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​Book Ten
Princess
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Lily hated carriage rides at the best of times. Her stomach had never agreed with them, and as they travelled down the now-familiar road, she couldn’t help but be reminded of her first visit to the house her love had built for them.

It had been his wedding gift to her. A place she could escape to without fear of repercussions. A place where she could be free from the demands others had placed on her.

A place where he promised she would be free of obligation, even to him, her new husband, if she had wanted it.

That had been the moment.

Not the moment she had fallen in love with him. That had come months before.

The moment she decided not to kill him.

After all, if she had wanted to be free of obligation, a husband seemed the opposite of that.

But he had proven that that needn’t be the case, and she had grabbed his coat as he had tried to leave, asking if he wouldn’t stay with her for a short while.

During their initial trip, when he had wanted to keep the manor a surprise, the carriage’s windows had been blocked out by thick fabric, and Lily had quickly become motion sick.

That wasn’t why her stomach heaved now, however.

She only wished that she would manage to keep her breakfast down until they reached their destination. Nothing would ruin her plan - and the fabric concealed in pretty paper on her lap - more than her bringing up everything in her stomach.

Eventually, they arrived, and her husband raised an eyebrow. “So, are you finally going to tell me what we’re doing here? I feel like we just left...”

He wasn’t wrong. They had barely been back long enough for people to glimpse the new couple in their roles as leaders.

Lily gave him a sympathetic smile as she noticed him fidgeting. They really did need to be back at the palace. To leave again so soon...

Maybe she shouldn’t have orchestrated this whole plan. It had seemed so... Well, sweet, when it had initially come to her, but maybe sweet wasn’t pragmatic enough. Perhaps she should have just told him back at the palace, with none of this fuss.

“It’s just for one night,” she told him, strengthening her resolve. They were already out there, after all. Turning back now would be the same as staying the night. “I’ve made a few adjustments that I thought you might like to see.”

“Adjustments? You didn’t think my original plans were good enough?”

She rolled her eyes at his indignant tone, though there was a smile on her lips. “Your original plans were perfect for me, but these adjustments aren’t for me.”

That seemed to confuse him further, but she didn’t answer. Instead, she got out of the carriage and waited for him to follow.

He did without question, thankfully, and they made their way to their rooms.

“If it’s not an improvement for you, why are we heading to our bedchambers?” he asked, his voice low so as not to be overheard by the servants.

Lily found herself suppressing a snort as she realised where his thoughts were.

“Now, now, I may have grown up an assassin, but I have some sense of decency.”

He smirked at that, knowing full-well how little truth there was to her words.

At last, however, they reached the chambers, only for Lily to find her hand hesitating over the knob.

He would be happy, wouldn’t he? This was what he wanted, right?

He seemed to sense her hesitation, taking her hand in his so that she would turn to face him.

She found her breath catching in her throat. Even after so long, when his crimson eyes regarded her with such tenderness, she found it surreal. As if she had stepped into a fairytale life belonging to someone else.

How could he love someone like her?

And yet, as he closed the space between them and brought his lips to hers, she found no doubt in her mind that he did.

At first, she had tried to prove that he was wrong. That he simply didn’t know her.

The first few days at the manor, after she had chosen not to kill him, had been mostly spent telling him of every horrific act she had ever committed. Of every crime.

She had been startled to learn how much he had known already. She had assumed that to involve himself with her as he did, he must have had some sanitised view of who she was and what she had done.

“Did you ever want to do any of it? Would you have ever raised your hands if not fearing for your life?” he had asked.

“It wasn’t always fear. I’ve killed out of anger before. I didn’t mean to, but... I went too far. Hit too hard. By the time I’d realised what I had done... It was too late.”

The son of a bitch had just held her while she had cried after that, before telling her that he believed she could be better.

And she wanted to be. For him and for...

As she pulled away from his kiss, her hand went to the door once more, pushing it open to reveal the room beyond.

Her love peered in, only pausing once his eyes hit the new addition just in front of one of the wall-length windows.

A crib.

He turned back to her, his eyes alight with question and - dare she hope? - excitement.

“Lily...”

She closed the door behind them. “I’m pregnant.”

He grinned before closing the space between them once more. “Truly? When did you find out?”

“A few weeks ago. I just... I had to... I needed time,” she admitted softly, looking away. “I don’t... I don’t know how to do this mother thing. I didn’t exactly have a stellar role model to work from and... I’m barely convinced that I’m a good wife, nevermind...”

“You’ll be perfect,” her husband told her, no doubt in his tone.

She couldn’t help but smile back as she showed him the paper in her hands. “I’ve been working on this at night when I couldn’t sleep. I needed something to do with my hands and... Well...”

She handed him the paper, and he unwrapped it to reveal a blanket of deep blue, with the slightest purple tinge. All along the fabric, little silver sparks were stitched at regular intervals.

He frowned a little as he ran his hand over the blanket.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Just... I don’t know. It’s like something out of a dream...” He shook his head. “Sorry, that must sound silly. It’s beautiful.”

“No,” she assured him, glancing out of the window to the vast, tempestuous sea overhead. “It doesn’t sound silly at all.”

He went to place the blanket in the crib before turning back to her. “I love you,” he said, sweeping her into his arms once more so that her head rested on his chest, his soft breath comfortingly rhythmic. “This is going to be amazing, I promise you. I know that you can worry about anything, but I swear, you won’t have to worry about this.”

She nodded against his chest. “Just promise me one thing?”

“Anything.”

“Promise that she won’t grow up like I did.”

“She?” There was a hint of amusement in his voice.

“Yeah. She feels like a she. They say a mother knows these things.”

“You mean old wives say it.”

“Edric...” She felt the smile fade at the hollow edge to her tone. “Please, you have to promise me.”

