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      I stood outside the library doors, my heart beating with a familiar rhythm of nerves.

      Behind me stood Salle, the enormous willow tree that grew in the centre of the Warren—the crystal cave that the Darkland Druids called home—her branches whispering comforting words in the artificial breeze.

      I hadn’t been this worked up since I was forced to do a presentation in front of my year eight English class. Shaking hands, cold sweat, laughing classmates—the horror was still etched in my long-term memory, and now I was having flashbacks.

      At least I’d come up a little in the world. How many school bullies grew up to find out they had magical powers? Not many.

      Rory appeared beside me, his messy brown hair artfully arranged. He also had on his best shirt and smelled like he’d dabbed on a little aftershave. Actually…I sniffed.

      He peered at the wooden double doors. “What are we looking at?”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      “What?”

      “What’s that smell?”

      He puffed out his chest. “My natural musk.”

      “Can you promise me something?”

      “Anything.”

      “Never refer to your smell as your ‘natural musk’ ever again.”

      He laughed and knocked his shoulder against mine. “Gealladh.”

      “I’m nervous,” I admitted.

      “It’s been like five minutes since you saved everyone. Besides, Delilah is your grandmother.” He waved his hand. “You’ll be fine.”

      I sighed, resisting the urge to roll my eyes. Defeating the Chimera on Earth had been a joint effort, but until I’d arrived, the Druids hadn’t stood a chance against the fanatical Fae sect. It was the unexpected addition of my Fae powers that had managed to end the hunt.

      Though, technically, it wasn’t over. The Chimera were still hanging around…they were just imprisoned.

      Now I stood on the precipice of petitioning the Elders for yet another favour. This time, I wanted to ask permission to go to the Fae realm to learn about my unknown Fae family, hopefully find out the fate of my mother, and possibly fight the Chimera on their home turf. Not to mention ask for an alliance with the Fae themselves—the good kind, that was.

      It was going to go down a treat.

      “I’m having second thoughts,” I muttered. “What if they say no?”

      “The Chimera can’t come back to Earth without passing through the Witches portal in Ireland,” Rory said matter-of-factly. “They can’t hurt us here anymore, thanks to you.”

      “Thanks to us all,” I muttered.

      He held up his hands. “Hey, just calling it as I see it. We wouldn’t have been able to imprison a legion of doomsday Fae in a prison inside death if it weren’t for you.”

      Oh yeah, courtesy of the prophesied black sun.

      “If I go, it will be as a half-Druid,” I told him. “That comes with certain responsibilities. There will be no more anonymity for the Darkland Druids if I set foot in their world.”

      “Hmm,” Rory murmured, “you’re right. What a conundrum.”

      I stared at the door, afraid to open it. I didn’t want to cause any more trouble, but there was a hole inside me that would always be empty…unless I found answers to fill it with.

      “You know, understanding the implications of your actions will go a long way with the Elders,” Rory continued. “Tell them what you just told me.”

      “Easier said than done.”

      “C’mon. Better get it over and done with or we’ll be here all day.” The Druid opened the doors and ushered me inside.

      The library was a large, round room with thick emerald carpet—which, coincidentally, matched the colour of my hair—tall bookshelves inset to the wood-panelled walls, and crystal sconces dotted here and there. Desks and various seated areas littered the open space, separated by glass display cases full of delicate artefacts from the tumultuous past of the Darkland Druids.

      The crowning jewel was the crystal dome. Brilliant purple amethyst glittered overhead, giving the illusion that the library existed inside a naturally formed geode.

      The Elders—Shor Elinian, Rowen Ariennir, and my grandmother Delilah Odhweine—sat in the centre of it all, softly talking amongst themselves. After the events of the last week, they had a lot to discuss. Rebuilding their lives in Edinburgh after my father disturbed their solitary peace, for one.

      They looked up as we approached, unsurprised that we were here. It was always that way with the older Druids—they seemed to know what we’d do before we thought about doing it. As Rory had taught me, it was about the journey and the lessons learned along the way, not the final destination.

