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​​Prologue

Ann Valeran crouched low in the bushes as she stared at the small stone building. It was round in shape and made of crumbling grey stone. A remnant from before the dark times, before all the world of Erthea had changed.

Branches snagged at her long cloak. Its black colour helped her blend in with her surroundings, and she pulled its long length over her knees. 

You sure this is the right place? she asked in thought, then turned to stare at Edward Rohn, her best friend.

He knelt beside her, unmoving. This is where the message said the witness wanted to meet us.

How do we even know this so-called witness is legitimate? Her eyes narrowed at him. It’s been five years. It seems strange someone would come forward after all this time.

Isn’t it worth finding out? Ed’s dark brown eyes seemed almost black in the darkness.

Ann sighed, pushing her long, wavy blonde hair off her face to tuck it underneath her hood. This was it. The chance she’d been waiting over five years for. A chance to prove to all five lands that she hadn’t murdered her family.

How did the witness even know where to find us? she asked, sitting back on the cold, hard earth.

Above, the night sky hung like a heavy blanket of darkness, without a cloud or glittering star in sight. It made it much easier for Ann and Ed to stay concealed without using magic. Magic would make it easier for Gliss or any other potential enemies to find them.

Ann could see easily in the near blackness. As a druid, she used her fire element to make everything seem lighter and enhance her vision.

She knew as one of the Black Guard, Ed saw clearly too. It was strange how the magic of her father’s old guard had survived after all this time.

Ed touched her shoulder. Don’t you want the chance to prove your innocence? In the low light, she made out his short brown hair, golden brown eyes, and chiselled face.

His touch felt comforting, but Ann bit her lip. She hated being hunted by Orla’s forces, not to mention all the others who sought to profit from the price on her head. She didn’t know how high the price had grown but had heard it was almost ten thousand coins now. Enough to make someone comfortable for the rest of their life.

Yes, Ann said. But it won’t bring my family back or restore my father’s lands to me. 

Darius Valeran had been the archdruid of Caselhelm on the night of the revolution. He had not just controlled Caselhelm, but parts of the other territories as well. Under his rule, the lands had been at peace for the first time in ten thousand years.  The Realm War began that night at the hands of the Fomorian demon Orla, when Ann’s parents, Darius and Deanna, had been murdered. After the latest realm war, peace was a distant memory. Orla had won control over most of Caselhelm and placed a bounty on Ann’s head.

A witness had reached out to one of Ann’s contacts in the resistance, claiming to be one of Orla’s associates. She said she would approach the council—a small governing body who oversaw the rule of the five lands—to tell them the truth about what happened to Ann’s parents.

Ed gave her hand a comforting squeeze as she rose.

Ann took a deep breath. Let’s get this over with. I want to get back to the warehouse before Xander wakes up. She was glad she hadn’t brought her brother along with them. At least then he’d be safe if this turned out to be a trap.

Ann stayed alert as she scanned the area. She searched for potential threats but sensed no other presences nearby.

She and Ed moved over to the building, which only had one outer door. That made Ann more uneasy; she liked having more than one escape route when she went somewhere unknown. Do you sense anyone inside? she asked.

He shook his head. No one.

Let’s make this quick. The familiar weight of her knives at her back felt comforting.

Ed pulled the wooden door open. It gave a groan of protest as he did so. Ann half expected it to fall off its hinges given the age of the building.

Ann paused, scanning the building with her mind. She used the earth lines, feeling the hum of power, but nothing suggested the presence of another living being nearby. Earth lines were veins of natural power that run through Earth itself. Some called them the world’s lifeblood.

“Maybe the witness isn’t here yet,” Ed whispered, touching the hilt of the sword at his back.

“I don’t like this,” Ann remarked. “We should have picked a neutral location, somewhere in the other lands, not Caselhelm.”

She glanced around the empty passageway, then touched the stone, which groaned and mumbled. Stone magic was rare among the druids, but her power could tap into almost all of the elements.

Ann closed her eyes, listening. This place had been a bunker. She heard people screaming and the sound of running footsteps as the stones showed her what had happened here. 

Nice place to meet someone who claims they can prove I’m not a murderer.

Ann let go of the stone, and the murmurs faded. “What do we know about the witness? You haven’t told me anything about them.”

“Sage didn’t tell me much.” Ed shrugged and moved ahead of her, keeping a close eye out for potential threats.

“When does she ever?” She hated talking to the other druid at the best of times. Ann had been suspicious when Sage contacted Ed in thought with the news about the witness.

“She seemed to trust this person.”

“This person who wouldn’t even give us their name.” Ann grimaced as she walked face-first into some spider-webs. She brushed them off with the back of her hand. “I like to know the details. Next time, I’ll talk to Sage.”

Ed chuckled. “Careful, there might still be spiders around here.”

She scowled at him. “Don’t mention spiders around me. They are almost as bad as Sage.”

“You hate talking to her, even though she’s your aunt.”

“She is not my aunt. She’s my aunt’s lover, there’s a difference.” Ann rounded a corner, following a passageway that led into a larger room. Ancient debris and dirt littered the stone floor. Withered black leaves crunched under her feet as she walked in. No one here, and there was no other entrance, so they’d have had to come in the same way she and Ed did.

“Are you sure Sage didn’t tell you anything else?” Ann prompted.

Ed pulled out his sword, the blade catching the light as Ann lit a crystal torch on the wall that filled the room with an orange glow. Shadows danced across the stone floor.

“Stop being so worried. That’s my job.” Ed grinned.

“Not anymore. You haven’t been my bodyguard in over five years. You’re my partner.”

“I’ve always been your partner. Always and forever, remember?”

Ann smiled at the promise they’d made to each other as kids. Always and forever best friends.

She sighed, using the lines to tell the time. Just past midnight, when their witness had said she’d be there.

“Try to keep an open mind,” Ed said. “What if this person truly wants to help?”

Ann didn’t trust anyone, not after everything she’d been through. The only two people she did trust with her life were Ed and Xander. A lack of faith in others had kept her alive. She didn’t dare hope this person would help.

“Let’s be ready to make a quick exit. Stay close to me so I can transport us out as quickly as possible.”

“Let’s see what they have to say first.”

Ann frowned. “You keep defending them. What aren’t you telling me?” She put her hands on her hips. “Edward Rohn, you’ve never been able to lie to me. Tell me what you’re hiding.”

“Nothing.” Ed shook his head. “I’m not...” He gritted his teeth. “I just want you to talk to her.”

“Her?” Ann’s eyes narrowed to slits. “You do know who’s coming.” She pulled out one of her knives as the once smooth earth lines became jagged beneath her feet, warning her of another presence. Someone’s here.

Orla? No, Edward wouldn’t set up a meeting with the demon bitch who’d helped murder her parents and had killed or enslaved thousands of Magickind in her tyrannical rule.

“Who’s coming?” she hissed.

He said nothing and shook his head again.

