
ELFHAME ACADEMY BOOK 3

TIFFANY SHAND

Copyright © 2025 Tiffany Shand

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means without prior written consent of the author, except for brief quotes in reviews.

This book is a work of fiction. People, places, events, and situations are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or historical events, is purely coincidental.

Please note the author is English and spelling and grammar is in British English.

Cover Design by All Cover Book Designs

Table of contents

Chapter 1: Cassie

Chapter 2 Cassie

Chapter 3 Cassie

Chapter 4: Ash

Chapter 5 Cassie

Chapter 6: Cassie

Chapter 7: Ash

Chapter 8: Cassie

Chapter 9: Cassie

Chapter 10: Ash

Chapter 11: Cassie

Chapter 12: Cassie

Chapter 13 Ash

Chapter 14 Cassie

Chapter 15: Cassie

Chapter 16: Ash

Chapter 17: Cassie

Chapter 18: Cassie

Chapter 19: Ash

Chapter 20: Cassie

Chapter 21: Cassie

Chapter 22: Cassie

Chapter 23: Ash

Chapter 24: Cassie

Chapter 25: Cassie

Chapter 26: Ash

Chapter 27: Cassie

Chapter 28: Cassie

Chapter 29: Cassie

Chapter 30: Ash

Chapter 31: Cassie

Also by Tiffany Shand

About the author

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1: Cassie
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“Liv, we need to go home,” I told my sister as we perched on a jagged cliff in the Nether Realm. The constant sulphuric wind whipped my long purple hair across my face. I pushed the matted strands aside, my fingers catching on the dried blood and grime. What I wouldn’t give for a real shower again.

Liv tossed a pebble over the cliff edge, watching it disappear into the ashen mist below. “Don’t be daft, Cassie. We have to find Mama.” She brushed her red hair back with dirt-crusted fingers, her dark eyes narrowing. The sight of those familiar expressions on a stranger’s face still unsettled me. Six months, and I still couldn’t reconcile my sister’s soul with Callie Wilson’s body.

I wiped a smear of viscous black blood from my sword with a scrap of cloth. The metallic tang of it filled my nostrils. “We’ve been searching this godforsaken realm for months. If Mama was alive, don’t you think we would have found her by now?”

The Nether Realm stretched before us — endless dark skies and acrid, barren land with nothing but jagged rock and swirling, choking dust.

“You said if we didn’t find anything, we would go home.” I gestured towards the bruise-coloured horizon. “It’s been months. If Estelle was here, don’t you think we would have found her by now?” My fingers traced the worn leather binding of our mother’s grimoire. “Do you really want to spend the rest of our lives searching this awful place? It’s hard enough to find food here, let alone water.”

Liv’s shoulders slumped. Her fingers traced the scar that ran along her — Callie’s — jawline. “Maybe you’re right.”

“How much longer do you want to stay here?” My parched lips cracked as I spoke. “We’ll have no life to go back to.”

“We still need to —”

I crossed my arms, the leather of my jacket stiff with dried sweat. “Either she doesn’t want to be found, or she’s not here.” The suspicion that Estelle had faked her death had brought us here, but even solid evidence seemed to evaporate in this realm.

Liv had never been able to let go of our mother’s supposed death. That obsession had dragged us both into this mess.

“I thought we would have found her by now.” Liv rubbed dirt off her arms.

A shadow passed overhead. I glanced up, squinting against the dim light. Murphy, my dragon, swooped towards us, his grey scales glinting. His wings stretched wide, carrying a large pack in his talons.

“Finally, supplies.”

Murphy’s ability to travel between realms had kept us alive these past months. Without Ash sending us food and water, we would have perished in the first few weeks.

Murphy dropped the pack with a dusty thud and bounded towards me. His massive body, now the size of a small horse, crashed into me with surprising gentleness.

“Whoa, boy. You’re getting too big for that.” I wrapped my arms around his warm neck, his grey scales smooth beneath my fingertips. His massive weight nearly knocked me sideways. Murphy’s forked tongue flicked across my cheek as his spiked tail wagged like an excited puppy’s.

“What did he bring us?” Liv crawled over, her movements stiff from yesterday’s fight.

After several minutes of Murphy’s affectionate assault, I managed to reach the pack. Inside were bottles of water, tins of food, and — to my surprise — a newspaper.

I unfolded the crinkled pages, checking the date. Time moved differently in the Nether Realm — faster in the real world but crawling here. “Bloody hell, it’s almost September already. A new term will be starting at the academy soon.”

The thought of Elfhame Academy sent a pang through my chest. I hadn’t finished my last term there. I wondered if they’d even allow me back.