      Ignis—the tabby cat construct that housed a shattered human soul—sat in Delilah’s lap, snoring loudly.

      “He sits with me while I crochet,” the Elder said with a wide smile.

      “Ignis,” I groaned.

      The cat’s paws twitched, but he didn’t stir. To look at him, one would think he was a sweet house cat, not a magical web of prisms that his soul could weave into a face mauling tiger.

      “He used to be a warrior in his human life, did Elspeth tell you?” Rory asked. “He sacrificed his soul to save a whole world.”

      “No,” she said, giving me a stern look, “she did not.”

      “He Spirit Walks with me into death,” I told her. “He showed me there.”

      Delilah stroked her hand along Ignis’s curved spine. “Interesting.”

      “Shouldn’t you two be out celebrating?” Rowen asked.

      “The young have put a great deal of effort into their party this evening,” Shor said. “Go, enjoy yourselves.”

      I began to fidget. “Well, I have something I’d like to…Well—”

      “Elspeth,” Delilah said, “there is nothing you cannot say to us. Not after the battle we fought together.”

      Nodding, I tried to collect my words. I’d overthought it so much, it was all jumbled in my head. Simplify, Elspeth.

      “I’m here to ask your permission to travel to the Fae realm.” I swallowed hard. “But…”

      Shor raised an eyebrow. “But?”

      “If I go, the Druids won’t be a secret anymore. My blood will mark me there, just as it did here.” And a whole new world of problems would arise.

      Rowen nodded, understanding my meaning. “You’re afraid of drawing us into another battle.”

      “My father may have brought the Chimera here by accident, but this… I could change everything for you again.”

      Shor cleared his throat. “Elspeth, we had an identity here for hundreds of years before the Chimera came. Twenty-five years is a small amount of time in a Druid’s life. We can regain the meaning we lost while forging it anew.”

      “None of us will ever be the same,” Delilah added, “nor should we. Life is constant change.”

      “Learning, understanding, and growth,” Rowen finished. “That is the Druid’s way.”

      “You forgot harmony,” Rory quipped.

      “Well, we can’t forget that,” Shor said with a smile.

      I had to do a double-take. Grumpy Shor was cracking a joke? Stranger things had happened, I supposed.

      “And how do you propose you will get there?” Delilah asked, glancing at Rory.

      “The right way,” I blurted before Rory could put his foot in it. “Approach the Witches and ask.”

      “And if the Witches allow you to cross, what is your plan?”

      “I thought I’d go see whoever it is that rules the Fae. Ask for help, permission, whatever.”

      “You want to know your Fae origins,” Delilah said, bowing her head.

      “I’ll always be a Druid,” I said quickly, sensing a sadness in her voice.

      “Of course, you will,” she told me. “But we do have to consider the implications this will bring us here on Earth.”

      “And, as far as we know, the prophecy holds weight with the Fae,” Shor commented. “A prophecy that still encompasses our people, Elspeth.”

      “Are you sure it’s wise?” Rowen asked. “Your journey won’t be easy, regardless.”

      “I know,” I told her. “But how far can I get in an unknown world before something bad happens? Stabbing in the dark almost cost us everything.”

      If it weren’t for Yenris’del—the Fae who’d once helped my father escape their world—I wouldn’t have even understood the truth of the power I controlled. No matter her betrayal, she had helped me see the danger of my actions. I could have torn the veil between life and death, then the Chimera would have been the least of our troubles.

      “What about an alliance?” Rory asked. “We present ourselves to their leader and explain our troubles with the Chimera. They pose the same risk to that world as they did here. Elspeth can help them. We can propose an exchange of information. Make the first steps at contact.”

      “We?” Delilah gave him a look.

      “Nations have ambassadors,” the Druid said with a shrug. “Why not us?”

      The Elders’ expressions were unreadable as they glanced at each other.

      “This has taken an unprecedented turn,” Shor stated after a moment. “This is a path that does not promote peace. The Fae will want to go to war with the Chimera.”

      “If they’re not already,” Rowen mused.