A woman with long raven hair past her shoulders walked in. Her skin was pale, her eyes so dark they looked almost like obsidian. She wore a red version of the leather bodysuit all Gliss wore. It covered her from neck to toe.

It took Ann a second to place the woman’s face as that of Ceara Mason, once a close friend, now a traitor who’d helped destroy her family.

Ed, you can’t be serious, Ann growled.

Ann, please just listen to what she has to say, Ed replied.

Heat flared between her fingers as her fire magic burned to life.

Ceara studied them and smiled her perfect smile. Ceara had always been a dark beauty, which had drawn Ann’s brothers to her.

Ann, with her own pale skin, long blonde hair, and pale blue eyes, looked slight compared to Ceara’s darkness. Ed and Ceara were both taller than her.

“Rhiannon, it’s been a long time.” Ceara smirked. “I hear they’re calling you the rogue archdruid now.”

“What do you want, Ceara?” Ann folded her arms. Any hope of this witness being genuine had long faded. Oh, Ceara had been there. Only she’d been on the enemy’s side. She knew this was a setup. Still, she couldn’t believe Edward had agreed to go along with it. 

“I expected a warmer welcome. I mean, we haven’t seen—”

“Why are you here?” Ann snapped. “Don’t give me some crap about wanting to turn against Orla. We both know where your loyalties lie.”

Ceara’s smile faded. “That is why I’m here. Spirits, I thought you’d be tired of life as a fugitive.”

“What makes you think I’d ever accept your help?” The fire between her fingers blazed harsh and hot. Her magic wanted out, wanted to kill this traitorous bitch.

“Say what you want to say, Ceara.” Ed took Ann’s hand. The flames licked his skin but snuffed out as he squeezed her hand. Her fire wouldn’t harm him; he’d always been immune to it.

“Wolfy, it’s been a long time. I—”

Ed gave Ceara a hard look. “You stopped being my foster sister a long time ago. You don’t get to call me that.”

Ceara sighed. “I’m here because I made a mistake the night I helped Orla and Urien. I didn’t kill either of your parents, Ann. If you don’t believe anything else I say, believe that. Listen, I’m one of the few people who can prove you didn’t kill your parents,” Ceara snapped.

“You really expect me to believe you want to help?” Ann scoffed. “Why would you do that?”

“Because I’m tired of living under Orla’s rule. She’s...it’s not important,” Ceara replied. “Don’t you want to come out of hiding, Rhiannon?”

Ann winced at Ceara’s continued use of her full name. Rhiannon Valeran had died along with her parents. Along with her life as the archdruid’s daughter. It wasn’t who or what she was any more.

“I’d rather hide than be ruled by Orla.”

“That’s why I’m here. Since she took over, magic is outlawed in Caselhelm, and those who have it are kept under strict control. Even among the Gliss,” Ceara said. “Orla has to be stopped, and you’re the only one who can do it. I’ll come with you and tell the council what really happened.”

Ann shook her head, knowing Ceara wouldn’t help her. This was ridiculous. Even as a child, selflessness had never been her strong suit. There had to be some other motivation. Anyway, on the slim chance she did want to help, there was no guarantee the council would believe her.

“If we buy this, what do you get out of it?” Ed prompted.

“Why can’t you believe I just want to help?” Ceara demanded.

“Because you’re a Gliss who helped Orla destroy everything my father worked for,” Ann snapped.

“I’ve made mistakes, but aren’t you willing to take the risk to stop Orla?”

Ann laughed. “You expect us to believe you want to turn on her. Do you take us for idiots?”

“Aren’t you and your resistance friends trying to do just that?” Ceara arched an eyebrow. “I’ve heard the rumours. I know how you help them flee Orla’s clutches.”

Ann gritted her teeth. They weren’t here to discuss the resistance. The last thing she needed was Ceara finding out anything about them. She only hoped Sage hadn’t divulged any details about them to Ceara.

“If you truly want us to trust you, you’re going to have to prove it,” Ed challenged.

“I came here, didn’t I?” Ceara threw up her hands in surrender. “You have no idea what Orla would do if she found out I came to see you.”

Ed, let’s just get out of here, Ann said. I can’t do this. We’re wasting our time. Let’s get back to Xander. She’ll never help us. She’s just leading us into a trap.

Ceara reached into a pocket of her bodice. “I did bring something to help prove I’m telling the truth.” She held up a small round crystal etched with glowing runes. “A list of all Orla’s allies.”

Ed tightened his grip on her hand. You’re right we should go. I don’t like this.

I’m glad you finally agree with me. Ann traced runes in the air, muttering words of power to transport them out of the building. Light flashed around them, enveloping their bodies.

As it did, Ceara threw the crystal toward them. Thunder roared as an explosion ripped through the air.

Ann screamed as the transference spell wrenched her body away and she felt Ed’s hand let go of hers.

She landed hard outside the bunker, the air leaving her lungs in a whoosh.

Ann scrambled up, ignoring the wave of dizziness as she ran back inside. But when she reached the meeting room, Ed and Ceara were gone.
​​Chapter 1

Three months later

“Are you sure this is the right place?” Ann asked her brother as they walked into a deserted alley situated between two tall steel buildings. “I want to know more about this person.” She guessed the buildings must have been warehouses, but it was hard to tell. Not many people knew much about the ruins left over from ancient times. Back then, Erthea had had technology, but she had heard things in tales. The warehouses had broken glass windows, and their steel had long since rusted with age.

“This is where she said we’d find the person we’re supposed to help,” Xander replied. “Sage wants us to find them and get them to safety.” He pulled his cloak tighter as the cool night breeze ruffled his short dark hair. With grey eyes and black hair, he reminded her so much of their mother.

“Did she say who they were? Or why we’re helping them?” It wasn’t unusual for Sage to help people who were being hunted, especially suspected magic users in Caselhelm. “We need to be extra careful.” After losing Edward, she didn’t want to risk anything happening to Xander.

Being so close to the border between Caselhelm and Asral made Ann uneasy. Although she and Xander were protected and had new identities, she knew the people who murdered their parents were still looking for them. Just because five years had passed didn’t mean they were any safer.

Ann tapped her foot against the wall they sat on. She hadn’t been able to find any trace of Edward since the night she’d last seen him. Xander seemed to have given up hope, but Ann knew deep down he was still alive. He had to be, and she wouldn’t give up until she found him. She’d know if he were dead. Somehow, she’d feel it.

“She said they were being hunted by Gliss but didn’t give any further details.”

Ann glanced over at him and frowned. “What happens after we save them and fend off the Gliss?” she asked. “Do we help them get to Trin?” She didn’t much like the idea of returning to the druids’ isle. It always felt bittersweet going back there. “And how do we know this isn’t another trap like the last time Sage set up a meeting?”

Sage hadn’t been any help with finding Ed either.

Xander shrugged. “Don’t know. I’m surprised she asked us, given Edward...” his voice trailed off.

“Given Ed isn’t around anymore. You can say it.” She looked away, the familiar ache heavy in her chest at the thought of him.