“You don’t want to go back there, do you?” Liv’s lip curled as she tore into an apple, juice dribbling down her chin.

“Yeah, I wanted to finish and graduate.”

“Cass, you’re a slayer. Why would you need to graduate?”

“Because —” I sighed.

What was the point in arguing? Liv had only gone to the academy to work and uncover information about our birth mother. Studying had never been her goal. I’d enrolled after I thought Liv was dead, so getting a degree hadn’t been my primary objective either. But now? Now I wanted to return. Perhaps get a proper education. Yes, I was a slayer and that destiny seemed inescapable. That didn’t mean I couldn’t pursue other paths.

Estelle had worked as an enforcer before she’d let being a slayer consume her life. Liv was a slayer too, but she fought like hell to stay away from that life.

Liv crouched and arranged stones in a circle, preparing a fire pit so we could heat the tinned food.

I flipped through the paper, the thin pages crinkling in the dry air. My hand froze when I spotted photos of Liv — the real Liv, not Callie’s body. “Bloody hell, look at this.” I held up the paper, pointing to the headline: Fae singer exonerated for the murder of elf.

“What?” Liv snatched the paper, her eyes darting across the text. “I’m not suspected of Jared’s murder anymore.”

“That’s brilliant news.” A smile tugged at my lips. “You didn’t kill him.” Liv had been implicated in Jared’s death, but she hadn’t delivered the fatal blow. “When we go home —”

“You keep saying that.” Liv’s face hardened. “What do I have to go back to?”

“Your life, your career, your girlfriend —”

Liv’s bitter laugh cut through the air. “I was a bartender before I died. My music career is gone, and Avery broke up with me.”

“That’s because you hadn’t contacted her in months.” Murphy pressed against my side; his scales warm against my cold skin. “Come on, Liv. Don’t you want your life back? Now you’ve been exonerated, you can start over.”

“Look at me.” She gestured at her body — Callie’s body. “I’m not Liv Morgan anymore. I’m trapped in someone else’s skin.”

Liv’s soul had somehow transferred into the body of Callie Wilson, a bounty hunter and fugitive witch. Thanks to the help of her ex-girlfriend, Avery, who was a spirit witch.

“Maybe Gran —”

“How? I doubt even Gran could retrieve my real body.”

After we’d eaten, Liv and I settled into our sleeping bags beneath a rocky overhang. Sleep eluded me, my mind racing with thoughts of home.

I pulled out Estelle’s grimoire from my pack and traced the symbols embossed in the leather cover. The pages crackled as I flipped through them, the familiar spells and diagrams offering a strange comfort.

Murphy lumbered over and rested his massive head on my shoulder, his warm breath tickling my ear.

“I thought you would have flown home by now.”

The separation had been difficult for him too. I’d urged him to stay in Elfhame with Ash, but once Murphy discovered he could travel between realms, he refused to stay away for long. He was my only real connection to home and to Ash. Goddess, I missed Ash most of all. My best friend, the one person who understood me without explanation. We never had the chance to discover if our relationship could be something more.

Murphy shifted away and dropped something onto my lap.

A folded piece of paper fell onto the grimoire. Another message from Ash.

My heart quickened as I unfolded it. His handwriting brought a rush of warmth: Hey, Cass. Can’t believe it’s almost September already. Are you coming back for the start of term? Any luck on your search? I miss you more every day. Love, Ash.

“Miss you too,” I whispered, glancing at Liv’s sleeping form. Her chest rose and fell in the gentle rhythm of sleep. “What can I do to convince her to go home, Murphy?”

The search for Estelle seemed hopeless, a fact we both knew but she wouldn’t acknowledge. Yet I couldn’t abandon my sister to wander this desolate realm alone. She’d get herself killed again.

Murphy dropped a heavy book onto my lap with a thud.

“Bloody hell, Murphy, where did you get that?” I frowned at the ornate volume.

It wasn’t unusual for Murphy to bring me random treasures. He possessed an irritating habit of thievery, typically targeting valuable objects rather than mundane ones.

Why would he steal a book? Dragons weren’t known for their literary appreciation.

More puzzling still — how could such a pristine book exist in the Nether Realm?

“Murph, take that back wherever you got it from.” I sighed and reclined in my sleeping bag. “I need to sleep.”

Murphy nudged the book against my chest with insistence.

With a groan, I opened it. Inside was a handwritten note: Cass, figured you’d need this when you come back to the academy. The new term starts soon. Come home. We miss you. Love, Lucy.

A lump formed in my throat. Goddess, I wanted to go home.

The question remained — how could I convince Liv to do the same?