      “They will try and use you the same way we tried to force you, granddaughter,” Delilah murmured.

      “I can’t just go there and hope everything will work out,” I argued.

      Rowen nodded. “Yes, but this is about us all.”

      “If Raurich goes, he faces the same dangers your father did, Elspeth,” Delilah said. “And you face being turned to darkness by a much more powerful force of Chimera. In their own world, their power is unlimited, and their number… likely legion.”

      “I know it’ll be dangerous,” I said. “I know… I… The Chimera could come back here. They will keep trying. Once they figure out that we defeated them, they might send a double agent through the portal in Ireland, then—”

      “Elspeth,” Shor said gently, “a multitude of things could happen. Dwelling on them will not help.”

      “So what do I do?” I asked, tears stirring in my eyes. “Half of me is missing and while the Chimera still live, the prophecy—”

      “Screw the prophecy,” Rory declared, taking my hand. “You’ve proven time and again that you have the power to defy it.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      Rory snorted. “This is about more than some fancy words written on some flaky old parchment.” He turned to the Elders. “I believe that Elspeth can not only rewrite it but destroy her so-called ‘destiny.’ This is about more. It’s about identity, something the Darkland Druids know a great deal about.” He raised his eyebrows at the Elders. “Perhaps our future meaning lies not with the homeland, but with stepping out of the shadows and back to where we used to stand… at the side of kings and queens, guiding them into peace and harmony. Dearbh-aithne.”

      Rowen glanced at the other Elders. “Elspeth is the bridge between worlds. Perhaps that has another meaning.”

      “Well, Raurich has said the most intelligent thing in this room today,” Delilah declared.

      “You say that like you didn’t think I was capable,” he drawled.

      “It’s something I think we should dwell upon further,” Shor said, ignoring the Druid. “An alliance with the Fae would have to be proposed delicately.”

      Delilah nodded in agreement. “They would have much to gain from us, but what would we gain from them?”

      “Portals,” Rory said. “We can open them, but we’ve forgotten how to find an address. Maybe they can help.”

      “An exchange of ideas is more than just getting something out of each other,” I stated.

      “You’re correct,” Rowen said, bowing her head.

      Ignis lifted his head and when he saw me, he meowed loudly.

      “Perfect timing, flea bag,” Rory quipped.

      Delilah laughed and shooed the cat away. “Go. All of you. Enjoy the party and do not fash. All will be decided soon enough.”

      Ignis leapt onto the carpet and brushed up against my leg.

      I smiled and nodded, though my stomach still churned. We’d made our argument and the Elders would pass their decree. If I truly wanted to go, they knew they couldn’t stop me, but I’d rather not go against the powers that be. I’d caused enough heartache around here, that was for sure.

      “C’mon,” Rory said as he led me out of the library. “You haven’t lived until you’ve been to a Druid party.”
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      That evening, I sat underneath the branches of Salle as the Druids celebrated the victory over the Chimera.

      Rory had talked up the party like it was some kind of rager, but in actuality, it was pretty tame.

      Music echoed off the gemstone walls as everyone laughed and danced. It was a sight I’d never seen in the Warren before. Everyone moved with ease now that the weight of the constant fear of discovery was gone.

      Tables had been set up at one end of the cavern, each laden with a variety of food and drink. Bright green vines and colourful flowers had been woven into garlands and wreaths, and crystals glowed blue and purple like magical fairy lights in a fantasy forest. Salle towered over it all, the branches of the great willow tree sparkling in the crystal light.

      It really was magical, and as I watched over the party, I couldn’t quite fathom how I’d gotten from my tiny house in Sydney, Australia to a crystal cavern underneath Edinburgh.

      If only Dad could see me now.

      I sipped at the cup of flowery punch in my hand, watching as Ignis—in his tiger shape—sat in the centre of an admiring circle of Druidesses, as they stroked his fur and gushed over his handsomeness. When they began to weave flowers into his hair and drape a garland of coloured daisies around his neck, I had to hold in my laughter.

      “That cat has no shame,” Rory said, sitting beside me. “He’s got more game than me.”