Xander shivered. “Remind me why I had to come along? You know I’m not much help when it comes to fighting Gliss.”

“Because you need to get out of that library for a while. It’s not good for you being cooped up in there all the time.”

“Hey, I leave every day, and—”

“And go to the tavern every night to hook up with different women.” Ann rolled her eyes. “Living in hiding means we’re not supposed to reveal ourselves, brother.”

“Says the woman who goes out helping persecuted magic users every chance she gets,” Xander said. “That’s hardly keeping a low profile either, sister.”

“When Orla proclaimed all magic users not in her select circle should be put to death, I had to do something! I can’t work in a library all the time. I need action.”

“Now you sound like Papa. He lived for action.”

“He didn’t have much choice, did he?” Ann winced at the mention of their father, forcing down the grief that threatened to overtake her. “There’s no sign of anyone. Are you sure the message came from Sage?” It wouldn’t be the first time the Gliss tried to trick them. Ann cast her senses out, scanning the surrounding area for any signs of life. If Ceara thought she could lead them into another trap, she’d be damn wrong. Still, Ann wanted to get her hands on that bloody Gliss again and force her to tell them what she’d done with Ed.

“Maybe they’re not coming. It’s too bloody cold.” Xander fidgeted.

Ann’s cool blue eyes narrowed as she pulled up her hood. She wouldn’t let him know that the cold bothered her too. “You are such a baby at times. Sometimes I wonder how you ever passed basic druid training.”

Above them, stars glittered like tiny diamonds in the darkness. Ann hoped they wouldn’t have to stick around here for much longer. She hated being out in the open like this. It made her feel vulnerable and exposed. A chill ran down her spine that had nothing to do with the icy air. Ann leapt down from the wall she’d been sitting on, landing several feet below in the alley and pulling out her short sword. “Company.”

A man came running down the alleyway. She caught a flash of his glowing emerald eyes as he ran past her. Okay, she hadn’t been expecting that. What was that creature? Another monster sent by Orla to attack them?

Behind him came three women dressed in dark brown leathers—Gliss. The Gliss were empaths who had been trained to use their gifts to harm others. Instead of healing emotional pain like most empaths, they used their powers to project emotions and memories onto their victims. Ann knew first-hand how painful it could be having your emotions and powers reflected back at you. But she’d learned to use her mental shield to block it out to an extent.

Perfect. Oh well, time to party.

The strange beast-man vanished in the opposite direction. Surely, this couldn’t be the person they were meant to help? If so, Sage had gone batty.

Xander jumped down beside her, pulling out his staff. “That must be the person we’re supposed to save. Why—?”

“Guess we’d better help him.” Ann gripped her sword. “Hey!” She raised her hand and threw a fireball at one of the Gliss.

The Gliss stumbled forward then spun around, pulling out one of her throwing knives.

Ann dodged it, responding with another fireball. The Gliss raised a gloved hand to deflect back at her.

Ducking out of its path, Ann grabbed the knife now embedded in the wall behind her and hurled it at the Gliss. It struck the woman’s head, knocking her to the ground, dead.

Xander fired his staff, sending out a bolt of blue lightning as the second Gliss came at him. She slumped to the floor, unconscious. 

Ann could never understand why Xander preferred to use makeshift weapons instead of magic. He wasn’t as powerless as he believed himself to be. She knelt to slit the woman’s throat. She didn’t like to kill but couldn’t leave a Gliss alive. As Ann drew closer, the woman’s eyes flew open, and she grabbed Ann by the throat. Ann gasped as the woman started strangling her with her own magic. A Gliss’ touch was much harder to fight against at close range than if they used their power from a distance.

Something blurred as the man with emerald eyes reappeared, yanking the Gliss away from Ann and snapping her neck in one swift move. 

The third Gliss, who had taken over fighting Xander, flew at the man, thrusting a blade through his back.

Running over to Ann, Xander helped her up. “You alright?”

“Fine.” She grabbed the knife from the head of the first fallen Gliss, preparing to kill the third.

But before Ann could reach her, the beast-man, grunting from the pain, spun and ripped the woman’s head off her shoulders. He then sank to his knees.

Ann hurried over to him, pulling the knife out of his back and turning him over to examine the wound. To her surprise, it didn’t look as bad as she’d expected. It had turned pink around the edges, as though it had already begun to heal.

She turned him back over, to her amazement, his fangs and claws had retracted. Now they’d vanished, it revealed a man with long brown hair, a muscular body, and rough stubble. “Ed,” she gasped. “How is this possible?” She couldn’t believe it. He was alive. He’d finally come back. Part of her wanted to wrap her arms around him and ask him where he’d been, but that’d have to wait until later.

Xander came over. “Is it really him? How could he have survived the explosion?”

Ann clutched Ed’s arm and scanned his body with her mind. She couldn’t make out any of his thoughts; they were a jumbled mess of confusion. Strange, she’d been able to read his thoughts more easily than anyone else—sometimes without even meaning to. Ann would scan his mind deeper later, even his immediate injuries would have to wait until they were safe.

“It’s him. We need to get him back to the warehouse. His wounds need tending.” She rose and pulled out a vial, tipping some of its contents over each of the Gliss’ bodies. “Let’s get out of here. More could show up, and we don’t want to be here when they do.”

“Bain amach agus scrios iad.” She recited words of power, and the whole alley flashed with white light as it removed any lingering traces of their magic and the bodies evaporated.

“Let’s go.” She slipped one arm under Ed’s shoulder while Xander took the other.

Xander grunted. “Maybe we shouldn’t go back to the warehouse, they might be able to track us there. We should just—”

“Are you suggesting we leave him here to die?” Ann stared at her brother in disbelief.

“He’s not Edward anymore, I don’t know who he is now. He might be even more of a threat to us than the—” He sighed. “Think about it, Ann. Ed wouldn’t want to put us in danger by bringing Gliss our way. Orla could be using him to get to us. You have no idea what she might have done to him.”

She glared at Xander, raising her chin. “He’s our friend. I’m not leaving him again.”

Together they dragged Ed all the way back to the warehouse they’d been staying in for the last month. Being on the run rarely gave them a chance to live in real houses anymore and living in abandoned buildings was easier. That way, they drew little attention to themselves and didn’t get asked unwanted questions. They never stayed in one place for long, either.

They pulled Ed onto Xander’s makeshift bed, which sat in the far corner away from the dripping pipes and piles of rubbish they had accumulated during their time there.

Ann cut off Ed’s shredded shirt, gasping when she saw the scars covering his body. “What did they do you?” she whispered.

When she examined the stab wound on his back, she realised it had started to close over. “He’s healing faster than even a druid could.”

“Guess that’s something else unusual about him,” Xander remarked. “Ann, I don’t think we should have brought him back here.”

“Sage sent us to help him.” Ann didn’t want to believe Ed could be used against them. “I’ll tend to his wounds.”

“The Gliss were chasing him. If they track him—”

“Then we’ll be ready for them,” she said. “Now go outside and start setting the wards.”