Sooner or later, she had to accept that our mother was gone.

I closed my eyes, the book clutched to my chest. Tomorrow, I decided. Tomorrow I would make Liv see reason.
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Someone screaming dragged me out of the depths of sleep.

I jolted awake. My hand went to my sword, fingers curling around the worn leather grip. “What’s going on?” I surveyed our makeshift camp, eyes darting between shadows, half expecting Drow to emerge from the darkness. But the rocky alcove remained still. I rubbed the grit from my eyes. “Liv?” The sound of my voice echoed off stone walls. “Liv, where are you?”

Murphy launched himself from his perch, landing heavily across my shoulders. His grey scales caught the dim light as he wrapped himself around my neck.

“Ow, you’re too damn heavy to keep doing that.” I winced under his weight, my shoulders protesting. His tail curled around my arm, the sharp tip flicking against my skin.

Murphy wasn’t a baby anymore. He’d grown into something more akin to a sulky, impulsive adolescent dragon, complete with attitude and unpredictable behaviour.

“Cassie?” Liv’s voice came from behind me.

I turned, and my breath caught in my throat.

“Holy crap, look at me!”

The body of Callie Wilson that I’d grown accustomed to over the past months had vanished. Instead, my sister’s original form stood before me — long lilac-coloured hair cascading past her shoulders, purple wings shimmering, her familiar blue eyes wide with disbelief.

“Did you put a glamour on yourself?” I frowned.

No, that seemed unlikely. I could see through glamours — one of the perks of being a slayer. Besides, a glamour would serve no purpose in this realm. There was no one here to deceive.

“No, Cass. Look at me. I’m back in my real body.” Liv ran trembling hands over her face, her fingers tracing the contours as if rediscovering herself. “Goddess, how did this happen? It’s a miracle!”

“That’s a damned good question.” I reached out and touched her cheek. The skin was warm, familiar. She even smelled like the old Liv — a hint of jasmine and something uniquely fae. My fingers came away with no trace of magical residue.

“I have no idea. I woke up like this.” Her wings fluttered with excitement.

“Liv, your body died, and Avery put you in Callie’s body. Did you cast a spell or something?” I put my hands on my hips. “I thought your old body was destroyed?”

This made no sense. Death wasn’t something you walked away from, not even in a realm as strange as this one. I wasn’t in the mood for games. All I wanted was to escape this wretched place.

“I swear I woke up like this,” Liv insisted, wings spreading wide with indignation. “You know I wouldn’t lie—"

“Yeah, you would, and we both know it.” I scanned our campsite, looking for any sign of deception. “Where’s Callie’s body? Did you wander off in the middle of the night again?”

Liv had developed an infuriating habit of disappearing to continue her search for our mother, often without bothering to tell me where she was going. Her obsession with finding Estelle had grown from determination into something darker, more desperate.

“No, I didn’t go anywhere.” Liv shook her head. “I woke up this way, and I’m just as shocked as you are. This is incredible. I’m me again.”

“Wonderful. But how did you end up as you again? People don’t just come back from the dead. Magic doesn’t work that way.” A knot formed in my stomach. Nothing came without a price, especially not in the Nether Realm.

“I don’t know. And who cares?” She lifted her face and sang out a perfect high note that echoed across the barren landscape. “I can still sing. Amazing!”

“Yeah, but there could be a price for it. We have no idea how or why this happened. If we went home —”

Liv’s eyes narrowed. “If you want to go back through the veil, go. No one is forcing you to be here.”

I exhaled, counting to five in my head. “I’m not gonna let you get yourself killed.”

As much as Liv infuriated me, the thought of losing her again was unbearable. She was reckless, stubborn and often thoughtless, but she was my sister. I couldn’t abandon her, no matter how tempting the thought of home had become.

“Come on, Cass. We both know how much you want to go back.” Her wings drooped.

“Yeah, I miss Ash and my friends. I have a life there.” The admission felt like a betrayal, but it was true. I missed the academy, the laughter, the sense of purpose — and Ash, most of all.

“Yeah, well, I don’t, do I? I’m a murderer in everyone’s eyes. What life do I have to go back to? I don’t even have Avery anymore.” Her voice cracked on her ex-girlfriend’s name.

“You were exonerated. And you lost Avery because you destroyed everything good you had in life.” I crossed my arms, my jacket creaking with dried sweat and blood. “You need to stop —”

“Shut up,” Liv snapped, her wings flaring with anger. “Go home. I’m the only one who cares about our mother.”

“Estelle’s dead. Why can’t you accept that?” The words came out harsher than I intended.