      “He’s a total ladies’ man.” I chuckled and shook my head.

      “Is that Arnold’s punch?” He peered into my cup. “Careful with that… it’s deadly.”

      Arnold was the self-appointed chef of the Warren and took great pride in everything that came out of his kitchen.

      “This is my first and only cup.” I grimaced and rubbed my palm over my chest. “I can feel the alcohol burning through my nerve endings.”

      “How are your brain cells?”

      I frowned. “Why? Have you heard something?”

      “I hear a lot of things.”

      “Rory.”

      “Okay, okay. Delilah has some good news for you.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “They said yes?”

      “It didn’t take them long to see that our request was reasonable.” He puffed out his chest and grinned. “You’re looking at the newly appointed ambassador for Fae relations.”

      “We’re going?” I was equal parts terrified and excited. “You and me?”

      “And Ignis, if he wants to go.”

      I went to throw my arms around Rory’s neck, but I spotted Vanora sitting across the cavern, glaring at us.

      “What about Vanora?” I asked. “This won’t be a short trip, Rory. We could be gone a long time. I don’t want to do anything to upset the balance between you two.”

      Long before I’d arrived, they’d been matched as a genetic pair—a kind of arranged marriage—and according to Darkland Druid decree, their duty was to ensure the continued survival of the species. It was awkward to say the least.

      It wasn’t like I had feelings for Rory. We had a close relationship because of the things we’d been through together. He’d been my guardian—my neach-gleidhidh—and fought beside me as I’d discovered the true depth of my powers.

      But no matter what I did, it didn’t stop Vanora’s jealousy. Not even saving her from dying a slow, painful death by poisoning changed her opinion. She loved Rory, but Rory had turned towards me while her arms were already open. Him leaving to go to the Fae realm on account of my personal mission was just another nail in her love story’s coffin.

      “Vanora will understand in time,” Rory replied. “This is who the Druids are, Elspeth. We travel, we advise, we learn. It’s not like our lives are as short as a human’s.”

      “Have you already told her?”

      He nodded. “Aye.”

      “I gathered. She’s glaring at me with renewed dislike.”

      Rory sighed and took the cup from my hand, then drained the punch.

      “Careful,” I warned. “I don’t know what’s worse, the headache you’ll get from that stuff or Vanora’s wrath.”

      “Tha e ro anmoch a-nis,” he drawled. It’s too late now.

      “Go,” I said, nodding in Vanora’s general direction. “We’ll have plenty of time to talk, but there’s nowhere near enough for her.”

      Rory muttered something in Gaelic under his breath and pushed to his feet.

      Sighing, I watched him approach Vanora and wondered if I was doing the right thing by going to the Fae realm. The more I thought about it, the more anxious I became, though I knew that deep down I would never feel at peace until I knew what it meant to be Fae—even if I was only half. Not only that, but I needed to find out what happened to my mother. I knew she was likely dead, but a part of me hoped that she might still be alive.

      And if she was… would this be the last time I saw the Warren? Only time would tell.

      A dark shadow appeared before me and I blinked. Jaimie Fraser leaned down and offered me his hand. The hulk of a Scotsman had a tough exterior, with his bushy black hair and scratchy beard, but was the kindest Druid I knew.

      “Ach, lass, I don’t like that look on your face,” he said. “Come and dance with me.”

      “Dance?” I blushed and shook my head. “No way.”

      He grinned and grabbed my hand. “You’ll never escape me, lass. Prepare to be dazzled.”

      It was the last thing I thought would ever come out of his mouth, and I burst into fits of laughter.

      Damn, I was going to miss this place.
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      The lush fields of Ireland flashed past as the hire car hurtled down the motorway.

      When we’d finally departed Edinburgh—after a tearful goodbye from the Darkland Druids—I was surprised to find Rory knew how to drive.

      We had to travel all the way to Holyhead in Wales in order to get a ferry to Dublin. I’d never driven onto a boat like that before, so I’d sat wide-eyed as we’d queued with other cars, busses, and trucks. They all fit into the belly of the ship like pieces in a game of Tetris, the vehicles waved along by workers wearing high visibility clothing.

