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      I watched the last spark of life drain from the piercing black eyes. Watched the vitality and energy fade away to nothing. Shadows engulfed me. They wrapped around me, swirling faster and faster until my head swam and the world ceased to be.

      My mouth opened on a scream, but no sound came out. The darkness consumed it as wholly as it consumed me. Drowning, I clawed my way for a surface I no longer believed existed.

      There was no escape, no forgiveness. Just the truth of my actions and the stain left forever on my soul. This was my fate. And I deserved it.

      With a flutter of my eyelids, the scene changed. I was in my bedroom in Teagan’s apartment, and an all-consuming darkness filled the space. At the end of my bed, a shadowy figure loomed.

      This time when a scream bubbled up in my throat, shadows wrapped around my neck and cut the sound off before it could emerge. Panic filled every fibre of my being, and everything went black.

      I deserved this.

      There was the distant sound of my name being called, and then a sharp bang. My eyes snapped open and I jerked upright with a gasped inhale.

      I was still in my room, but now light filtered in around the edges of my curtain, chasing away any remnants of night. No shadowy figure stood at the end of the bed, though my heart refused to believe what my eyes were telling me as it thundered in my chest.

      The bang sounded again, and I belatedly realised when Teagan’s impatient call came that she was knocking on the door to wake me.

      “Come on, Aisling. Get your butt out of bed. We need to get going.”

      I blinked, scanning the room again in case I’d somehow missed the looming threat that had been present only moments ago in my mind. Had it all been a dream? With trembling fingers, I reached up to touch my throat. It had seemed so real. He had seemed so real.

      “Aisling!”

      Giving myself a mental and physical shake, I focused on the irritation clear in Teagan’s tone to bring me back to reality. I’d avoided accompanying Teagan to her training sessions for the past couple of weeks, and her patience was wearing thin with my excuses. I’d made a promise to support her and I needed to keep it.

      Besides, the alternative was to stay at home alone.

      “I’m coming,” I called hoarsely as I swung my legs out from under the covers.

      I reached down for my trusty unicorn slippers and frowned when I couldn’t find them next to the bed where I always left them. Unease slithered through me as I cast my eyes around the empty bedroom.

      There at the end of the bed were my slippers, waiting patiently for me. As if they’d always been there.
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        * * *

      

      The sterile white room formed a sharp contrast to Teagan’s raven hair. Padded walls surrounded her on three sides, and as I watched her from the far side of the viewing window, I couldn’t help but glance again at the open door to reassure myself she could leave whenever she wanted.

      Men and women in white coats buzzed around the small observation room where I stood fidgeting uncomfortably. They paid me no heed as they analysed graphs on their computer screens and talked in acronyms that made zero sense to me. I was little more than a human-shaped obstacle to be walked around as they prepared for the next experiment.

      An auburn-haired woman leaned forward and pressed a button on the keyboard in front of her. “We’re ready to go if you are, Teagan?”

      Maggie, I’d been told, was leading the research team helping Teagan explore and “train” her newfound banshee nature. Her hard features and overall lack of warmth hadn’t endeared me to her when we were introduced, but Teagan seemed fond of her. And that was why I was here, wasn’t it – for Teagan? It sure as hell wasn’t because I wanted to play nice with the Watchers.

      Teagan seemed to hesitate for a moment before turning to give Maggie a thumbs up. Her eyes sought me out and I attempted an encouraging smile, but if the uncertainty in my friend’s expression was anything to go by, I failed.

      With a hiss, the door to the white room closed, sealing tight. A wiry man with thick–rimmed glasses appeared in front of me, startling me. He held out a pair of padded headphones. “Don’t take these off until Maggie gives the signal.”

      I nodded mutely and put them on.

      The shift was instantaneous and disorientating. All sound disappeared, and it was like I’d suddenly found myself in a silent movie. Around me, the team all donned similar headphones and settled themselves into position in front of the various screens, ready to begin.

      Aside from Teagan herself, I was the only person here who had had the pleasure of experiencing Teagan’s banshee scream up close and personal without any protective equipment. Memory of the excruciating agony was enough to make my palms leak sweat now, even knowing both the room and protective equipment were soundproof.