“I promise, my love. Our child won’t have to grow up alone. They will be the most loved child in all of the world, I swear it to you on everything I hold dear.”
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Freya stretched awake, her limbs moving lazily as she curled into the warm body next to her.  

The early morning was her favourite time of day.  

Anxiety and fear seemed to need time to wake, leaving the early morning the only time the aura surrounding her and her boyfriend, Damon, was peaceful.  

She loved being able to exchange Energy with him; it was a level of intimacy she had never experienced before. But neither of them had quiet minds. No, they had both been through too much – had too many scars – for that.  

But early in the morning?  

Early in the morning, they could forget that pain and simply be happy and content.  

“Morning,” Damon mumbled as he wrapped an arm around her waist, keeping her close to him.  

“Morning,” she repeated, suddenly not so content with remaining still as her fingers lazily charted a path down his chest.  

Damon moaned as he figured out her intention.  

He went to move a stray strand of hair from her face as a low rumble of thunder echoed through the glass doors at the other end of the room, the balcony they led to having become the ledge of a waterfall in the downpour.  

“Are you doing that?” Damon asked with a slight frown.  

Freya could feel his worry through their bond and couldn’t blame him. If this had been her doing, she would have been in tremendous turmoil.  

She sent reassurance back through her Energy as she said, “No, it’s not me. It’s just the regular end of summer. Did you forget what that’s like after so long in the Underworld?”  

He rolled his eyes. “Har-har.” He looked back out of the doors with a sigh. “We should just stay in our warm bed all day. We can catch up on TV. Or, you know, other things...”  

His thumb went down to play with the waistband of her pyjama shorts, and she grinned at the implication that there was any catching up to do in that department.

“I can’t,” she said simply, hating to spoil the mood, but not wanting him too invested in the idea before she told him. “I need to go and see Rosaline.”  

Damon groaned. “Why?”  

“Because I still live at her coven and part of my arrangement there is that I occasionally have to help out with the upkeep of defensive spells. I won’t be more than a couple of hours, but I do have to go.”  

Damon sighed. “You know,” he said, his tone conspiratorial as he played with the lock of her hair between his fingers, “you wouldn’t have to if you moved in here. With me.”

Freya groaned, burying her head in her pillow. This wasn’t the first time he had brought up the idea. “Ah yes, and then we can move into a slightly bigger place, plan a fancy wedding, and have a baby on the way by the end of the year...”

Damon frowned a little. “Okay, I’m sure that’s supposed to be a joke, but you aren’t inflecting, and I don’t get it...”

Freya sighed, turning to face him. “Of course it’s a joke.”

“Why? What’s so funny about that?” He leaned in a little closer to her. “I, for one, think it sounds like an excellent plan.”

Freya found herself frozen still in surprise, a traitorous seed of hope and excitement starting to blossom in her chest.

No, we’re supposed to be ridiculing this idea, she tried to tell herself, but was struggling to remember why.

“Your father’s trying to kill me,” she blurted out as she finally remembered why this was all a terrible idea, and definitely not something she should be thinking about anytime soon. “I don’t think giving him a cosy little life to ruin will be a good idea. Especially not when he’s trying to kill me because he sees me as a threat to the throne you’re supposed to be inheriting.”

Damon looked away, and she felt a sinking pit develop in her stomach. She didn’t want to remind him of his responsibility to the King. He hated that. But she couldn’t just ignore it now.

“Asking you to move in isn’t that,” he eventually said, seemingly deciding to get the conversation back on track. “It wouldn’t affect any of that, it would just be more convenient. You practically live here anyway.”  

Freya sighed, shaking her head. “You know Rosaline’s rules about anyone moving out.”  

“Surely those rules only apply to her Witches.”  

Freya gave a humourless snort. “Nope. She has made it clear that I am to be held to the same rules as they are. If I just move out, Sarah will be the one to catch hell for it, and I don’t want to do that to her.”  

“Fine. Then I’ll go with you to meet Rosaline and go through her vetting process.”  

“But if you do that then she’ll figure out you’re a Demon.”  

“Freya,” he said with a sigh, “you’re going to have to tell them eventually.”  

She just raised an eyebrow. “And I suppose you’ve told everyone you know you’re dating the... What was it your father’s men called me? ‘The Last Dying Breath of the Ancients’?”  

Damon sighed again. “Do you really want me telling everyone that we’re dating? Telling them who you are? Telling Lady Caroline that you’re back in the city and have been for years, and yet haven’t seen her?”  

Freya looked away, but eventually said with a small voice, “It’s probably past time, isn’t it?”  

“Freya...” Damon said, leaning close, but before he could say anything else, he was cut off by someone shifting into the room, at the foot of the bed.  

Freya swiftly jumped into action.  

The flat was heavily warded – no one but her and Damon should have been able to get in.

Branches shot forth from the little tree in the corner of the room, grabbing the intruder’s limbs and holding him in place as thunder roared around them and lightning struck just outside the window.  

“Freya, wait, it’s okay, it’s just Aaron.”  

Damon’s words only served to confuse Freya, but it was enough for the howling wind to die down a little.  

Damon sighed as he looked to the still tied up Demon. “I suppose this is why you insisted on decorating my flat with so many houseplants...”  

Freya blinked. It certainly hadn’t been a conscious decision. She had assumed that her recent fascination with plants and flowers had been a special interest, born of her autism, but she supposed that her Elemental nature could have also served as an explanation. Or hell, maybe it was a combination of both.

The restrained Demon just raised an eyebrow at Damon’s words, and Freya took a moment to look him over.  

She quickly decided that he was very pretty. Lean, but with muscles clearly trained for combat, though he wore no armour or weapons. Just a plain black t-shirt and jeans with the blood-red crescent moon of the Demon King stitched onto one of his sleeves.  