​​​Chapter 2

Ann cleaned the wound, applied some healing ointment, then bandaged it. Ed remained unconscious throughout. Her mind raced with questions she desperately wanted to ask him.

What had happened to him? What had he turned into? And why?

She knew from the scars covering his body he’d been tortured. It could only have been at Orla’s hands. Despite all the different forces fighting over Caselhelm, the northernmost realm out of the five lands, only Orla would be so interested in getting her claws into one of Darius’ elite warriors.

Back during her father’s rule, the Black Guard had been the best warriors in the five lands. Trained in both weapons and different forms of magic.

Light flashed through the plate-glass windows as Xander placed protective wards outside. The wards cast eerie pools of green light around the warehouse. They would at least slow down any potential attackers and warn them of danger.

Xander came back in, frowning. “Has he woken up?” He glanced over to where Ed lay on a pile of blankets.

She shook her head. “No, but he’s healing. I think he’ll be okay.”

“Have you tried calling Sage?” Xander slumped down onto a small wooden chair they had salvaged from the warehouse’s debris.

Ann scoffed. She’d rather not talk to Sage, even at the best of times. “No, have you?” She slipped a blanket over Edward. She didn’t want to talk to Sage, in thought or in person.

“I tried, but she isn’t answering.”

Typical Sage. Send orders first, answer questions never.

“We need to move. It’s not safe for us here now,” Xander said.

“Agreed, but I think we should wait until first light. Let Ed rest for a few hours.”

“I meant without him.”

“We can’t leave him; he’s our friend.” She crossed her arms. She wouldn’t leave Ed behind, no matter what Xander said. Ann couldn’t believe he would even suggest such a thing. Ed had been their friend for most of their lives. He had stuck by them through everything.

“We haven’t seen him in months. How do you know Orla didn’t send him to find us?” Xander retorted. “I expected you of all people to be more suspicious. Have you even checked him over to see if he has any traces on him?”

Ann hesitated. She’d been too concerned with his injuries and wondering what might have happened to him. Stupid, she told herself. I’m getting sloppy. They couldn’t afford to be sloppy.

She placed her hand on Ed’s forehead, scanning his body for any traces of magic. “I don’t sense anything.”

Ann closed her eyes, willing her mind to probe deeper into his body as she scanned him for injuries and threats. Aside from the wound to his back, she could find no other physical damage. Even the scars felt like they were healing.

Ed, can you hear me? She waited, expecting to feel him stir. She sensed it then, another presence at the edge of his mind. It felt raw, powerful, and unlike anything she’d sensed before. What is that?

Before she had a chance to probe further, the presence disappeared.

Xander finished checking Ed’s body for any physical traces of magic and gathered up some of his books. “We should still leave now.” They only had a few meagre possessions. His included books, a few instruments and devices. Life on the run gave them little time to pack up when they needed to make a quick exit.

“I’m not leaving him. Sage wanted us to help him, and we will.” Ann decided against telling Xander about the strange presence she’d felt in Ed’s mind. It’s too soon to tell what it is or if it’s a threat. Plus, she didn’t want to give Xander any more reason to distrust Ed.

“Since when do you defend Sage?” Xander raised an eyebrow.

“I may not like the old bat, but she’s right about some things. Don’t you want to know what happened to him?” she demanded. “He’s our oldest friend. We can’t abandon him.” She couldn’t bear the thought of leaving Ed behind again. 

“Aren’t you afraid of what he is now?” Xander shoved the books into his pack.

Ann glanced down at Ed’s unconscious form. She knew she should be afraid, but all she felt was relief. “We’ll take him to Trin. That’s the safest place for us. Maybe Sage or Aunt Flo can help him.”

“Maybe you should stop letting your feelings for him cloud your better judgement.”

Her mouth fell open. “My what? I don’t—”

“Come on, Annie. You’ve got to—”

“Enough,” Ann snapped, stalking over to the other side of the room and grabbing her pillow. “I’m getting some sleep. I suggest you do the same.”

Xander only shook his head and stormed outside, muttering something about checking the perimeter.

Ann settled down next to Ed, pulling her cloak over her like a blanket. “You have a lot of explaining to do,” she murmured to him before sinking into an uneasy sleep.

The next thing she knew, someone shook her awake.

“Wake up, it’s past dawn,” Xander said. “We need to get moving.”

Ann rubbed the sleep from her eyes as she sat up. Pale shafts of sunlight crept in through the warehouse’s windows, casting faint pools of green light over the stone floor. The air smelt damp and stale. She’d be glad to get out of this place and find somewhere new to live for a while. Where didn’t matter. As long she had her brother and Ed, she’d be happy to sleep in a pigsty.

Ed still lay at her side, unmoving. She checked his back, saw the stab wound had faded to a jagged pink scar. His older scars had faded, too.

Incredible. She’d never seen any Magickind heal so fast before; most healing magic took days to fix serious injuries. It only made her more curious to find out what Orla had done to him. Most Magickind didn’t have glowing emerald eyes, either.

Xander stood in the corner, shaking a vial from the potion kit that he used to test different types of spells and magic.

“What are you doing?” Ann scrambled out of bed and stood, running a hand through her hair.

“Testing his blood. It doesn’t look natural,” he remarked. “Hurry up and pack your things. We need to get moving.”

She glanced over at Ed. “We’ll wake him up when we’re ready—”

“I still think it’s a bad idea to take him with us,” Xander remarked. “No one heals that fast, not even one of the Black. I don’t know what does. It’d be safer if we just left without him.”

Ann’s eyes flashed, and she put her hands on her hips. “We’ve already had this conversation. We’ll ask him about it when he wakes up.”

Ann washed, bathing in the icy water coming through a rusty pipe that brought rainwater down from the roof. She changed into her usual black leather trousers and black tunic. She put her weapons, sleeping mat, pillow and few meagre possessions into a large pack. 

When she had finished, Ed still hadn’t woken. It looked like he hadn’t moved all night.

Ann shook his shoulder. “Ed? Time to wake up.”

Ed’s hand shot up, grasping Ann by the throat as he jolted awake.

“Ed...it’s me, Ann.” She raised her hand, ready to use her magic if she had to. Please don’t make me hurt you.

Xander grabbed hold of her short sword and raised it. “Edward, let go of my sister, or I will kill you.”

Ed let go of her, making Ann cough from where he’d gripped her so hard. Instead, he flew at Xander, knocking the sword from his grasp. He pinned Xander against the wall, squeezing his throat so hard Xander’s eyes bulged.

“Ed, no, stop!” Ann rushed over to grab his arm. “Don’t hurt him. Listen to me, you can’t hurt him.”

Ed’s blazing emerald eyes turned toward her, and he pulled back, letting Xander fall to the ground. Xander coughed, clutching his throat.

Ed’s dark gaze narrowed, but there was a flash of recognition in them. “Ann?” he rasped, drawing his hand away. “What...? I’m so sorry. Did I hurt you?” He looked down at Xander. “Are you both alright?”

