapon. The moment my hand closed over the handle and gripped not just the timber of the cast-iron pan, but the iron as well, the urge to run faded. I was able to think again. I looked around, trying to figure out what to do. In the backyard was a swimming pool, the full moon reflected on the still surface. I had no idea if it would work, but I’d read in several articles about moon portals leading to the realms of the Fae. The type of water didn’t matter. All you needed was a full moon or nearly full moon reflected in it. And you have to dive into the centre of the reflection. You couldn’t get more full than the one I was staring at and the moon was directly overhead. So I jumped.”
“Did they follow you?”
“Not then. It was a couple of days, or should I say nights, before I heard them again. By then I’d traded gear from my backpack as well as the cast-iron pan for an iron necklace. I’d also paid for some information to help me learn how to survive being marked by the Hunt. My best chance is to get a job at Masquerade for the next seven years. Without letting them know I’m wanted by the Hunt. Then I can worry about going home.” He fell silent again. “I wish I could tell Dad I’m okay. Who knows how many years will have passed in the human world after I’ve lived here for seven years.”
She had no idea what to say to him. Everything she thought of sounded pathetic. She could only think this was all so messed up. She continued to sit with him, holding his hand, tiredness tugging at her. When she noisily yawned, he drew his hand from hers.
Wrapping his arm around her shoulders, he pulled her close. “We might as well sleep while we can. We’ve got a long walk ahead of us.”
She started to protest him grabbing her again, but didn’t bother. It was warmer against his side and he was probably right. Closing her eyes she relaxed against him. One part of her brain was telling her she was crazy to trust an absolute stranger while the other said she was going to need every bit of help she could get. Both parts argued until she fell asleep.
Her dreams were filled with the Wild Hunt. When she heard her name repeated several times, she struggled to escape the nightmare and blinked sleepily as she stared at the boy lying on the grass beside her, half leaning over her, his broad shoulders shading her from the sunlight. He had short, sandy brown hair and deep brown eyes that reminded her of Buddy’s. Right down to the sadness in them. He looked like he’d
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