Damon had a similar symbol on his shirts to mark him as a member of the Kingsguard.  

The intruder – Aaron, Damon had called him – looked Freya over for a moment before smiling, mischief in his blood red eyes. Or at least, in what Freya could see of them. He had shoulder-length black hair with a platinum streak at the front, which had fallen into his face. With his limbs tied up in Freya’s branches, he couldn’t brush it away.  

“So,” Aaron said to Damon, his smile becoming a smirk, “your new bedmate is the Angel, huh? No wonder you’ve been keeping her to yourself.”  

Freya turned to Damon, raising an eyebrow. As she turned, she caught a glimpse of her reflection in the window, seeing that her eyes were fading from the wolf-like form they took when she tapped into her Elemental powers, and back to their usual visage, even if they remained startlingly green.

“I take it he’s a friend of yours?” Freya asked Damon.

Damon nodded tiredly as he sat up. “Yeah, he’s another Kingsguard member.”

“You’ll forgive me if that doesn’t put me at ease.”

“We took care of all the Kingsguard members who are loyal to my father,” Damon explained. “I promise.”

“So that’s where everyone disappeared to,” Aaron figured. “I suppose it makes sense that the King wouldn’t want word to get out about his loyal guards being compromised. Though I am a little hurt that you didn’t tell me...”

“Sorry,” Damon said sheepishly. “It was something that we thought would be best handled quietly. Especially with Freya being the target.”

“Freya?”

“Oh, right, sorry.” Damon nodded to Freya. “Aaron, this is Freya. She is, indeed, the Angel. She is also my girlfriend. And my Soulbound.” He then nodded to Aaron. “Freya, this is Aaron. He... He is also a member of the Kingsguard and... An old friend.”

Aaron rolled his eyes. “That’s his bashful way of saying we used to fuck.”

Freya nodded. “Right, I remember him saying that there had been someone in the Underworld.”

“And it doesn’t bother you that we’re still friends? Or that I’m a guy? What if I try and seduce him away from you?”

Freya shrugged, taking his words as jest. “Just have him back before midnight.”

Aaron grinned in response, before turning to Damon. “I like her.” He then looked to the branches that were still holding him in place before turning back to Freya. “Is there any chance you could let me down?”

“Oh, right, sorry...”

The branches dropped him before retreating back out of the way.

“Handy,” Aaron commented, finally brushing his hair out of his eyes as Freya dropped to sit back down on the end of the bed, feeling a little exhausted after her early morning use of magic.

Freya shrugged. “Sorry about that, Damon didn’t mention that anyone else was allowed through the wards.”

Damon responded by glaring a little at Aaron. “Only the other Kingsguard members that I fully trust can get through them, and they are only supposed to use that ability in emergency situations.”

Aaron shrugged. “It is an emergency. I have a message from your aunt. Plus, it’s been clear that you’ve been dating someone for months now, but no one has seen them. I was curious, and if that’s not an emergency, I don’t know what is.”

Damon rolled his eyes. “Well, now you’ve seen her. So, what’s this message?”

“Well, I don’t know that there’s enough detail to actually be of any use to anyone,” Aaron admitted. “She was being even more cryptic than usual, and not the Seer kind of cryptic. Basically, she told me that the Crown has sent an agent into the city to do something.”

“Something?”

“Like I said, cryptic. She wouldn’t give me the details of what they were doing, or who they are. I mean, usually, if the King needs something done, he sends us.”

“So if she can’t tell us anything about this agent or their mission, what exactly is it that she sent you to tell me?”

“All she said was that the agent in question wasn’t subtle and that there was a chance you might run into them. She suggested that if you did, you should run the other way. That was all she would say.”

Damon frowned. “That can’t be good.”

“No, it can’t,” Freya agreed with a glare. “If she’s sent someone potentially dangerous into my city to cause trouble-”

Damon put a reassuring hand on her arm, and she spotted in the window that her eyes were once again wolf-like.

“The Queen isn’t a bad person,” Aaron reasoned. “Nor is she ignorant or hotheaded.”

Freya just snorted.

Damon sighed. “I forgot you used to work closely with Lady Caroline.”

Aaron raised an eyebrow. “Seriously, does everyone know you?”

Freya shrugged. “Well, I have been working out of the city for a long time now. I guess after a while, not knowing people would be strange. Regardless, it’s not just Caroline’s influence. I know Seph in the Shadow Realm too, remember? And no, she’s not hot-headed nor ignorant, but she is very efficient and accepts far more risk and ‘acceptable loss’ into her calculations than I would ever be happy with. I don’t have the same faith in her agent not causing trouble as you two seem to. Whether or not I ignore them will entirely depend on what I see them doing.”

Aaron just shrugged. “It’s your funeral,” he said before shifting out.

Freya groaned as she threw herself back onto the bed.

“I really am sorry about Aaron just bursting in like that,” Damon told her. “If I thought he was going to use his ability to get past the wards for something so trivial...”

Freya sighed, shaking her head. “It’s fine. I didn’t kill him or anything, so we’re all good. But if I’m going to move in, no one is allowed exemption to the wards except for you and me.”

Damon’s eyebrows shot up into his hairline. “If you move in?”

Freya nodded. “Yeah, if...”
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As soon as Freya was done helping to strengthen the protective spells around the coven, she was swiftly accosted by her best friend.

Sarah’s hair swung back and forth, as she dragged Freya back up to her room. She had been growing it out and braiding it for a while now, and it hadn’t been the only thing about Sarah that had changed.

Over the past year, Sarah had taken on the responsibility of training a visiting Slayer in combat healing. To be considered for such an honour, at such a young age, had caught Sarah by surprise. She had always been gifted with healing magic, but combat healing was a specialist skill that very few managed to master. After all, healing magic required someone to remain calm, which was tricky on the battlefield.