“I’m fine.” Her throat ached from where he’d gripped her so hard, but she forced a smile. “Welcome back, we’ve missed you. How do you feel?”

He rubbed the back of his head, then shook it, dazed. “I-I don’t know. Where are we?”

“We are close to Caselhelm, in a place called Noridge,” Xander replied and scrambled up “What in the name of the spirits happened to you? What are you?” He glared at Ed. “I can’t believe you’d attack us.” He swung around to face his sister. “I told you he’s a danger to us now. We should—”

We’re not going to hurt him, Ann snapped. We don’t know what Orla turned him into. But there’s no way we’re turning our back on him. Not now. We finally have him back.

Ed shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“Xander, why don’t you go get us some breakfast from town? We could use some extra supplies.”

Xander stared at her in disbelief. “He just attacked us, and you want me to get breakfast? What is wrong with you?”

Ann silenced him in thought. Go. We’ll leave when you get back. He’s been through a lot, let me talk to him.

He tried to kill you! Xander kept a tight grip on her sword, eying Ed as if expecting him to attack again.

He didn’t mean to. Plus, he won’t hurt me, I know it. It’s not as if he can kill me, even if he did try. Ann crossed her arms.

We don’t have time to waste, Annie.

Go. She glared at him. I’ll talk to him and find out what happened. If he does prove to be a threat, we will deal with it.

“If you hurt her, I will kill you,” he growled at Ed. “I’m not blinded by emotion like she is,” Xander muttered a curse and stalked off.

“Ed, you need to tell me what happened to you,” she said. “How did they–?”

Ed covered his ears and doubled over. “Argh, why is everything is so loud? Make it stop.”

Ann frowned. All she heard was the drip of the pipes and the faint groan of metal from the ancient building. Ed acted like thunder boomed around them. What had those wretched Gliss done to him? Maybe it had something to do with the wolf-like beast they had transformed him into.

“It’s okay.” She touched his arm.

He flinched as if her touch pained him. “Don’t touch me,” he growled.

Ann tried to think of a way to help him, her mind racing with spells. She chanted one, feeling her power carry on the air as she tried to soothe him. “A bheith socair.”

Ed frowned and scrambled up. “What did you do?”

“Something to calm you. Feel better?”

He nodded and wrapped his arms around her, burying his head against her shoulder. “Ann, what’s happening to me? Everything is blurry, but I feel like I haven’t seen you in months.”

Her eyes widened. Ann couldn’t remember him holding her like this—not for a long time, at least. She returned the embrace, enjoying the feel of his warm skin. “It’s okay, you’re safe.” She knew they had to get moving, but part of her didn’t want to let him go. “We have to get to Trin. There will be Gliss looking for you.”

“Gliss?” His frown deepened, almost as if he didn’t know what they were. “Ann, what’s happening to me?” he said again.

“I don’t know, but we’ll figure it out,” she admitted. “I’ll find you some clothes, then we must get moving.”

​​​Chapter 3

Edward blinked, his mind racing with unanswered questions as he tried to make sense of his jumbled mess of thoughts. He had no idea how he had ended up here. Every time he tried to focus on what happened to him, the hazier it became.

“What’s the last thing you remember?” Ann asked as she handed him a pair of black trousers and a rough grey linen shirt.

“We were talking to Ceara,” he said, smiling as the picture formed in his mind. “She said she wanted to talk to the council of elders to help prove your innocence.” Relief washed over him. Maybe his memories were coming back.

“What about after that?”

He rubbed his chin. “I don’t know. You started to transport us out of there. I remember being blinded by light...running through the darkness. Then I saw you in the alleyway.”

“We met with Ceara three months ago,” Ann told him. “After I started to transport us, Ceara threw a crystal. There was an explosion, and we got separated. I searched everywhere for you but couldn’t find you. We thought you were dead.”

“Three months...” Ed murmured. That seemed impossible. Where had he been for three months? What had he done? He shook his head. “How can that be?”

“It’s probably just trauma making you forget. The Gliss do terrible things to prisoners.” She hesitated. “Ed, they—”

As the door creaked open, the screech made him wince, but things weren’t as loud as when he’d first woken up. Xander walked in, carrying a small sack. The smell of pastries and fresh bread emanating from inside it made Ed’s mouth water. Hunger gnawed at his stomach. Spirits only knew how long it had been since he’d eaten.

“I’ve got supplies,” Xander said. “Let’s get moving.”

“I’m relieved you stayed safe while I was gone,” Ed remarked.

Xander glanced over at Ed. “We’ll get you to Trin, but then you’re on your own.”

Ed frowned, surprised by his hostility. Was Xander angry at him for being gone so long? Ann hadn’t reacted that way. He somehow missed the feel of their closeness and wanted to pull her back into his arms. He wondered where the feeling had come from.

“Get dressed. We need to get moving,” Xander ordered. “Ann, come help me perform a cleansing and make sure we don’t leave anything behind.”

Ed showered, wincing at the icy water on his skin, then changed into fresh clothes. It made him feel a little better. But he still felt strange, different. Everything seemed brighter and louder somehow, and he couldn’t understand why.

Xander scoured the warehouse, checking for anything the Gliss could use to track them with. He used cleansing spells to remove any traces of their magic.

Maybe going to Trin and seeing Sage–one of the few members of the druid order–would shed some light on what had happened to him. She might not be powerful like Ann, but she had decades of knowledge and experience.

“Are you sure you’re alright to travel?” Ann asked Ed. “A Gliss stabbed you last night.”

“Stabbed? Where?” He ran his hands under his shirt, checking for any signs of injury. But found nothing except a tender spot on his back. He glanced at Ann. “Did you heal me?” 

“No, you did that yourself. Your body is healing at an abnormal rate.”

“Can we please get moving?” Xander demanded, leaning against the wall. “There are probably Gliss nearby, and—”

Silver flashed as a knife came whirling through the air, hitting Xander in the shoulder.

A Gliss appeared, flanked by two others. All were dressed in brown leather.

Ed ducked and pulled Ann down with him as several knives flew at them. He shot to his feet, lunging at the first Gliss. She came at him with a knife that curved into three different blades. He blocked the blow, knocking the blade away as he caught hold of her wrist, twisting it and feeling the snap of bone. While the pain incapacitated her, he snapped her neck in one swift move.

Ann grabbed one of the fallen knives, flinging it at the second Gliss.

The woman dodged it, and Ed grabbed her. The Gliss jabbed a knife at him, grazing his face. He looked down, surprised to see his fingers replaced by claws as he moved to disarm her. Staring her straight in the eye, he saw his own reflection shining back, and realised his eyes were glowing a deep shade of emerald. What did it mean?

Catching hold of her hair, he wrenched her head off her shoulders in one swift move.

The only remaining Gliss snarled and lunged at him.

He blocked her blow, spun, and snapped her neck. She slumped to the ground, dead.