      A disembodied voice came through the headphones. “Okay, Teagan. Whenever you’re ready.”

      Butterflies did an uneasy jig in my stomach as Teagan gave a shallow nod. Her ribs expanded as she took a deep breath. Then she screamed.

      I flinched and jerked my hands up to hold my headphones in place as the sound screeched across my nerves and raked down my spine. It permeated my very soul and sent a wave of primal terror through me.

      The team around me showed similar signs of discomfort, with many of them grimacing in pain, and some even gripping the desk in front of them with white knuckles. None of them appeared to be surprised by the reaction, however.

      Graphs flared to life on the computer screens, and red errors flashed up as lines surpassed peak values.

      It took me a moment before I realised the screaming had stopped. My whole body trembled, and I had to dig my nails into the palms of my hands to ground myself again. Well, that was interesting.

      Maggie pointed to my headphones and gave me a thumbs up to indicate it was safe to remove them. Call me overcautious, but I waited until she and a number of others on her team had removed theirs before I followed suit. I looked from the group of white coats, now huddled around screens and talking excitedly amongst themselves, to the sterile room where Teagan stood, unmoving.

      “I thought you said the room was fully soundproof?” I didn’t even try to keep the accusation from my voice. My nerves were still raw, and I had to stop myself from checking that my brains were where they should be and not leaking out my nose or ears.

      Maggie looked up from the graph she was examining, her eyes feverish with excitement. “It is.”

      The surety in her statement sent a shiver of unease running through me.

      Before I could think any more on it, the door to the white room hissed open and Teagan stepped out. She scanned the observation room until her eyes fell on me. The uncertainty in her expression made my heart clench.

      I pasted a smile on my face and walked over to her. “I see the vocal lessons have paid off.”

      She let out a surprised laugh, and some of the tension eased from her shoulders. “My range has definitely expanded.”

      Maggie appeared at her side, clipboard in hand. “That it has. Your readings are off the charts today. How are you feeling?”

      Teagan brushed her dark hair back from her face. “Good. Strong.”

      Maggie nodded, as if that was the answer she expected, and I couldn’t help the irritation that caused me to clench my teeth. Teagan was a person, not a maths equation. The Watchers might have agreed to help her figure out her new nature, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that this whole thing was some kind of messed-up science experiment. I bit my lip and forced myself to stay quiet.

      “I’d like to try something new.” Maggie tapped her clipboard with her pen. “If you’re up for it, of course?”

      Teagan’s expression turned wary, and I could’ve sworn she was carefully avoiding my gaze. “What do I need to do?”

      The smile Maggie gave her did nothing to conceal the calculating gleam in the woman’s eyes. “There’s only so much computers can tell us about your powers,” Maggie explained in a tone so reasonable that I instantly tensed.

      “Already with your progression in the last couple of weeks your readings are off the charts. Given the nature of your talent, it’s difficult to run a live test. But we’d like to at least establish a baseline. We’ll use a rat from the lab. Nothing big, of course.”

      Teagan blanched, her naturally pale features turning a sickly green that matched my own reaction.

      I gaped at Maggie. “Surely you’re not suggesting that she try scream a rat to death?”

      Maggie’s smile cooled noticeably as she turned her attention to me. “Based on what Teagan has told us of her past experiences and on the readings here today, it is the most likely outcome, yes. While I understand it might seem distasteful to you, Teagan’s power poses a great danger to those around her. It is important that we establish a baseline so that we can map out our next steps in helping her.”

      I saw red, and all my best intentions to bite my tongue were forgotten in an instant. “Helping her? Turning her into a weapon you mean.”

      The last vestige of feigned friendliness dropped as her expression hardened. “I’m not sure exactly what it is you think we do here, Ms. O’Meara, but I shall leave you two alone for a few minutes so that Teagan can decide how she would like to proceed.”

      The emphasis was punctuated by a kind smile for Teagan and a reassuring squeeze of the shoulder before Maggie returned to her team.

      I searched my friend’s face for the disgust that I was sure would match my own. Teagan refused to even squash a spider; there was no way she’d do something this cruel.

      But the disgust I expected to see wasn’t there. Only a grim acceptance.

      “You’re not actually considering this, are you?” I demanded.