When Sarah had started accompanying Freya out on her various misadventures, Freya hadn’t really put any thought to the fact that Sarah was healing her in the middle of battle. Freya had never had any skill with healing magic, so it hadn’t occurred to her that Sarah was doing anything special.

Not until Sarah was chosen as one of the experts to train Chris so that he could rise to the rank of Master Slayer. To be chosen for such a task was an honour that few received, never mind at such a young age.

Before that point, Sarah had been successfully straddling both the Human and magic worlds.

Or at least, Freya would have called it successful. She’d always envied the fact that Sarah was accomplished with magic and studying medicine at University, and holding down a part-time job, and still found time to practice ballet.

When Freya had tried to add magical bounty hunting onto just her school workload, she had burnt out.

Mel, Freya’s other friend who was now living in Atlantis, had always taken a pessimistic view of Sarah’s success. She had always said that if Sarah didn’t slow down, she would probably burn out as well.

Freya had always just supposed that Mel was jealous, though after spending a while living at the coven, even with as much time as she spent with Damon, Freya was starting to think that perhaps Mel’d had a point. It had become clear that Sarah’s skinniness wasn’t innate, but something that happened because she simply didn’t have time to eat. Or sleep. And it was becoming less and less surprising that Freya and Mel were her only friends.

Thankfully, with the realisation that she was skilled in an area of magic that was rare and sought-after, Sarah had decided to fully commit to a life of magic, instead of attempting to split her time between the coven and the Human world. She said that her university studies were on hiatus, but she had no real, concrete plans to go back. She had also quit her job at the cafe, given that she received all of her living essentials for free, as a member of the coven, as well as payment for working as the head healer there full-time.

“You have to talk to Rosaline about moving in with Damon,” Sarah told her as soon as the door closed behind her, her hands communicating her words, rather than her voice.

Freya rolled her eyes as Sarah repeated Damon’s argument from that morning. “I know, I know,” she signed back. “Has she been bothering you about it?”

Sarah shrugged. “A little. I think she’s just worried, especially after what happened with Alex. I mean, I know that Damon is a regular, normal Human, but...”

Freya looked away. She hadn’t told anyone that Damon was a Demon since she had found out. While the Kingsguard members had been targeting her, he had kept his true identity a secret. And while she had suspected that he was Human, she had done the same. But now she knew that he had magic, and she hadn’t told anyone.

Witches had a choice between Light and Dark, and it wasn’t one that they made permanently. It was always a choice for them, whether they drew on their positive or negative emotions to fuel their power. Rosaline’s coven, however, was a Light coven, and Rosaline was especially strict on that fact. None of her Witches were allowed to draw from Dark energy.

That didn’t exactly paint a picture of someone who would be open-minded about Freya dating a Demon.

And even while Sarah had never reacted negatively to the fact that Freya herself was half Demon, she also never brought it up, so it was hard to tell exactly how comfortable she was with it.

The last thing Freya wanted was to introduce Damon to them and have them reject him. Not least because it would mean that they never fully accepted her, either.

“It wouldn’t be so bad if you were at the coven more,” Sarah continued. “But given how often you stay at his, it’s impossible for anyone at this coven not to realise that you’ve practically moved in with him already. All you need to do is bring him here to meet her, I doubt she’s going to find any problem with him.”

“Is she so bothered about everyone’s boyfriend?” Freya asked, deflecting Sarah’s concerns. “Did she give you this much hassle about Chris, or is it different because he lives here?”

“Oh don’t worry, she’s giving me plenty of bother about that as well.”

Freya frowned. “Wait, really? I was just joking. What possible reason would she have for not liking Chris?”

Sarah sighed. “He’s not a Witch.”

Freya’s frown deepened for a moment before everything clicked into place. “She’s worried that you’ll marry him and your children will be hybrids.”

Sarah nodded. “It doesn’t work the same way between Slayers and Witches as it does between us and Old World creatures, like Mel. There isn’t the sharing of power, since male Witches are so rare, as are female Slayers. Which powers the children inherit are mostly decided by their gender, though they are never as strong as their parents.” She shook her head. “Anyway, it’s not the strength of my children that bothers her, it’s the fact that they wouldn’t be pureblooded, and with pureblood Witches being so rare to start with...”

“Isn’t it a little early for her to be freaking out over your relationship?”

Sarah shrugged. “We’ve been dating for over a year,” she reasoned. “But I don’t think it’s the length of time we’ve been together that really bothers her. It’s the fact that we’re Soulbound. Since he’s a Slayer, and I’m a Light Witch, we’re unlikely to be tied together as enemies.”

“Yeah, I’ve never been entirely comfortable with the whole Soulbound lover thing. I mean, could you ever be sure that your feelings are real and not just a construct of Fate’s?”

“Well, she can’t force you to fall in love with someone. All being Soulbound does is make sure that, even if circumstances part you, you always return to each other. Usually, Fate only does it if there is a couple who would be together if given the choice, but who might be separated otherwise, and who she needs to be together for some reason. That’s the part that unnerves me more... I mean, it’s not uncommon for pureblood Witches to be Soulbound, but it’s usually to other pureblood Witches, to ensure the continuation of the species. For me to be Soulbound to a Slayer, it must mean that Fate has plans for us. Or plans for our children.”

Freya just gave her a sympathetic smile. “If you didn’t want Fate interfering with your life, you might have chosen the wrong friend.”

Sarah returned her smile, shaking her head. “Anyway, Rosaline has been a little forthright in asking how I intend to go about my duty of having pureblood children with a Slayer boyfriend, but she hasn’t been as forthright as she could be. I mean, the thing is, she doesn’t really have room to talk. She’s only had one daughter herself, and she was a hybrid.”