Blood now covered his hands and the claws that stuck out from them. He stared around at the carnage he’d caused. He couldn’t believe what he’d just done. As one of the Black, killing people to protect others wasn’t new to him. Still, he’d never brutally slaughtered anyone like this before. When he had to kill, it was usually by a sword, not with his bare hands in such a savage manner.

Blood pounded in his ears. What had he done? What was he? He turned and caught his reflection again. This time in a small puddle of water. His eyes still glowed deep emerald and fangs now protruded from his mouth. He looked like a beast.

“Ed, where’s Xander?” Ann moved past him.

Ed blinked, still feeling dazed. He stared down at the broken and bloodied bodies of the Gliss. What have I done? What have I become?

“He’s not here. Xander? Xander!” Ann hurried outside. “Ed, help me.”

Ed shook his head, stunned by what he’d done.

“Edward!”

He walked outside, the sun’s rays stinging his eyes as the glare from the light blinded him. Looking up, the sun appeared to be hidden behind heavy clouds. Why did it seem so bright?

“Xander’s gone. I thought I saw someone outside before they knocked me out,” she said. “Damn it, they must have taken him. How could they have known we were here?”

“You didn’t seem shocked by what I just did,” he remarked, searching her face for a reaction. He looked at his claws again. They were long, black, and sharp.

Damn, how do I get rid of these things?

“You did the same last night. You moved and fought in a way I’ve never seen before.”

“What did they do to me?”

“It doesn’t matter. We have to find Xander. If Orla has him—”

Ed took a deep breath, forcing himself to become calm. His claws retracted. “We have to get to Trin.” His panic and horror at what he’d done faded as instinct took over. He still had a duty to keep Ann safe, and he wouldn’t let anything get in the way of that.

“No, we have to search was Xander. He might—”

“We both know he’s long gone. They would have whisked him to another location. We can’t go after them. They could be miles from here by now.” Ed grabbed a piece of discarded cloth and wiped some of the blood off his hands. He noticed it splattered over his shirt and gritted his teeth. “Glan,” he muttered, waiting. After a few moments, the specks of blood disappeared. Ed breathed a sigh of relief. Perhaps his magic wasn’t gone as he’d feared.

“Why did you have to come back?” Ann cried. “We were safe. We were—”

“Ann.” He gripped her shoulders. “I swear I’ll do everything I can help you find him. Right now, my first priority is keeping you safe. More Gliss will be coming. We need to move.” He grabbed Xander’s pack and handed Ann hers.

Her eyes narrowed. “How do I know you’re not a danger to me now?” she hissed. “You’re not a druid anymore, you’re different. You killed those Gliss without blinking.”

“It doesn’t matter what I am now, I know I would never hurt you. You have to trust me on that.” In truth, he had never considered himself a druid. Although they had raised him, he knew his own powers and abilities were different. “Besides, I’ve never been a real druid.”

“No, I’m not leaving without searching for my brother first. He’s the only close family I have left,” Ann said, raising her hands. “Rhombus.”

A glowing field of energy flared around Ed, repelling him when he made a move toward her. He muttered a curse as Ann took off in the opposite direction.

Bugger. He raised his hands, calling on the elements around him. For several moments, nothing happened. Had he lost his magic along with his memories?

Ed spotted the black silhouette of Ann’s disappearing form and felt a rush of anger. She’d get herself killed, and he wouldn’t be there to stop it. Although he couldn’t blame her for being angry—he’d led the Gliss straight to them just by being here.

His body blurred as he shot through the circle, its energy prickling his skin. Colour whirled past him as he moved, and he felt a dizzying rush of energy.

He reappeared standing in front of her. “Ann, stop,” he said, breathing hard. “I don’t know what happened to me, but you know I’m your friend. My orders are to keep you safe from the Gliss. I can’t do that if you run from me.”

“You didn’t do a very good job, did you? Xander is gone.” Her eyes flashed with anger.

“We’ll get him back,” he said. “But first we need Sage. She’ll know how to proceed.” Despite everything that happened to him, he couldn’t stand the thought of losing Ann as well. He knew what Xander being gone would do to her. He had to keep the promise he had made to her father. 

Even if it cost him his life.

​​​Chapter 4

Xander opened his eyes and blinked a few times. The back of his neck stung from where something had struck him. His head throbbed; bile rose in his throat. What happened? He remembered being in the warehouse with Ann and Ed. They’d been talking, arguing over their next move, when the Gliss had burst in.

The darkness was pierced by bright orange light. It burnt his eyes, making him look aware as his vision adjusted to the glare.

“Hello, Xander,” said a female voice that sounded familiar.

A woman with long black hair, pale skin and dark eyes stared down at him.

No, it can’t be her...

Xander blinked again. “Ceara...” Her form wavered. He made a move to reach up and grasp his aching head but couldn’t. His arms were shackled behind the wooden chair he sat on.

As his eyes adjusted to the low light, the room came into view. There was a stone floor covered in dirt, littered with dark stains—blood?— as well as flickering torches on the wall. Devices hung from the walls and ceiling. A slab of stone covered a large hole in the floor. Xander had seen such things in other temples and knew they were used in torture.

“It’s been a long time,” Ceara said. “Have you missed me?”

He glared at her. “No, you betrayed me by having an affair with my brother, remember?” he spat. “Where am I? Where are Edward and Ann?”

“That’s none of your concern.” Ceara waved a dismissive hand. “You—”

A wave of dizziness rolled over him, and bile rose in his throat once again. He shut his mouth and closed his eyes, blocking out her words.

When he reached for his magic, nothing happened. No doubt the shackles bound it. That meant he wouldn’t be able to contact Ann to find out if she and Ed were okay. He prayed to the spirits they’d escaped.

Xander couldn’t believe he’d been captured when the Gliss had come into the warehouse. After years of looking over his shoulder and being careful, he’d fallen right into Orla’s hands.

Worse still, here was Ceara. The woman he once loved who’d betrayed him. She’d helped Orla murder his parents and destroy Caselhelm.

He remembered seeing Ed change, ripping a Gliss apart. He had no idea what Ed was now, but he would keep Ann safe. That thought gave him some comfort. Ann would look for him, he knew her, but she had to stay away.

It’s too dangerous for her to come for me.

A hard slap brought him out of his thoughts. Xander winced and opened his eyes again, forcing himself to look at Ceara. She looked just as he remembered. Same dark eyes, same cold beauty. How he loved her once. He would have done anything for her.

“Are you even listening to me?” she demanded.

Xander shook his head. “Sorry if I’m suffering from where you struck me.”

Ceara snorted. “You’re the son of the archdruid—former archdruid. I doubt a blow to the head would do you much damage.”

“What do you want, Ceara?” Xander demanded. “I doubt you changed your mind and realised you picked the wrong brother. So out with it.”

“Orla will be here soon, and you won’t like what she has in mind for you,” Ceara said, touching his forehead. Her hand flared with light, white light radiating from her own forehead as her magic pulsed through him.

