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​If anyone had approached Caetlin months ago and told her that she would be one day sneaking from her home to head into town alone, she would have been appalled.

Doing such a thing would surely ruin her reputation, she would have said. If anyone spotted her going unaccompanied... It was unthinkable.

Now, however, she was bundling up her skirts so that she could more easily slip out of her bedroom window. Town wasn’t much of a walk away, and she hoped that the dark would keep her out of sight, even if it might also attract those with less than savoury intentions.

Not that she needed the aid of the dark to conceal her identity, in truth. She was wearing a black mask over her face, which would also help her to blend in with those who would be taking part in the Halloween festivities. She just hoped that Anthony would still recognise her.

She reached their agreed meeting place ahead of him, and so was left waiting. As she waited, she began to worry once more. Not for her reputation, but of what lurked in the shadows. There had been whispers for a while now of people going missing. Usually the people disappearing were those who wouldn’t be missed. Vagrants and runaways and drunks.

Until Isabelle.

Isabelle had always been unruly and prone to wanderlust. She wanted to be a pirate, she had told Caetlin, threatening to run away and leave her friend for the sake of adventure. She’d never gone through with it, however. And she never would, Caetlin was sure. They were all just fantasies that would have been quickly dashed by the harsh reality of the situation once she took her first steps. Isabelle knew that, which was why she would never put her fantasies to the test.

But no one else saw it that way. When Isabelle had disappeared, everyone had waved it away, saying that she would be back soon enough. Though Caetlin had seen the strain in Isabelle’s mother’s smile when she had repeated the words the rest of the family had said over a dozen times at that point. Her eyes had been red, set back in her pale, gaunt face.

Caetlin figured that Isabelle’s mother knew what she did. Isabelle had been taken by the shadows.

“Anything the matter, dear?”

Caetlin blinked to see that a woman had approached, catching her completely unaware. The woman was a little shorter than Caetlin, and of a slim build. Her silver mask covered her face so completely that only her long, ink-black hair remained to identify her. Caetlin was sure by the sound of her voice, however, that they had never met before.

“I’m fine,” Caetlin assured her with a smile.

“You don’t seem sure of that.”

Caetlin frowned. Who was this woman? Why was she bothering her?

“I’m quite sure,” Caetlin said, her voice more than a little tight.

“It’s not wise for a girl so young to be out on her own like this. Not with so many recent disappearances.”

Caetlin’s frown deepened. “If the alternative is never leaving the house, I think I would rather take my chances with the shadows.”

“I’m glad,” the woman said, surprising Caetlin. “It would be a shame for this fate to belong to someone who didn’t feel the price was worth it.”

Caetlin frowned, only for the woman to press a small jewelry box into her hands.

“Here,” the woman said. “For when all hope seems lost.”

With that, she turned and walked away.

“What does that mean?” Caetlin called after her, but received no reply.

“Who are you talking to?”

Caetlin turned to see Antony standing behind her, with his usual, broad smile.

“A rather odd woman who gave me a jewelry box,” she told him.

“How very peculiar,” he commented before taking her hand. “Come now, let’s go and see what other adventures the night may bring.”

“I think I’ve had enough adventure for one life already,” Caetlin commented as she began to feel the night air nipping at her. Even Isabelle had to agree that sneaking out in the middle of the night to meet with her lover was living on the adventurous side. Especially when her parents still had every intention of marrying her off to someone else.

“Then let’s go and see what perfectly subdued and not at all exciting pleasures are out there.”

Caetlin grinned and, in the depths of the box in her hand, the last Ancient stirred.
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​Chapter One
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​Freya had never been held back after class before. Well, with the exception of times when Amber had used her guise as Ms Pearson to teach her magic. But Ms Pearson had been dead for a while now, leaving Amber with only her ghost form.

“Do you have a lesson now?” Dr Harris asked her as she rolled up the sleeves of her lab coat.

“No, I have a free,” Freya replied, doing her best to not tap her fingers against the desk. “Why did you want to see me?”

“It’s about your last practice paper.” She passed Freya the chemistry practice paper that she had done the week before. Freya’s eyes were glued to the large B on the front.

No matter how hard she pushed herself, Bs had become an all too common occurrence.

“Was it a high B?” Freya asked. “Just, you know, a few marks from an A?”

Dr Harris shook her head. “You barely scraped it.”

“Ah.”

“Freya, I’m concerned. I know you can do better. You did better for years. Your university choices won’t take you with a B in the subject you want to study.”

Freya groaned. “I would have chosen maths if the requirements weren’t even higher. Plus, Margaret is determined that I do a professional degree.”

“Is everything okay at home? Is that why your grades are slipping?”

Freya shook her head. “No. It’s fine. Great, actually. Amy’s sleeping through the night now, so I’m not even having to stay out as much.” Freya shut her mouth promptly as she realised that she probably shouldn’t have said that. She knew that her nights spent hunting Demons probably weren’t helping her grades, but that wasn’t something her teacher could help her with.

Dr Harris sighed. “Home life isn’t exactly my area of expertise.” She opened the paper to the first page, showing various red scribbles, followed by a 0 at the end of the page. “This is.”

“I... Why are these questions even on the test?” Freya asked before pointing to the third one. “This one isn’t even chemistry, it’s international diplomacy. That one’s history. I understand that there’s context around the science, but it’s only the science I’m good at.”

Dr Harris nodded. “Oh, you don’t have to tell me.” She moved to the essay question at the end of the paper. Full marks. “Your marks don’t make sense, Freya. You’re falling behind kids who aren’t half as good as you are.”

“I... I don’t know how to fix that.”

“Freya, I want you to speak with Ms Wood.”

“Ms Wood?” She frowned. “Doesn’t she work in student support?”