Despite Sarah’s optimistic words, she didn’t exactly look happy.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Freya asked.

Sarah nodded. “Yeah, like I said, Rosaline is easily dealt with. It’s just... When she asks how I intend to fulfil my obligation of having pureblood children... Well, there is one easy answer to give her. I outlive Chris.”

Freya frowned. She knew that the lifespan of a pureblood Witch was around a thousand years, and that that was unusually long even for magical beings, but she had assumed that since Slayers were comparable to Witches in many ways – they had both originally been Human before they had been gifted ancient power, their magic was tied to their gender in some way, they were the only magical beings to call Earth their original home – they were also comparable in lifespan.

“Slayers only live a few hundred years,” Sarah explained, evidently seeing Freya’s confusion.

Freya, for lack of a better option, smiled as she asked, “But would you really want to be with someone for a thousand years? I would probably kill someone after such a long time...”

Sarah tried to return her smile, but it was weak. “Do you never think about this? About you and Damon, I mean. You might be the one magical being with the chance to outlive me, and he’s Human. You’ll be lucky if you have him for a hundred years.”

Freya’s stomach twisted at the reminder of the secret she was keeping from her friend.

Instead of telling her the truth, however, Freya just shrugged with another smile. “Well, I would be worried, but there’s a reason why we don’t know how long an Angel’s natural lifespan is. We never live long enough to see it. In all likelihood, Damon will be the one to outlive me, so there’s nothing for me to worry about.”
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Chapter Three
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Freya decided to walk back to Damon’s from the coven.

Despite the fact that she had the magical ability to transport herself from one place to another in the blink of an eye, she made a habit of walking everywhere.

She didn’t often go out on patrols or to collect bounties anymore. Before she left with Alex, whenever she ran into rogue Demons, she turned them over to Lady Caroline. And since Freya hadn’t gone to speak to her since she returned, she couldn’t really do that anymore.

She knew that she should go and speak to her, but every month that went by made it even harder to contemplate.

And it wasn’t as if her work for Fate didn’t keep her busy. The problem was, Damon’s father still occasionally sent men to kill her.

She wondered if Lord Uther knew that she was dating his son. Damon specifically hadn’t told her about his magic when they had been fighting the other members of the Kingsguard to stop his father from discovering the truth. But now both of them knew, and Uther seemed to know who Freya was, so she couldn’t imagine, if he was keeping even the slightest of tabs on either of them, that he wouldn’t know.

Regardless, he had been sending men to kill her since before she had really come into her magic, so it was no surprise that he continued.

The only problem was, if she was only out in the street when she was doing jobs for Fate, that was when his men would track her down, making her job unnecessarily hard.

Fate was understanding of her predicament, but Freya didn’t want to see if that understanding would continue if she ever botched a job because Lord Uther had sent men to harass her while she was working.

So, she walked. It gave her time outside, when she was alone, providing Uther’s men with what seemed like the perfect opportunity to attack.

It wasn’t as if any of them had come even close to succeeding, so this was truly the best way for her to keep them from disrupting her life.

And almost on cue, as she walked, she spotted something out of the corner of her eye.

She turned, expecting to face a Demon.

What made its way across the other end of the empty street, however, was certainly not anything even close to a Demon.

It had the vague shape of a man, though as if it had been stretched to make it almost half the height again, with unnaturally elongated limbs. But it wasn’t the shape of the thing that unnerved her. No, it was the fact that it was made entirely of some almost liquid substance that she couldn’t quite name.

Like smoke, but not.

If she were going to say that the creature was made of anything, she would say that it was made entirely of a lack.

A lack of light, lack of substance, just a lack.

Its form seemed to mutate under her gaze, and she found herself doubting how she could have ever considered it to look like a man as it folded into itself so many times that she was no longer capable of naming anything it might resemble.

The entire display caused a deep sense of anxiety and frustration to pervade her, nausea rising in her stomach as she was struck with an overwhelming sense of wrongness from the creature.

It didn’t belong, and the knowledge brought a feral growl to her throat. She was sure that her eyes were wolf-like once more.

Since it didn’t appear to have any eyes, she had no way of knowing whether it had seen her, but it was moving away from her, so she assumed not.

Before she had time to think, she ran around the nearest corner, making it out of the creature’s eyeline before shifting straight into Damon’s apartment, past the wards.

“Hey,” Damon said casually, not looking up from his laptop.

When Freya didn’t respond, he glanced up to see that she was sheet-white and shaking.

Freya understood that she was gripped with terror. It wasn’t an unfamiliar experience.

The only question was why?

She couldn’t think of a single rational reason to be so terrified of the creature, and yet it was as if it had tapped into some ancient, primal instinct.

Wrong.

“What’s wrong?” Damon asked, approaching her cautiously.

Freya heard a crash of thunder outside, and the noise seemed to break the spell over her, allowing sense to return to her mind.

“I’m not sure,” she eventually admitted. “I was just walking home and then I... I saw something.”

“Something?” Damon asked when Freya paused for a few moments.

She shook her head. “I’m not sure how to describe it. It was like there was nothing there. But I mean nothing. It was like a vacuum in the world.”

“That’s disturbing,” Damon commented with a slight frown, grabbing his hair and tying it up with the bobble on his wrist, as he always did when he puzzled over something. “Do you think it was some kind of illusion? A glamour designed to spook you?”

Freya sighed, looking out the window to see rain pelting on the glass as she continued to calm. “I honestly don’t know. I don’t know why, but whatever it was terrified me so much, I didn’t think to stay and try to sense for its magic.” She shook her head. “But I suppose an illusion would make the most sense, wouldn’t it?”

“Well, I didn’t know how long you would be out, so I arranged to have my meeting with Lady Caroline, which I’m almost late for. You should come with.”