      Upstairs was a deck with lots of seats, a café, shop, and bathrooms. I’d made Rory go outside as we crossed the sea, the icy wind buffeting us as I leaned over the bow to watch the powerful hull rip through the water.

      Now we were on our way to the County of Sligo in the west of the country. Supposedly, that’s where we’d find the portal and the Witches who guarded it. We were operating on a lot of hearsay lately, and while it’d all work out so far, there was no telling when our luck would end.

      Ignis slept on my lap, using the inside of my bag as his bed. He’d shrunk in order to fit and hadn’t been impressed when Rory joked that he was travel-sized. I stroked the cat’s back, thankful he’d decided to come.

      When Rory turned off the motorway, my stomach did a flip.

      “What do you know about the Witches exactly?” I asked.

      “They call themselves the Crescent Witches,” he replied. “Their covens have different names to symbolise an affinity for their magic. Apparently, they’ve lived in the same village for at least a thousand years.”

      Derrydun. “There must be something special about that place, then.”

      “Aye, their portal. They say they grow trees over them to keep them protected.”

      I blinked. “Trees?”

      “Great hawthorn trees,” Rory told me. “They seem to respect nature, at least. Didn’t help when they decided to let the Fae have their powers back.”

      “Careful,” I warned. “I know you’re angry with them, but they don’t know we exist. They probably thought they were doing the right thing.”

      Rory snorted. “Aye, well, I suppose we’ll see about that.”

      I knew better than to argue with him about it, so I let the conversation go. The Witches were only one stop on the way to a bigger struggle—the Fae.

      “Do you think the Fae will know more about the black sun?” I wondered aloud.

      “More than likely,” Rory replied. “It is a Fae ability and if you inherited it from your mother, then it’s likely there have been more like you.”

      I swallowed hard. “I doubt they come with their own prophecies.”

      “I don’t mean there’s a whole family of veil wielding, green-haired goddesses,” he went on. “I’ve always thought it was more of a selective ability.”

      “Or it was bred that way by whoever rules there. The Elders were right… they’ll try to use me.”

      “You got out of it with us.”

      “I know, but—”

      “The Fae are an unknown,” he said with a nod. “You’re smart, Elspeth. I know you will never let anyone use you. Besides, dwelling on what might happen is only upsetting you. Most of it will never come true.”

      I looked out the window. “I know. I’m just a gifted over thinker.”

      A sign ahead read: Derrydun (Doire Dún) 3. Not long after, the first signs of human habitation made themselves known.

      The steeple of an ancient grey stone church peeked above the thick forest, and I managed to make out all the headstones as we drove by. Crumbled and worn Celtic crosses loomed over smaller monuments dotted all over the brilliant emerald grass.

      A cottage nestled back off the road flashed by on the right, and finally, the village centre appeared around a bend. Then—

      “Och, daingead!” Rory cursed as he veered sharply to the left, then sharply to the right.

      We came to a screeching halt in a parking lot beside a hot pink cottage with a thatched roof.

      “Was that a tree?” I asked, looking over my shoulder.

      “Aye,” Rory said. He clutched the steering wheel so hard his knuckles had turned white. “They could have given us some warning. That’s dangerous!”

      I gave him a moment to breathe. “Well, I guess we can park here.” I opened the door and climbed out, my boots crunching on the gravel underfoot.

      I breathed deeply, my senses filling with the wild nature of the little village. Behind the pink cottage—which turned out to be a café and teahouse—was a babbling brook with a fairytale vibe. The main road was dotted with craft and local produce shops and an old traditional-looking pub. It must be a tourist town, which was curious considering who was supposed to live here. Somewhere in the woods behind all of this was a portal to another world.

      Up the road, I could see a service station and a single set of traffic lights. They changed to amber, then red, but there were no cars in sight. In fact, there was nobody on the street at all.

      I frowned at the tree growing in the middle of the asphalt. There was a strange power lingering in it, one I hadn’t felt even in Salle.