Xander braced himself for the inevitable pain. He wasn’t like Ann. He didn’t have her strength, training or power, and his own earth affinity had always been weak.

“Tell me what happened to Urien.”

That’s it? He should have known she’d captured him to find his elder half-brother. After all, she had chosen Urien over him.

“He’s dead. Ann killed him after he murdered our father.”

“Lies. I know he’s still alive, probably trapped somewhere in spirit form,” she snapped.

“You’re wasting your time. How would I know what happened? I was already dead, remember?” Xander snapped back. “You stabbed me, killed me.” He glared at her. For years after his ‘death’, he had thought about her. He’d wondered how different life would have been if she had chosen him instead of Urien. Now he felt no love for her. “Even if I knew what happened to Urien, I wouldn’t tell you. The last thing the five lands need is for my bastard brother to reunite with his demon mother.”

The sound of heavy footsteps echoed down the hall, and power crackled in the air.

“Xander, believe it or not, I’m trying to help you,” Ceara told him.

“Just like you helped by turning Edward into a beast?” he said. “Go away, we have nothing to say to each other.”

“Orla will torture you. You know that.”

Voices echoed from outside the chamber. Ceara leaned down and hissed in his ear, “Please tell me where Urien is. Then I won’t have to hurt you. Please, Xander.”

Strange. She almost sounded sincere. 

Xander wouldn’t believe a word that came out of her mouth. It’s a trick, he told himself. She played with your emotions before, she’ll do it again.

The door creaked open and in walked a tall, lithe woman with black and cobalt blue hair. Piercing blue eyes flecked with gold told him she was a Fomorian demon. The druids had defeated the Fomorians during one of the many realm wars. But now Orla had control of druid lands.

Xander’s stomach twisted as he stared at his father’s former mistress—the woman who’d killed his sweet, gentle mother.

“Alexander, you’re not the one I expected.” Orla gave Ceara a hard look. “You were supposed to bring Rhiannon, not him.”

“We tried to grab her, but—” Ceara shook her head.

Hearing Ann had escaped, Xander felt a rush of hope.

Ceara and Orla fell silent, no doubt arguing mentally as they glared at each other.

Xander tugged at his restraints, but they held firm. He had to find a way out of here, to get a message to his sister.

Orla turned her steely gaze back to him. “Maybe you can prove useful after all.” She moved closer. “You and Rhiannon are close. She would have told you what she did to Urien.”

“What makes you think she’s still alive?” Xander demanded. “It’s been five years. We’ve been hunted by more than you. Or do you forget the enormous price we have on our heads?”

Orla laughed. “Your glamour is good. I know she’s still alive,” she said. “Tell me what happened to my son.”

“Urien is dead. You and Ceara need to accept that.” Xander raised his chin in a show of courage he didn’t have. He knew they’d torture him, but he’d get through it, somehow. He tried to fight the cold sliver of fear that went down his spine.

It will be alright. You can’t tell them what you don’t know.

Orla hit him so hard his head reeled back, making him see stars. “My Gliss can give you pain beyond imagining. I know you, Xander, I know you’re the weak one of Darius’ children.” She leaned closer. “Tell me where Urien is.”

Xander shook his head. “I don’t know.”

Orla produced a small metal rod and pressed it against his neck. Heat seared his skin, sending shockwaves through his body. He closed his eyes and clamped his mouth shut to keep from crying out. When it wasn’t producing lightning, the magic in the rod magnified pain. Orla pressed it harder into his skin, sending pain shooting through every nerve ending.

Xander’s eyes watered as tears flowed down his cheeks. Ann. Think of getting back to her.

His ears rang as Orla pulled back. “You’ll only cause yourself more pain.”

Xander looked up. “You’ll never find Urien. He’s dead, and he will stay that way.”

“Ceara, go into his mind,” Orla ordered.

Ceara’s eyes widened. “What? He’s not been broken yet. My magic won’t be able to—”

“I don’t have time for the usual methods. Use your power to break him.”

Xander looked up. Weren’t they supposed to weaken his body to make his mind more pliable?

“He’s a Valeran. What if I can’t read him?” she asked.

Xander stared at her, wondering why she stalled for time. They both knew her powers worked on him. She’d used them for pleasure when they were together.

“Do it,” Orla snapped, slapping Ceara so hard her hand came away bloody.

He met her gaze, thinking he saw a hint of something there. Sadness? No, she didn’t care for him and never had.

Ceara wiped her lip with the back of her gloved hand and moved to his side as Orla stepped back. Ceara hesitated as she pulled off her leather gloves. Direct contact made it easier for Gliss to unleash their power.

“Ceara,” Orla snapped. “We don’t have...” She quieted as Ceara caressed the side of Xander’s face.

He flinched, surprised when her power didn’t hit against him.

Light flared on Ceara’s forehead, extending out as she placed a hand on either side of his head. Her magic pulsed through him, burning like white-hot fire.

This time, he screamed.

​​Chapter 5

Ann ran a hand through her hair as she and Ed moved up a steep embankment. They’d covered a good five miles in the past few hours, thanks to transference. Ed hadn’t said much during that time, and she didn’t say anything either. The fear she’d fought to keep locked away for years had started to unravel. They were close to the south-eastern edge of Caselhelm, near The Whispering Tops, mountains that bordered Asral and Lulrien. Their magnificent high peaks looked like grey giants whose eyes were forever watching. Ann had never liked those mountains. A lot of people went missing up there, but luckily the road to Trin didn’t require going over them.

Keep it together, she told herself. But all thoughts of Orla made her think of her parents. She pushed all memories of her dead parents away. The last thing she needed to remember was their murder, or to wonder what Orla might be doing to her brother.

“Orla won’t kill him,” Ed broke the silence to voice her thoughts. “She needs him to get what she wants.”

Xander can’t die, she reminded herself.

Their father had seen to that by casting a spell that bound his children together. Now, neither she nor Xander could die, no matter how badly they were injured. Ann suspected he’d done it to stop Urien from killing her. She still wished her father would’ve told her about the spell, about so many things that he’d never had the chance to tell her.

But she didn’t worry for her brother’s life, she worried about what Orla might learn from him. If Orla found what she wanted, the five lands would be doomed.

“He can’t die,” Ann remarked. “When she figures that out, she’ll keep killing him to get what she wants.” She shuddered at the thought. It doesn’t matter what the Gliss do to him. He doesn’t know anything. 

Orla and Urien had created the Gliss to be Orla’s own version of the Black Guard.

“She won’t find the key again. We made sure of that,” Ed said.

“She can try. Orla has spent years trying to find Urien’s power. Xander and I having new identities won’t stop that,” she said, giving him a hard look. “Do you really not remember how you were turned into a beast?”

Ed shook his head. “I don’t remember any of it. I’m just as shocked as you are.” He paused. “I can’t use all of my magic anymore. I feel like my soul has been put into a different body—one I don’t recognise.”