Freya shook her head again. “No, after what just happened... I’m not sure I would even be able to form full sentences around her, never mind apologise for everything that happened.”

“You don’t need to apologise,” Damon told her softly as he stepped closer to her, his move an open invitation for her to close the gap completely.

She did, resting her head on his shoulder as he wrapped his arms around her.

“She understands what happened,” he continued. “And she understands why you haven’t been to see her. She misses you and worries about you, but she’s not angry.”

Freya nodded against him. “I know, but just... Not today. Next time.”

“Okay, but I’m going to hold you to that.”
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Chapter Four
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Freya was sitting  at a meeting of her Queen’s council, positioned at the head of the table and listening to Gregor’s accounts of the latest stalemate her forces had been caught in with Uther’s, when the familiar rush of memories from Earth came.

“Lord Sailbury took the worst casualties,” Gregor continued. “He’s demanding recompense.”

Caroline frowned. “How did that happen? His people shouldn’t have been anywhere near the thick of the fighting.”

Gregor sighed. “From what I’ve managed to gather, he refused to equip his people out of his own armoury. Those with the gold had their own armour and horses, and those without were just expected to make-do. I also hear rumours that he pressured his people to fight by manufacturing an artificial scarcity of food, and with the Crown promising to feed the families of every soldier... Even those with no armour and no chance joined his forces.”

“Still, for so many of them to have died...”

“That’s the worst part. He sent out those without armour first. A meat-shield for the rich, is how one lad described it.”

Caroline shook her head. “To have so little regard for those who serve him...”

Gregor sighed again, folding his arms. “He claimed he doesn’t have the coin to armour them all and denied the rest of the charges.”

“Do you believe him?”

“He was quick to remind me that he could join Uther if we questioned him too much and since he controls the only safe pass through the wailing forest... No, I don’t believe him.”

“You shouldn’t have been talking to him in the first place,” Seph cut in sharply. “As you said, we need his support if we hope to get to the west. Your agitating him isn’t going to help anything.”

Caroline bristled. “Agitating him? He sent his people to die.”

“We’re in a war, we’re all sending people to die.”

“Not so pointlessly...”

“Semantics. Regardless, we need him, so I need the two of you to stay quiet.”

Freya’s head was swimming, but still, she spoke. “Caroline and Gregor are right. If he has sworn loyalty to me, then those people are mine as much as they are his. I will not have my people used as cannon fodder because they fear their family starving. Armour them yourselves if you have to, but make sure this doesn’t happen again.”

“With what coin?” Seph asked. “If we armour Sailbury’s men, we will have to armour everyone’s. And once the lords know we will do it, they will all suddenly be unable to.”

Freya sighed. “Then demand a fine from lords who insufficiently armour their own people, to cover the cost of us doing it for them. If it applies to everyone, Sailbury can’t take it too personally.”

Seph shook her head. “You underestimate his ability to be petty...”

“Then I will have a private word with him about how I personally deal with traitors, and I will ask him how likely he thinks it is that the siblings and spouses of his meat-shield will rise to his defence if I march on his castle.”

Caroline must have spotted Freya rubbing her temple as she asked, “Any new developments from the other side?”

Freya sighed, resting her elbows on the table as her hands formed a steeple. “No,” she admitted, getting tired of giving that answer every time the issue came up. Every single day - or night, from her counterpart’s end - when she fell asleep on Earth, she would have to tell those around her that they were still stuck in this stalemate.

All because of her.

She had thought that things would have progressed by now. She’d thought her other self would have followed Damon to the Underworld as soon as she had learned the truth about him.

But no, instead, she was stalling...

She was a coward. At this point, Freya couldn’t deny it.  

Her other self was far too afraid of what would happen when she left Earth. When she faced Lord Uther for real.  

She had promised Damon that she would help him fight his father. She had made the decision to try and find her father. She had decided that she was going to take her place as the Dark Angel...  

And yet, despite actually making those decisions, she hadn’t acted on any of them. She just kept finding excuses.  

Excuses for why she couldn’t go and excuses so she could pretend that the events in the Shadow Realm had no real meaning.  

That they were all just bad dreams...  

“Queen Freya,” Gregor ventured, “if there haven’t been any new developments... Perhaps we shouldn’t keep waiting for some other version of you to finally act. Maybe this is simply a sign that we should act here and now.”  

Caroline sighed. “I know you think we cannot act without first doing so on Earth,” she added, “but perhaps Gregor is right. Maybe this is something we just have to do on our own.”  

Freya looked away, unable to feel anger or irritation at their inability to comprehend the truth.  

No, all she felt was pity.  

Pity and envy. Freya wished that she could think like they did. She wished that she thought her actions mattered. But she knew better.  

She knew that, without her making a move on Earth, they were doomed...
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Chapter Five
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When Freya and Sarah met the next day for their morning coffee, Freya told her of the encounter with the strange creature.

Sarah frowned. “Well, you’re right, I can’t think of anything that could have been except for an illusion. Well, I mean, obviously if they were still around, I would suggest that might have been a Shadow, but they’ve been long gone from the Earth, and we would know if the seals around the Old Worlds were starting to degrade.”

Freya’s blood chilled at the mention of Shadows.

Her first ancestor with magic - Caetlin - had been born Human. She had been gifted the power of the Ancients by Fate because the Shadows had appeared in the Vulcan Plains and were slowly making their way to the other realms.

Caetlin had used her power to seal off all of the Old Worlds, including the Vulcan Plains, and she had then destroyed the remaining Shadows on Earth.

The power of the Ancients, however, was still only powerful enough to deal with one or two Shadows at a time.

When the seals began to weaken, and a handful of Shadows made their way to Earth again, Fate brought about the Angel Twilight – Freya’s grandmother and the most powerful magical being ever to exist.