“Because it’s bollocks and you know it. A few Drow couldn’t have killed her. She’s here.” Her certainty was like a physical force, pushing back against my doubts.

I pulled out another newspaper Ash had sent. “Here, read this.” I thrust the paper at Liv, who unfolded it with reluctant hands.

“Singer cleared on suspicion of seven deaths. Real killer Mike Logan behind bars for the death of Jared and recent murders at Elfhame Academy.” Her brow furrowed, creating a crease between her eyes. “Mike got the blame?”

“Yeah, which means you’re free.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m going back. Either come with me or don’t. I’m done caring.” She turned away, her wings folding against her back.

After a tense breakfast of stale bread and dried meat, I followed Liv through the rocky terrain. I sent Murphy back to Ash with another message tied to his leg. Part of me wanted to climb onto his back and go with him. Despite my vow not to abandon Liv, the pull of home grew stronger each day. But Liv would get herself killed without me, and I couldn’t live with that.

What would it take to convince her to return home with me? Short of Estelle materialising before us, I couldn’t imagine what might change her mind.

The only silver lining to our exile in the Nether Realm was how much stronger I’d become. My reflexes were sharper, my magical abilities more refined. I’d learned countless spells from Estelle’s grimoire too.

Liv had grown formidable in Callie’s body. Now, restored to her real body, she would be even more powerful. The thought was both comforting and concerning.

“Where are we headed?” I asked when I caught up with her, my boots crunching on the sharp gravel.

“I thought you were going home?” She didn’t slow her pace or turn to look at me.

“I’m still not leaving you. So, where the hell are we headed?” I scowled at her back.

We’d been searching the Nether Realm using a crude map Liv had discovered tucked inside our mother’s grimoire. The parchment was old, the markings faded and cryptic.

The goddess only knew where it would lead us next. So far, we’d found nothing but danger and disappointment. Unless you counted the Drow we’d been fighting since our arrival.

“Go home, Cass. We both know you want to.” Liv’s tone was flat, resigned.

“I’m staying,” I growled, kicking a stone out of my path. “If only to keep you from getting your pig-headed self killed.”

“Fine. We’re moving on to the next symbol on the map.” She pulled out the weathered parchment, tracing along a path only she seemed to see.

The map showed only vague symbols and rough outlines of different areas, half of which were indecipherable. Yet Liv remained convinced it would lead us to Estelle.

I had some serious doubts. Why would Estelle leave us? What mother abandoned her children?

Liv believed she must have had good reason, but I couldn’t imagine one.

Slayers often died at the hands of Drow. It was an occupational hazard. But I wouldn’t let that happen to either of us. We would survive this realm, even if I had to drag Liv home by her wings.

We continued over the uneven terrain.

How had Mike survived here? The question surfaced unwelcome in my mind. He claimed to be only half-Drow, yet he called this desolate place home.

A pang of guilt lanced through me at the thought of my ex. More shame than anything — guilt I hadn’t recognised him for what he truly was. A killer who had used me to gain power. I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

I wondered what pile of rocks would disappoint us this time. Goddess, I was sick of this place.

Up ahead, a massive stone tower loomed against the bruised sky. It stood like a silent sentinel, empty windows staring out like watchful eyes across the desolation.

“Look, this is it.” Liv’s pace quickened, her wings fluttering with excitement. “This is the last place on the map. Let’s go.” She took off at a sprint.

I sighed. Would this nightmare ever end?

I hurried after her, my sword bouncing against my hip. By the time I reached the tower, Liv had already flung its ancient door open, sending a cloud of dust billowing into the air.

Typical. Her recklessness would get us both killed.

“Liv, wait!” My warning echoed off stone walls as I followed her inside.

I climbed the spiral steps as fast as I could, ready for whatever trap might await us. When I reached the top, I found Liv standing in an empty room. No sign of Estelle. Just years of accumulated dirt and a few skittering spiders. My skin crawled at the sight of them.

“There’s nothing here,” I stated the obvious, catching my breath.

“There has to be. Help me look.” She began running her hands along the walls, searching for hidden compartments or messages.

“Liv, this is just another dead end. Just like every other place we’ve been to. Why can’t you accept the fact this is just a wild-goose chase?”

“Mama wouldn’t just leave us.” Her voice held a childlike conviction that broke my heart.

I placed my hand on her shoulder, feeling the tension in her muscles. “Can we please just go home? There’s nothing in this realm to find.”

“Go home then!” Liv shoved me away, her strength surprising me. I stumbled backward, boots sliding on the dusty floor.

As I regained my balance, a grinding sound filled the room. The floor in the centre shifted, stones rearranging themselves. A pedestal rose.