Ann glanced off into the distance as mist rolled over the ancient mountains. “No one’s followed us. I’d say we’re safe to perform another transference now.” She knelt, drawing runes on the ground, then a circle. She stepped inside but hesitated.

The man she’d known for most of her life felt like a stranger to her. Could she trust him? She’d been so happy to have him back she’d ignored Xander’s suspicions. If he did prove to be a threat, what would she do then? Those closest to her had betrayed her once before. She didn’t think she’d survive if Edward turned against her, too. He’d been by her side even through the plot for power that cost her both her home and her family.

Now she didn’t know what to think. What if she was taking an enemy into one of the few safe havens left? Trin was a sacred island to the druids, one of the few places in Almara that Orla and the other rulers hadn’t managed to conquer.

“Ann, you and I have known each other for a long time. You know I’d never do anything to hurt you,” Ed said, reading her mind again. She hated when he did that and raised her mental shield to block him out. The connection that had once been so natural between them now felt like a violation.

“I did once, but now I can’t be sure.” She wanted to trust him, but he’d changed—everything had—and saving him had cost her Xander. “You don’t even know what you are. We have no idea what the Gliss might have done to you. Orla will stop at nothing to get what she wants; she’d even use you against me.”

“I didn’t attack you, did I?” Ed said. “If I prove to be any kind of danger, I’ll leave. I still have a duty to you.” He caressed her cheek. “More than that, I don’t want to leave you.”

Ann’s heart twisted at the mention of him leaving. Before the last three months, they’d rarely been apart during the fifteen years they’d known each other. Losing him would be like losing another member of what little family she’d left.

Reluctantly, she held out her hand. He took it and stepped inside the circle. She chanted words of power, and the runes around them flashed bright amber. Flames rose from within the circle, enveloping them both. Ann felt the familiar dizzying whoosh of the transference taking her and Ed to another place. Light danced around her in a rush of stars and colours as they moved.

Ann and Ed reappeared a few seconds later on the edge of a river. The river looked like a pale blue mirror, its water so calm there was no movement. The air smelt rich with the scent of salt and the sharp sea lilies that grew along the bank, their pale petals arching in a cylindrical shape. Ann looked along the edge of the shore, sending her mind along the river that gave way to the Eastern Sea. She felt no other presences nearby except for Edward, who stood beside her.

This entire area had once been part of the mainland. It had been swallowed up by magical mist, creating a veil that kept Trin hidden from prying eyes.

Ed still seemed on edge, she noticed. He kept glancing in every direction and rubbed his ears and eyes a couple of times. She couldn’t imagine what his newly heightened senses must be doing to him. Ann considered trying to use a spell to help him keep it under control, but it would have to wait until they reached the island. She didn’t have time to cast a spell out in the open like this. Ann would try to help him if she could, but in truth, she had no idea if her magic would even work.

Without thinking, Ann touched his shoulder. He flinched, surprised by the action. “It will be alright. We’ll figure out what this beast is.”

Ed shook his head. Saying nothing, he walked to the edge of the bank and started pulling back the heavy reeds, muttering words of power. Ann sensed it in the air as the dark reeds twisted and bent.

“Maybe I should...” Ann said. The reeds rose, twisting together until they formed a small boat, large enough to carry two people. Two seats formed across the centre of the boat, giving them places to sit down.

“See? Your magic isn’t gone.” That relieved her. Maybe the beast hadn’t managed to take full control yet, and she could still coax it out of him when they reached the island.

“That’s easy magic. A child could do it.” Ed shook his head. “No, my power is different now.” He picked up a small log, which split in half as he flexed it between his fingers. It splintered away like dust. He muttered more words of power, and an oar made of woven reeds formed inside the boat.

The island’s magic still amazed Ann. She’d been fascinated by it since the first time her father, Darius, had brought her to the here as a child. That memory was one of the reasons why she hated going back. The island reminded her so much of him, of the people and the life she’d lost.

Ann climbed into the boat and sat. She half expected the reeds to fall away and go crashing into the water. The boat held firm and watertight, rocking back and forth against the gentle waves.

Ed climbed in the other end, and they paddled away from shore. The mist around them grew heavier, surrounding them like a thick blanket as they moved further out into the water. It had been created centuries ago to keep one of the druids’ last places of refuge safe. The mist hummed against her skin, heavy with ancient magic that called to her own powers. All druids had an affinity for different elements. Anyone who tried sailing through the mist would be diverted unless they knew where to go. The mist wouldn’t divert or harm her since she had druid blood.

Ann pulled her hood back, letting her long blonde locks fall loose. “I can’t feel Xander’s presence...weird. That’s never happened before.” She reached out with her mind once again, using the lines of energy within the earth and the water to find her brother’s mind. Yet no presence came to her beyond the vibrations from the mist and the hot, churning energy of the land.

If someone had already killed him, he’d be gone for a few moments until he revived again. But she knew his connection to her had somehow been blocked so she couldn’t sense him.

She’d been dreading the day the past would catch up with them for over five years.

The fog swirled around them, hanging in the air like a heavy cloak. As she stared at the mist, faces appeared with glowing eyes. They had frightened her as a child, but she knew now they were just Asrai. A water fae who lived within the mist—one of the few benevolent Magickind within the five lands. They were just curious and meant no harm.

A female figure made of light jumped into the boat and stared at her, unblinking.

Ed tensed, almost dropping the paddle as his eyes flashed emerald. He let out a low growl.

“It’s alright,” Ann told him. Though, in reality, she didn’t know whether she was saying it for his benefit or the Asrai’s.

Ann held out her hand to the creature as her father had taught her. The figure hesitated for a moment, then touched Ann’s fingers. The Asrai’s touch felt cool and wet, but she didn’t sense any danger from it.

“Welcome back, archdruid. You have been gone too long,” a gentle voice carried on the wind.

Ann flinched and drew her hand back.

Ed dropped the paddle and reached out for her. “What’s wrong?”

The glowing figure of the Asrai melted away as he moved.

“What did it do? Did it hurt you?” His eyes flared with emerald light once again. She guessed it must be a sign of the beast, of some new ability.

Ann shook her head and wiped her fingers against the hard leather of her trousers. “Nothing. It didn’t hurt me.”

Ed frowned at her. “Then why did you react like that?”

“It’s nothing.” She raised her hand, calling on the water element. Water magic felt cold, calm and serene. Unlike the raw heat and energy of her fire magic. The cool energy rippled against her fingers as she urged it on. The boat shook for a moment, then moved faster, almost knocking Ed off his seat.

Ann couldn’t believe the Asrai had called her that. Darius had been the archdruid. She didn’t answer to that title, she wouldn’t.

“Sage will know what to do,” Ed said, changing the subject. He knew when she didn’t want to talk about something.

Ann scowled at the mention of Sage. They had never gotten along well, even when her father had been alive. Sage had been one of his advisers, and a strong, gifted woman within the druid order. “I have no doubt about that, but I do doubt I’ll like her suggestions.”

“You should listen to her
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