      Teagan refused to meet my eyes as she shrugged. “It’s just a rat. It’s going to die in the lab anyway.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      She straightened, her jaw tightening as she whirled on me. “What do you expect me to do, Aisling? Find out the hard way where the line is when I kill someone?”

      I reared back, her words like a physical slap. She knew how much the two deaths I was responsible for haunted me, knew I’d give anything to take them back – even if Dothar and Dain had been evil psychopaths. Her comment may have come from a place of fear about her own abilities, but I couldn’t help the hurt that tightened my chest.

      Realising what she’d said, Teagan seemed to deflate, her shoulders slumping. “I need to do this. It’s the only way.”

      With that, she turned and gave Maggie a nod, then strode back into the white room.
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      Sick to my stomach, I turned my back on the sterile white room. This was all my fault. It was the magic I brought back that had caused Teagan's dormant banshee genetics to be activated. I was the reason she was standing in there right this minute, ready to kill a defenceless creature just to convince herself she still had some semblance of control over her life.

      I stumbled out of the observation room, desperate to put as much space between the white room and myself as possible. Not sure exactly where I was going, I followed the winding grey corridor back to the training centre that formed the heart of the Watchers of Danu headquarters. Teagan had driven us here to make sure I didn’t find another excuse to avoid coming. That meant I couldn’t leave now. But I had no intention of leaving without her anyway; I just needed space.

      The corridor ascended at an almost imperceptible climb, and as I covered more distance, the air seemed to grow lighter, less cloying. A loud crash of weights hitting the floor told me I’d reached the training centre even before I came to an open door on my left. Not wanting to seem like I was snooping, I tried to appear casual as I glanced inside the room.

      Mirrors lined the wall opposite the doorway, and racks of weights and benches filled the space. A brawny man with a buzz cut was the gym’s sole occupant.  A barbell lay discarded at his feet, and though I didn’t know a lot about weight-lifting, I couldn’t help but notice that the plates on either end of the bar were big and that there was a hell of a lot of them. Catching sight of me in the mirror, the man stood and stared at me, unblinking.

      Uncomfortable, I hurried on.

      The next rooms I passed appeared to be geared towards various types of rehabilitation. One door listed a range of heat treatments available inside, including infrared and saunas. While the next one down listed a range of cold treatments, including ice baths and a plunge pool. I shivered at the thought.

      I knew from the time I spent here after my near-death experience at the hands of the sons of Carmen that the hospital wing was close by. I hadn’t exactly been in the right frame of mind at that time to appreciate the sheer scale of the place, but now I couldn’t help wondering why the Watchers needed all of these facilities.

      The reminder of that day had me looking around and eyeing any mere hint of a shadow warily. For two weeks I’d waited for Dub to appear, to step out of a shadow and exact revenge for his brothers’ deaths. Aside from a nightly appearance in my dreams, there had been no sign of him.

      Since he hadn’t struck me as the waiting-patiently type – and my sanity was hanging on tenterhooks – I’d started telling myself he actually died that night alongside his brothers. No one had seen him escape, so it could be true. Of course, saying that and believing it were two different things, and being here again was messing with my head.

      I blew out a shaky breath and veered right, away from the hospital wing and the bad memories.

      Before long, I came to a set of open double doors that revealed a large hall. Goals were set up at either end, and a group of men and women were playing indoor soccer. A slide tackle from one of the men caused shouts of protest, while one of the women took advantage of the distraction to kick the ball into the goal nearest me. Good-natured taunts filled the space, and I was pretty sure I caught a reference to the goalie’s mother thrown in.

      I was about to continue on my way when a skinny red-headed man turned and spotted me. “Oh look, the great and powerful Guardian has graced us with her presence. Should we bow?”

      My cheeks flared with heat as they all turned to look. Some of the gazes that fixed on me were curious, but others were downright hostile. Mr. Big Balls fell firmly into the second category. Not really sure how to respond – Yes, please bow before my greatness? – I turned to leave.

      “That’s right,” he called. “Run away. You’re good at that, aren’t you?”

      I stopped, anger flaring in me. What the hell did this man know about me?

      Before I could utter the retort poised on the tip of my tongue, a woman with salt-and-pepper hair picked up the ball and threw it at him. “Stop being a knob, Richie. We have a game to finish.”