Liv stormed out, her wings tight against her back, as if she hadn’t noticed the transformation occurring behind her.

Odd. Why would this be here? The timing seemed more than coincidental.

I didn’t bother calling her back. Instead, I approached the pedestal. I’d seen similar constructions in the slayer archive tower back at Elfhame.

My fingers traced the symbols carved into its surface. As they passed over a particular rune, the air above the pedestal shimmered. A glowing image of Estelle appeared, so real I nearly reached out to touch her.

“Cassie, I knew you would come.” Her smile was just as I remembered — warm but with an edge of sadness.

She looked exactly as she had the last time I saw her. The same long purple hair, pale skin, and blue eyes that mirrored my own. The family resemblance was unmistakable.

My mouth fell open. Perhaps there had been some logic to Liv’s madness after all.

“I know you have a lot of questions. You know I didn’t die. I can’t explain everything now, but you must go home to your realm. I’ll come for you when it’s time but keep your guard up. People will be coming after you — dangerous people. I’ll explain more when I come for you...”

The image flickered and faded, leaving me alone in the dusty room.

I stared at the spot where she had been, half wondering if I’d imagined it. The pedestal remained solid beneath my fingertips, the only proof that something extraordinary had occurred.

Was Estelle truly alive? If so, who was coming after me? And why the hell hadn’t she warned me before now?
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It took a lot of convincing to get Liv to leave the tower. Even after we replayed Estelle’s message several times.

“See, she says to go home,” I pointed out.

“But who —”

“Does it matter? She told us to go home. So that’s what I’m gonna do.”

“There’s no telling how long this message has been here. What —” Liv frowned at me. “You didn’t set this up, did you?”

My mouth fell open, a cold shock running through me. “We finally get a message from our dead mother, and you think I did it?” The accusation stung like a physical blow.

“You’ve been bitching about how much you want to go home.”

“Unbelievable.” I shook my head, a lump forming in my throat. “And no, I didn’t do this. I swear on my honour as a slayer. If you want to stay here, fine. But I’m done.”

I stormed off, my heart pounding. A look around the tower revealed nothing else. It looked like the place had been abandoned for years.

All I wanted was to go home. If that was what Estelle wanted, then I’d do it.

My mind raced as I headed outside, hands trembling with a mixture of anger and determination.

No one ever came back if they entered the Nether Realm. That’s what I’d been told since I was a child. But I still had crossed back and forth before. The weight of defying that ancient rule settled on my shoulders.

I just hoped I could do the same again. If not, I’d call Murphy for help.

I raised my hand and pulled at the veil between worlds, feeling the familiar electric tingle against my skin. One way or another, I was going home.

“Cassie, wait,” Liv called.

The magic fell from my grasp, dissolving like mist in sunlight.

Liv hurried over. “I’m coming with you.”

“Find your own way back.” I tugged at the veil again, refusing to meet her eyes.

I was done with her. If she thought I’d fake a message from our deceased mother, then to hell with her. The betrayal cut too deep.

I gasped as I stumbled and hit the ground. Soft earthy grass stretched around me.

I breathed in the familiar scent. I was back in Elfhame. Finally, I’d come home. Bright blue sky stretched out before me, and warm sunshine washed over my skin.

Something big and heavy launched itself at me. Then, a forked tongue licked my face.

“Murphy. Gross. I told you not to lick me.” I laughed and hugged him, burying my face in his scales.

Yeah, he’d come and gone from the Nether Realm. But I’d missed him, missed this connection that reminded me who I really was.

I glanced behind me and half expected Liv to appear. But she didn’t. Good. We needed a break from each other.

She’d come back. I had no doubt of that.

It took me a second to realise where in Elfhame I was—outside my birthmother’s house where she had lived up until her death. Wonderful. Estelle’s house hadn’t quite been where I’d aimed for, but it would do.

Hell, I’d kill just to have a real shower again.

Then, I had to figure out how the heck to get my life back together.

Showering made me feel like a real person again. The hot water pounding against my skin was heaven itself. Although, I cringed at some of the stuff that came off me, watching six months of the Nether Realm swirl down the drain.

Ash had left me some clothes and other stuff here that I thought I’d left on the academy’s island. The sight of them — a connection to my old life — made my chest ache with longing.

The academy. Would I even be allowed to go back there? Sure, I might be a slayer, but that didn’t mean they’d welcome me back.

I would tackle that once I got there.

But I didn’t know where to begin.

Should I call Ash? My friends? Mum? Go to the academy?

My mind raced, possibilities spinning out in all directions.

“Cassie?” Liv appeared in the doorway.

I shot her a glare, heat rising to my face. “You came back then.”