      “That’s a hawthorn,” Rory told me. “They’re sacred to the Witches, apparently.”

      I snorted. “So scared that they let one grow in the middle of the road.”

      “This whole place is strange,” he mused. “Do you feel that?”

      I stilled and closed my eyes. Not so long ago, I would have assumed it was the Chimera, but I knew they were safely locked away in the prison world I made for them in death. That meant this could only be Fae magic I was feeling.

      “There’s magic in everything,” I murmured. “It’s… sticky, like honey.”

      Rory nodded. “They certainly aren’t afraid to use their powers here.”

      “I don’t understand. Aren’t there humans here? Or is the whole place supernatural?” I looked up at the ruins on the hill behind the village. A beacon burned at its apex, but it wasn’t one that could be seen with one’s eyes.

      Fluttering pulled my attention back to the street. A white falcon with dusty tipped wings landed on the roof of the shop across from the teahouse and peered down at us. It tilted its head to the side, its black eyes fixed on Rory and me.

      I didn’t have to call on my power to understand that there was more to the bird than met the eye. I’d seen Jaimie shapeshift a few times, and I could see the subtle tells that marked him as a Druid. The way he held himself, the way he walked, the intelligence behind his big, brown, doggy eyes. It was the same with the falcon.

      They were watching us.

      Rory pressed his shoulder against mine. He sensed it, too.

      I pressed my hand against the hilt of my knife for comfort. It was secure in its scabbard at my hip, the illusion that hid it intact.

      Rory pointed across the street. “Do you think that’s where we should begin?”

      The store was called Irish Moon. A sign with a crescent moon hung from an iron bracket fixed to the stone and it creaked as it swung ever so slightly in the breeze. Crescent Witches.

      I nodded. “Let’s make ourselves known.”

      I didn’t bother looking for oncoming traffic as I made my way to the shop. Ignis wriggled inside my bag but stayed put, content to let us do all the work before revealing himself.

      Peering in the window, my curiosity spiked as I saw the treasures within. A cluttered display of crystals sat on a layered bed of black velvet—geodes, points, polished orbs, carved figurines, and tall amethyst caves that reminded me of the Warren. Behind them, I could make out the shadow of shelves stuffed with books, a rack of wind chimes, a counter with more crystals, and Irish-themed knickknacks.

      There was also movement. A woman was waiting within, manning the till in case any customers decided to stop by.

      A bell rang out as I opened the door and the woman looked up as we entered.

      The first thing I sensed was the radiating energy from the crystals. It was so powerful that I felt the beginnings of a headache coming on. The second thing was the magic burning inside the woman.

      Tarot cards lay on the glass before her in an elaborate spread, her fingers tracing over the image in the centre as she peered at us with brilliant blue eyes. She had to be around our age, early to mid-twenties. Her long, straight, indigo hair hung to her waist, though she held her head chin slightly downward, so it hung like a curtain around her face. It wasn’t enough to hide the twisted scar that marked her from eyebrow to jaw on her left side. I wondered what had happened to her.

      I shifted uncomfortably and nudged Rory. “The crystal.”

      “Aye, I feel it, too,” he murmured. “It’s a Druid thing.”

      The woman looked me over with a raised eyebrow, then turned her attention to Rory.

      “If there’s a secret password, we don’t know it,” Rory said to her. “So, let’s just cut to the chase.” He spread his arms out. “Take us to your leader!”

      The woman snorted, her lip curling in amusement. “And what are you exactly?” Her accent was musical and so very Irish. Her gaze fell on me, then to my bag where Ignis hid. “I can sense the Fae in you, but there’s something else… Something he has.” She looked at Rory again.

      I supposed she wanted us to tell her but introducing ourselves seemed to be the polite thing to do before any of that.

      “I am Elspeth Qu— I mean, I’m Elspeth Odhweine and this is Rory—”

      “Maerinn,” he finished for me. “And you are?”

      “Sage Williams,” she replied.

      When no one was forthcoming about their supernatural identities, Sage shook her head. “Do
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