      I took the interruption as my cue to leave, and turned to hurry down back down the corridor. Richie wasn’t the first Watcher I’d met this morning who made it clear I was far from their favourite person. The unfairness of it stung. No, I couldn’t control what people thought of me, but I couldn’t control my ancestry either. I’d never asked to be the Guardian.

      The backs of my eyes burned and I clenched my teeth, refusing to let their judgement get the best of me. I turned a corner and slammed straight into my ex-boyfriend.

      I stumbled back, blinking in surprise.

      Pete dropped his training bag and reached out to steady me. “Hey. I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      His warm brown eyes assessed me with an all too knowing look, and I gave him a weak smile. “I ran out of excuses.”

      Trying not to be too obvious about it, I scanned him from head to toe. His black hair was still wet from a shower and flopped in its usual unkempt mess around his face. Colour had finally started returning to his cheeks, and he’d lost some of the cornered animal look that I’d worried might become a permanent feature.

      When Pete’s werewolf genetics had kicked in, he’d isolated himself from his friends and family, terrified of what was happening to him. Being forcibly kept from his wolf by the sons of Carmen had had the unexpected side effect of helping him accept his animal side. It had taken him time to recover from the effects of the separation and the silver, but I was relieved to see him standing taller, no longer slumped into himself, hiding.

      “I didn’t realise you’d be here today, or I’d have popped in to see how you were,” I said, suddenly uncomfortable with the silence between us. “How’s the rehab going?”

      He ran his hand through his damp hair, and this time it was his smile that was weary. “I’m getting there. It’s taking time to get my strength back, but it’s a big help having access to the facilities here. I can let my wolf free without the worry that…”

      The worry that someone would try to permanently separate them again.

      I reached out to squeeze his arm but dropped my hand. It had been a few months since I ended our three-year relationship. I still cared for him a great deal, but I wasn’t sure if it was my place to be the one offering him comfort anymore. The last thing I wanted to do was give him mixed signals.

      “But your wolf’s okay? You’re okay?” I asked, unable to completely ignore the need to reassure myself.

      “We’re getting used to each other.” He shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans and looked at the ground. “It’s frustrating not knowing quite what will trigger a shift and leave me lying somewhere unconscious. My control is getting better though. And at least here I’m not defenceless.”

      I thought back to the day I’d accidentally stumbled over Pete’s unconscious body in the Phoenix Park. His wolf had sensed the danger of Dub’s presence, and it had triggered the shift. The whole thing had been a huge shock for me so I couldn’t even begin to imagine what it was like to be him. An all too familiar guilt twisted my insides.

      “It’s hard for her too, you know.”

      I blinked, confused at the change in conversation while I’d been lost in thought.

      “Teagan.” Pete clarified. “I know you don’t like her training with the Watchers, but you’re not in her shoes. You need to let her figure this out in her own way.”

      Shame heated my cheeks at his soft chastisement, and he gave me a sympathetic smile.

      “We’re all just muddling our way through this as best we can. You two will figure it out.” He picked up his training bag from where he’d dropped it. “Give me a call if you need anything.”

      I gave him a distracted wave as he headed for a lift at the end of the corridor. As the doors slid shut behind him, I considered his words.

      My own introduction to magic hadn’t exactly been smooth sailing. Teagan had to bear the burden of knowing when a person was going to die, and she didn’t even have the benefit of a magical dream tutor to help her. Would I have handled things as well as she had in her shoes? Not if my track record was anything to go by. The last thing she needed was me making things even harder.

      Resolved to make up for my shaky at best support, I turned and headed back to the testing lab where her training session was being held. As I neared the observation room, I hesitated.

      Was it safe for me to go in?

      Surely they’d have to put signs up or something if they were in the middle of a test that required protective equipment.

      Nervously, I edged closer.

      When my ears didn’t start to bleed, I relaxed marginally. Only the sound of hushed conversations drifted from the room so I stepped inside, only to draw up short.

      Maggie stood on the far side of the room speaking quietly to a stocky bald man. Brian – my least favourite of the Watchers – frowned at whatever she was saying. He turned his gaze to the white room where Teagan stood alone, and
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