“Look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have —”

“Damn right you shouldn’t have. Don’t you trust me at all? I stuck by you through everything.” My voice cracked on the last word, betraying the depth of my hurt.

“You’re right. I just... I just want to know what happened to Mama. Don’t you? She’s not dead, Cass. How much more proof do you need? That message proved it.”

I didn’t bother arguing with her this time. The exhaustion of our endless arguing weighed on me. “What do you plan to do now?” I narrowed my eyes. “Drag us on another months-long trip through this realm?”

“No, Mama said she’d come, and I believe that.”

“Fine, I’m going to get my life back. If I have much of one left.” I stalked off.

I did need some space from her. The wound was too fresh, too raw.

But first, there was someone I needed to see.

Ash and I kissed before I left for the Nether Realm. We never got a chance to talk about our feelings for each other. Let alone explore what they might mean.

Part of me wanted to go and find him, my pulse quickening at the mere thought. Another part was terrified of what I’d find, fear coiling in my stomach.

What if he’d moved on?

Yeah, he’d said he’d wait for me, but six months was a long time.

Pulling out my phone, I had dozens of texts, voicemails and missed calls.

My phone hadn’t worked in the Nether Realm, but I still used it to take pictures and recordings. I was amazed even that had worked. It felt almost alien to be using technology again, the smooth glass under my fingertips a stark reminder of everything I’d left behind.

So I read through the messages and listened to the voicemails.

Most were from my mum screaming at me for being stupid and asking me what the hell happened.

Ash had told my family I’d gone to the Nether Realm from what I’d seen in our letters.

Mum would have gone ballistic. There were even messages from my grandmother asking if I’d gone insane.

To hell with it, I had a life to live. If I wanted to get my old life back, I had to do that. Starting with Ash. He had kept me going in the Nether Realm, his memory a light in the darkness.

I didn’t feel ready to face my family or friends yet. The thought of their questions, their concern or anger, made my stomach clench.

After making sure I didn’t smell like dragon or Nether anymore, I hurried downstairs.

I knew Ash had stopped by the house, so I’d wait for him. He’d written in his note that he came by at noon every day just to check on the place.

Not long to go then. My heart fluttered in my chest as I glanced at the clock.

“Cassie.” Liv appeared in the doorway.

“Go,” I told her, my tone leaving no room for argument.

“What?” Liv frowned.

“Go, Liv. I need space. You’ve got your own life to get back to.” The words were firm but tired. I couldn’t fight anymore today.

Liv sighed and vanished. I had no idea where she’d gone. Nor did I care right now.

If she wanted to wait for Estelle, let her. I had more important things to do.

While I sorted through my stuff, my phone started ringing a while later. I knew Ash called my phone every day. He said he did it to hear my voice.

My heart leapt when I saw it was Ash, his name on the screen sending a jolt through me.

So I answered. “You’ve reached the voicemail for Cassie Morgan. I can’t answer your call right now. Leave me a message.” I made a beeping sound and cloaked my presence.

I didn’t want him to see me until I was ready.

“Hey, it’s me again. Your grandmother is hosting a big party to celebrate your cousins getting into the academy.” Ash paused.

I glanced at the house’s camera. He stood on the front path with his phone to his ear, and the sight of him after so long made my breath catch. He looked tired, his posture tense, but still unmistakably Ash.

My cousins? Which ones?

I had a few cousins. My mother had a few sisters, and most of them had at least one daughter. Jolie already went to the academy, so I doubted he meant her.

Her sister, Jada, worked as an enforcer, so not her either. She must mean my other cousins, Lila and Maeve.

“I thought maybe you’d be back for the new term,” Ash went on, his voice thick with emotion. “I just... wish you were here.” He hung up and carried on walking up the path.

Should I jump out and surprise him? Throw myself into his arms?

Both were tempting, my body practically vibrating with the need to see him, touch him. Instead, I called him back, my finger trembling as I pressed the button.

“Hey,” I said, trying to sound casual despite my racing pulse.

“Cass, where are you? I thought you couldn’t call from the Nether Realm. Are you okay?” Ash sounded frantic, his words tumbling over each other.

“I’m fine. Which of my cousins are going to the academy?” My voice was light, playful, even as my heart pounded against my ribs.

“Lila and Maeve. Your gran wants to — wait, how are you calling me?”

I grinned. “I have my ways. How much did you miss me?” The question came out softer than I intended, vulnerable.

“More than you know. Please just tell me where you are and when you’re coming home.” The raw need in his voice matched my own.

I appeared in the doorway. “I’m right here.”

Ash stared from his phone to me and back again, his face draining of colour.