Even she had only been able to deal with that small handful, and she had then scarred the Earth so that none like her could be born again.

The idea that the Shadows could ever return was the most terrifying thing Freya could think of.

“Like I said, it’s impossible,” Sarah signed again, apparently sensing Freya’s unease.

“Well, we said that about the Enhanced as well, but we both know that they still exist. Who’s to say the same isn’t true of the Shadows.”

Sarah shook her head. “The circumstances behind the Enhanced still existing are completely unique to their situation. Like I said, we would know if there were any Shadows on Earth because we would know if the seals were weakening, just like we knew last time. And if there had been a Shadow still roaming around from the last time the seals were weakened, we would know about it by now. They are hardly subtle creatures.”

Freya nodded, but her sense of unease didn’t lessen.

“So, we’ve been talking more than ten minutes, and you still haven’t pestered me about getting Damon vetted by Rosaline,” Freya eventually said, changing the subject.

Sarah shrugged. “Well, it’s only a problem for me as long as I’m at the coven and have to be the one she complains to about it.”

Freya frowned. “Wait, why wouldn’t you be at the coven?”

“Well, Chris finally came back from talking with the Master Slayers. They put him through the trials, and they have given him a rank among them.”

“Wow, so he’s really a Master now? Why does that mean that you won’t be at the coven anymore? Does this position come with somewhere he has to live or something?”

Sarah shook her head. “No, he doesn’t have to go anywhere to live permanently, but now that he’s a Master, that comes with responsibilities. The Master Slayers take on the toughest missions from the Council of Light.”

Freya’s sense of unease doubled at the mention of the Council. They were the other reason she was keeping her head down.

Last she heard, they still wanted her dead.

“I thought I would join him,” Sarah continued, oblivious to her friend’s unease. “I mean, I have combat expertise that he could use, and I hate just sitting around the coven waiting for him to come home. Not when I could be helping.”

Freya’s fist clenched tightly around her coffee mug, and she could hear the wind howling outside the cafe window.

Thankfully, Sarah couldn’t hear the obvious effect Freya was having on the weather, remaining oblivious to Freya’s upset.

Freya didn’t want to jump to any conclusions. Maybe the Council of Light had Sarah doing something completely innocuous. After all, while they might want Freya dead, they were still in charge of keeping all of the Light magical beings safe. Freya couldn’t really argue with that goal.

“So, what exactly do the Council have you doing?” Freya asked.

“Promise not to tell anyone? It’s a little on the sensitive side, and I don’t want to get in trouble.”

“I promise,” Freya told her. “I’m the best at keeping secrets.”

Sarah just smiled, knowing how true Freya’s words were. “Well,” she explained, “I was supposed to be gathering information about the Demon King.”

Freya raised an eyebrow. “The Demon King? Why? And how are you going to manage that?”

“Well, being a Witch means that I can choose between Light and Dark magic, and if I choose Dark magic, it grants me access to Demons and the Underworld. I used to live in a Dark coven, and my cousin still does, so it’s not much of a stretch. But it will mean transferring out of Rosaline’s coven.”

Freya frowned. “That seems kind of extreme. I mean, what if the Demons or Dark Witches figured out that you were just spying on them? That you were working for the Council of Light? I doubt they would take too kindly to it.”

Sarah sighed. “No,” she admitted. “But Chris will be close by in case anything happens, and I really want to do this. To help.”

“How does gathering information about the Demon King help anyone?” Freya asked. “It just sounds like political bullshit to me. The tensions between Light and Dark magic haven’t been bad for years now. Why poke at the hornets’ nest at this point?”

“You should know first-hand why,” Sarah told her. “The tensions haven’t been bad because everyone has been focused on keeping magic a secret, and both sides agreed on exactly how to go about that. But the majority of Demons aren’t happy with the King’s restricted hunting laws. The only way for Demons to increase their power is to feed on the negative emotions of Humans, but with the King keeping most of them trapped in the Underworld to avoid exposing magic, they are denied that ability to advance. Many Demons would prefer to spark up the war again, striking the first blow so that they have the upper hand this time, rather than adhering to the restrictions that keep the peace. That’s what Lord Uther fights for, isn’t it? Why he has been sending Demons after you, even though the Demon King would never allow it?”

Freya sighed, having to admit that Sarah had a point. “But why does that mean you’re investigating the Demon King? Shouldn’t you be investigating Lord Uther instead?”

“We’re investigating the King because as far as our people have been able to tell, he doesn’t actually seem to be doing his job as king. Sure, he announced the restricted hunting laws, but after that, the entire kingdom appears to be run by Queen Persephone. No one has a clear idea of exactly why, but there are rumours that the King has been showing up at various ancient magical sites, presumably looking for something. Maybe some kind of spell or ritual, we just don’t know. And we don’t know why.”

“Well, I could help you with that,” Freya reasoned.

As much as she was loathe to aid the Council of Light, this didn’t actually seem that important, and it sounded like something she could do fairly quickly without Sarah having to go through any kind of elaborate scheme that would put her in harm’s way.

“How?” Sarah asked.

“Well, I’ve been meaning to talk with Lady Caroline again. I could just ask her about it, instead of you having to go undercover and all that. I mean, assuming she still trusts me, I don’t see why she wouldn’t tell me, and the King is one of her closest friends so I would assume that she knows what’s going on.”

Sarah just blinked. “Oh, okay. Well, if you think that will work, yeah. That would be great. It certainly would save me a lot of work.”

“Okay, then I’ll go and ask her tomorrow.”
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By the time Freya was done with her work for Fate for the day – delivering sensitive documents from one side of town to the other – it was dark. She was half tempted to shift home instead of walking, the memory of the strange creature still in the forefront of her mind.

But then, if she did that, she risked Lord Uther’s men trying to attack her while she was working.