He looked better than ever with his powerful body and chiselled face framed by short, dark hair. Seeing him in person made my knees weak.

“Are you just going to stand there and stare at me then?” I put my hand on my hip, fighting back the urge to run to him.

Ash reached me in three long strides. He wrapped his arms around me and crushed his lips against mine, his body solid and real against me.

I returned his kiss with six months of pent-up longing. He picked me up, pressing me against the front door, his hands urgent against my skin.

Goddess, I’d missed him. Being apart for so long made the need to touch him more urgent, to reassure myself this was real, that I was finally home.

“Tell me I’m not dreaming,” he murmured, his forehead pressed against mine, breath warm on my face.

I smiled. “If you were, we’d be naked by now.”

“How long have you been back?”

I shrugged. “Maybe an hour or so. I had to get the smell of Nether off me. But I’m here. I’m home. You have no idea how much I missed you.” My voice broke on the last words as everything I’d been holding back rushed to the surface.
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Chapter 4: Ash
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“I still can’t believe you’re back.” I caressed Cassie’s cheek, the warmth of her skin beneath my fingers dispelling the lingering fear that she might be just another dream.

“I’m here, Ash. I’m not gonna disappear.” She laughed, leaning into my touch, her eyes closing briefly.

“You look different.” I cupped her face, studying the subtle changes in the afternoon light streaming through the dusty windows of Estelle’s living room.

Her purple hair fell past her shoulders now, longer than I remembered. Her body had filled out more with lean muscles and subtle curves. She had always been beautiful, but power clung to her in a way it hadn’t before. It drew me in, magnetic and irresistible.

I wanted to push her against the wall and kiss her senseless, but I held back, fingers trembling slightly against her skin. Six months of wondering if I’d ever see her again had made me desperate for her touch, yet terrified of rushing things.

“Yeah, well, months of running around the Nether Realm will do that. You look different, too.”

I took her hand and kissed it, breathing in her scent. “So, what did you find?”

“Nothing much. Mostly just running around the Nether Realm trying not to kill my sister.” She scowled, the lines between her eyebrows deepening.

“So you didn’t find anything? Is Estelle alive?”

Cassie hesitated, her eyes flickering to the floor. “No. The only trace we found of her was a message where she said she’d come back. There’s no telling when it was made.”

“How’s Liv?”

“She’s... Liv.” Her scowl deepened. “Let’s talk about something else.” She pulled away.

“Hey.” I grabbed her wrist and pulled her back into my arms, unwilling to lose the connection I’d spent months dreaming about.

“What are you doing?” She laughed, her body relaxing against mine.

“Making sure you don’t leave again. We never got the chance to talk before you left.” The hollow ache that had been my constant companion since she disappeared began to fade with her in my arms.

“Believe me, I’m not going anywhere. You’re right. We should talk about us.”

“I love it when you say us.” I nuzzled her neck, breathing in the scent of her skin, memorizing it again.

“Ash!” She gave me a shove, her palms flat against my chest.

“Right. Talking.” I settled onto the worn sofa, pulling her down beside me. The familiar furniture made me think of all the times I’d sat here alone, waiting for any sign of her return.

“What did you do whilst I was gone?” she asked, tucking her hair behind her ear.

I shrugged. “Working most of the time and training Lucy and Ivy to be enforcers. I plan on having my own team, but we’ve been waiting for you to come back to make things official.”

Cassie smiled. “You want us to work together as enforcers? Wow, that would be interesting.”

“It wouldn’t just be us. It would involve Lucy, Ivy and Tye. So yeah, things would be interesting.” I’d spent hours planning this, imagining her return, structuring everything around the space she’d left behind.

“We never did get the chance to talk about us before I left. We both know we can’t be just friends. I mean, you don’t go around kissing all your friends like that, do you?” She laughed, her fingers playing with the collar of my shirt, the light touch sending electricity through me.

“Like what? This?” I captured her mouth in another kiss, my hand sliding into her hair, feeling its silky texture between my fingers. After months of emptiness, the connection was overwhelming.

“Ash, I mean it. We need to figure out what we are. I know the rules but —”

“Cass, I think we’re past rules now. I have feelings for you. Do you feel the same?”

“Yeah, I do. But you don’t do relationships.”

“Neither do you,” I pointed out, my thumb tracing patterns on her wrist, feeling her pulse quicken beneath my touch.

“Right. With the slayer and PI stuff, I never had much time. What was your excuse?” Her eyebrows rose, challenging me.

“I work a lot and I never... I never wanted a relationship until you came back into my life. I want something real with you.”

“What about the rules?” she asked, her fingers stilling on my collar.