Not to mention, the creature had most likely been nothing more than an illusion. And Freya had nothing to fear from illusions.

By the time she was halfway home, her anxiety had lessened considerably. She was a little disappointed at not having seen any sign of Lord Uther’s men, knowing that it would increase the chance of them bothering her at work, but there was also no evidence of the strange creature, so she counted herself lucky.

Her luck seemed to have run out, however, as she rounded a corner, only to see the creature across the street from her.

Terror sent icy tendrils through her, keeping her frozen in place.

The skies broiled as the creature turned, and despite the fact that Freya could see no eyes, she was sure that it was looking at her.

The creature surged forward, racing through the air towards her.

The rush of adrenaline brought on by the attack forced her muscle memory into action, shifting her sword to her hand.

She dodged out of the way of the creature, swiping at it with her blade.

The sword passed through the creature, as if there had been nothing to hit.

The creature lunged at her again, and she made another attempt to dodge, though this time something seemed to snag against her arm.

Freya decided to stop fighting at that, not wanting to keep testing methods of attack, wearing herself down, in the hopes that one of them would eventually work.

Instead, she ran, before shifting back to Damon’s apartment, behind the safety of the wards.

Damon scrambled off the sofa as she appeared in front of him, panting for breath.

“What happened?” he asked. “Was it my father’s men?”

Freya shook her head. “It was that creature again,” she managed. “It saw me and attacked. I tried to fight, but my blade just passed through it... After that, I just shifted back here.”

Damon frowned, his gaze on her arm. “It wounded you,” he said.

Freya looked down at the cut. “It’s just a scratch.”

Damon rolled his eyes at her comment before indicating for her to sit down on the sofa. “Here, I’ll help you patch it up. Scratch or no, it looks like it will need stitches.”

Freya just nodded before sitting down, still a little shaken.

Damon quickly grabbed some healing equipment and sat down next to her, carefully removing her armour before cleaning the affected area.

“I spoke to Sarah today,” Freya eventually said as he worked. “I told her about the creature. She mentioned that it sounded like a Shadow.”

Damon shook his head, his gaze not lifting from her wound. “I highly doubt that. There aren’t any left.”

Freya sighed. “That’s what she said. It’s just... Given my luck, I don’t think we can rule it out entirely.”

Damon frowned. “If it is a Shadow, that is more than a little disturbing.”

“That’s the understatement of the century,” Freya muttered, shaking her head. “But it’s not something we can do anything about right now. I’ll make sure that I’m better prepared for facing it next time, and hopefully, I will be able to get more information on its strengths and weaknesses, rather than just slicing at it once and then running away. I swear I don’t know what it is about this thing that rattles me so...”

“Well, this is about as much as I can do for your wound,” Damon said, changing the subject. “I don’t know, maybe you should have Sarah look at it. I’m hardly an expert in healing magic.”

Freya shook her head. “Like I said, it was just a scratch. I should be good as new in the morning.”

Damon nodded, seemingly happy enough with her assessment. “You know,” he eventually said, “if you wanted, I could walk you home next time. That way you wouldn’t be facing this creature alone. If it does rattle you so much, maybe having someone else with you will help.”

Freya smiled. “That’s sweet, Damon, and I appreciate the offer, but it’s fine. Really. I can take care of myself.”

He shrugged. “I know,” he assured her. “But, you know, when we were fighting the Kingsguard, I liked working with you. I’ve missed it recently.”

“I’ve missed it too,” she admitted, before closing the space between them and capturing his lips in hers.
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Chapter Seven
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“I knew I would find you out here,” Damon said as he walked into the stables, finding Freya saddling her horse.  

“I didn’t want to wake you,” she said, not looking at him as she fiddled with the straps.  

Damon sighed, folding his arms. “You didn’t want me to talk you out of this, don’t you mean?”  

Another figure entered, and Freya briefly glanced up to see Gregor, sharing the same unamused look with his nephew. “It looks like she doesn’t want anyone talking her out of going onto the battlefield, despite the fact that it is highly inappropriate for a queen to suddenly disappear without letting any of her advisers, or her consort, know where she is.”  

Freya rolled her eyes. “I already know your opinions on the matter, I didn’t need to hear them again.”  

“You mean the opinion that this is incredibly dangerous?” Gregor asked. “I think that we have to push on without your counterpart on Earth, but that does not mean you have to be in the fray.”  

“Of course it does,” Freya said with a shake of her head. “I’m not going to ask other people to risk their lives for me. Not to mention, if we are going to push ahead, then I’m the only one with any chance of actually turning the tide of the battle. I’m the only one with the other half of my soul, remember? At least, half the time...”  

“And you’re vulnerable that half of the time,” Damon reminded her. “As long as you are here entirely – as long as you are asleep on Earth – you can die here. For good.”  

“But when I am awake on Earth, I cannot change things here. I become as useless as anyone else...”  

Damon sighed. “Freya, if you die, all of this will have been for nothing. The rest of us cannot stand up to my father alone.”  

Freya looked away. “You underestimate what we’ve built...”  

“No, I’m just being realistic about the fact that you have built this, and it’s not ready to stand without you.”  

Freya folded her arms before relenting. “Fine. I will give her another week, but then I am heading back out there.”  

Damon smiled. “And I will be right by your side if that must happen.”  

Freya nodded, groaning a little. “I’m sorry, it’s just... It’s so infuriating. She used to feel like an entirely different person, and it was easier to think that it wasn’t me making these mistakes. That it was someone else entirely. But now that she knows the truth about you... The more she learns, the more she closes the distance between us. And the more every mistake she makes feels like my own...”  

“She will make the right decision in the end. I have faith in you, Freya.”  

“It’s not that I think she will never make the right choice. It’s that she’ll be too late...”
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