“Right. A slayer isn’t supposed to get involved with her magus. Cass, we can find a way to make this work.” Rules no longer mattered anymore. We couldn’t deny our feelings for each other either.

“You mean like a real relationship? One where we go on dates and do normal stuff?”

“Yeah, don’t you want that?”

“I do. But right now, I want you to shut up and kiss me.” She grinned, her fingers curling into my shirt.

“I can do that.” I pulled her back into my arms and kissed her hard, pouring months of longing into the contact.

I knew I should pull away and let her go. We still had a lot to talk about. But part of me feared letting her go. We tumbled back onto the sofa with her on top of me.

“We should stop,” she murmured against my lips, her breath warm against my skin.

“Yeah, we should.” I ran my fingers through her hair. “By the Nether, I missed you so much.”

“You’re the only thing that kept me going in the Nether Realm. I had to fight for my life every day.”

I winced, my chest tightening at the thought of her struggling alone. “Why didn’t you come back sooner?”

She sighed and pulled back, her weight shifting on my lap. “Because I couldn’t leave her. Liv’s obsession with Estelle has grown worse. If I’d left her, she might never have agreed to come back.”

“Do you think Estelle’s alive?” I brushed her hair off her face, tucking it behind her ear, studying the tiny scar above her eyebrow that hadn’t been there before.

She shrugged. “Liv does. Do you remember seeing Estelle’s body? You came and found me after she died.”

Talking about the night Cassie’s birth mum died was never pleasant. The memory rushed back — the frantic run through the dark to Estelle’s house, finding Cassie broken and bleeding. I’d only been around thirteen at the time.

“I don’t remember seeing her body,” I admitted. “I was focused on helping you. I was terrified I’d lose you.”

“Right. I don’t remember much after I woke up. Do you know if Estelle’s body was there?” Cassie pulled away and sat beside me, creating a gap between us.

“You should talk to Cal.” I slipped my arm around her, and she snuggled closer, the gap disappearing.

Cassie scowled, her nose wrinkling. “You know how I feel about him.”

“He’s been really worried since you left. I think he and Nina have become friends.”

She laughed. “She hates him.”

“Yeah, well, losing their daughter seems to have brought them together.”

“I haven’t called Mum yet because after she’s done crying, she’ll bitch at me for being gone for so long.”

“Your gran has been looking for you too. She sensed you were in danger.” The memory of Magda’s face flashed through my mind. I’d never seen her look so vulnerable before.

Talking to Magda McGregor hadn’t erased my fears about Cassie being in the Nether Realm either. But I’d never seen the McGregor witch so distraught before. Magda had insisted on going after Cassie and her sister, but she didn’t have the power to go to the Nether Realm. Not like her granddaughters did.

“How has everyone been?” Cassie asked. “How are Lucy and Ivy? They left a few messages but didn’t say much.”

“They’re fine. They will be at the party at your gran’s house before the new term starts.”

She nodded, her hair brushing against my shoulder. “I know. I got your voicemail.”

“I think it’s more of a political statement. Your gran and the elven council have been at odds recently.” I’d witnessed several heated arguments that had nearly escalated to magical confrontations.

“That’s nothing unusual. What happened this time?”

I slipped my arm around her, drawing her closer in the cool air of the old house. “They’re not happy to have lost the slayer again. Cal and I have been patrolling, along with a few enforcers. But it’s not the same.”

“I’m not sure if the academy will let me come back.”

“They have to. You’re the slayer and Cal’s daughter.” The thought of her not returning to the academy tightened my chest. We’d fought so hard for her place there.

“I’ve been gone six months — I left before the term ended.”

“You can catch up. You want to come back, don’t you?”

I didn’t want Cassie to be banned from the academy’s island. It was the perfect place for the slayer to be due to the island’s proximity to the Nether Realm. But I wanted her back where I could see her every day.

“Of course I do. Just not sure the chancellor will allow me to go back. Has there been any more deaths since I left?”

“No, we handled it with patrols. A few enforcers got hurt, but nothing major. I can’t wait for you to come back to the island. It wasn’t the same without you.”

“Cal won’t be happy we’re a couple,” Cassie pointed out, her fingers stilling on my knee. “Maybe we should —”

“You want to keep us a secret?” I frowned.

As much as I understood why, I didn’t want to have to hide our relationship. On the other hand, I didn’t want Cal interfering either. He was adamant about us not being together. Ironic, given how he had a child with a former slayer.

“For now. I don’t want him to try to break us apart. He won’t let you be my magus if he knows we’re together.”

I sighed. “Okay, but you know he’ll find out sooner or later.” The thought of sneaking around
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