“Freya, I don’t know how to explain your grades. To say they’re inconsistent is an understatement. I also dug up the IQ test the school had you take in Year 10. Your results were all over the place.”

“What does that mean?”

Dr Harris shrugged. “I’m not sure, but it would suggest to me that you might have some kind of learning difficulty. Maybe dyslexia, since you find the maths questions easier.”

“Or autism,” Freya said quietly.

Dr Harris raised an eyebrow.

“My sister is autistic. Well, not my biological sister. But she... We... I’ve known for a while. Talked with some other autistic people online and did some research.”

“And you’ve never pursued a diagnosis?”

“I... I just got adopted this past year. I had a hard enough time getting fostered without the stigma. How would a diagnosis help, anyway? It wouldn’t make the questions any clearer.”

“No, but you could get more time in exams, and some of the universities might accept you if you have an explanation for your grades. You would probably fare better with university work anyway.”

“Probably,” Freya agreed. “As long as they don’t ask me irrelevant questions about the Kyoto Protocols.”

“You’ll have to see Ms Wood and talk to her about getting a diagnosis.”

“I... I should probably talk to my fo- my parents about it first. Get their permission and all that.”

Dr Harris nodded. “Alright, if you think so. Though, depending on how you think they might react, getting some information from Ms Wood might be helpful. I think she’s in her office for the rest of the afternoon.”

“Okay, you might be right. I’ll go see her.”
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​FREYA LET OUT A FRUSTRATED groan as she collapsed onto one of the sofas in the common room.

Jamie glanced up from her laptop.

“What happened?”

“Got another practice paper back. It was a B.”

Jamie sighed wistfully. “I would kill for a B.”

“Yeah, but you didn’t only apply to universities which all ask for As. I did.”

“Did Dr Harris give you a hard time?”

“No. She pulled the whole ‘I’m worried about you’ thing.”

“She ask about your home life?”

Freya shrugged. “A little. She was mostly concerned at how inconsistent my answers were. Struggling with the more vaguely worded questions isn’t usually a sign of a difficult home life.”

“What is it a sign of, then?”

“Autism.”

“Oh, so you had that talk with her.”

“Yep. That talk. She thinks that, without the official accommodations that come with a professional diagnosis, I won’t get the grades I need. And, honestly, I think she’s right.”

“But I thought you said it takes years to get one. Will it actually be of any help?”

“I have no idea. I have to go and talk to Ms Wood and see if she can help.”

“Want me to come with?”

“No. She’ll just make you wait outside anyway. I just needed a few minutes before going to get my thoughts straight.”

She ran her hand through her hair, just as she spotted Damon entering the room.

“Actually, I think I’ll go now,” she said, getting up. “No point in wasting time.”

Jamie just gave her a glare that said that she wasn’t buying it. “Seriously, Freya, when are you two going to get all over this? You didn’t date for that long and you were friends for years before that.”

Freya sighed. “Yeah, I know, but... I don’t know. I guess it’s easier said than done.”

“No, I really don’t think it is.”

Freya didn’t have a response to that, so she just left, heading for Ms Wood’s office.
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​FREYA KNOCKED TENTATIVELY on Ms Wood’s door, hoping that she wasn’t busy with another student. She didn’t know that she could psych herself up for a second time in the same day. Or even the same week. Demons were easy; people were the worst.

“Come in,” she heard from inside.

She opened the door to see a young blonde woman sitting there. Freya was immediately apprehensive. She didn’t look a year out of university.

“Hey, I’m Freya Snow. Dr Harris asked me to come see you.”

“Yes, she sent me a message. Come in and sit down.”

Freya did as she was asked, trying her best not to fidget as she concentrated on eye contact. She didn’t manage it for more than a moment, however.

“So... Snow? According to my records, you were adopted this year. You kept your birth mother’s last name?”

“Yeah, I did. I just... wanted to maintain that connection.” It was only after she said it that Freya remembered that she wasn’t supposed to know anything about her mother. She wasn’t even sure how they had known that her last name was Snow, but she suspected Amber had played a part.

“I thought no one had ever identified your birth mother?”

Freya shrugged. “I did some research and found her a while back.”

“And you didn’t find any other family members?”

“No. They’re all dead.” Except for the sixteen year old great-aunt living in Australia, but she supposed that didn’t really count.

“What about your father?”

“I never found him.”

“And what about your adopted parents? Do you like them?”

“Of course. If I didn’t, I would have said something when they were just fostering me.”

“And I hear you have a baby sister. That must be nice. Or terrible, depending on your attitude towards babies, I guess.”

“No, no, Amy’s great. I love taking care of her. Not that I have to often or anything! But she’s awesome.” Freya took a deep breath, shutting her mouth. She frowned after taking a minute to think. “Wait, is that really all in my file? That seems like a little too in-depth.”

Ms Wood gave a sheepish shrug. “You caught me, Angel of the North. I’m a Seer.”

Freya groaned, rolling her eyes. “Okay, seriously, that name is getting old. I’m not an Angel. I can’t be. I was born after the Twilight died. Also, it’s just not that catchy. Or imaginative.”

“I didn’t make it up.”

“So, what are you?”

“A Seer. I told you.”

Freya frowned, trying to remember what she knew about Seers. They were potential Oracles, who had yet to be called by Fate.

“A Human Seer?”

She nodded. “My grandmother was a Witch, but I don’t have her power. I just see parts of Fate’s plan sometimes.”

“Including me?”

“You already knew that you were part of the plan. You’ve known for years now. You suspected that no one was given power like yours without reason and Peter confirmed those fears for you, even if you chose not to listen to him.”

“Peter was lying to me. He wanted me to rule the Earth.”

“He wanted you because he didn’t want Fate to have you.”

Freya sighed. “Okay, great. Fate’s plan is not why I’m here. I’m here about my grades.”

“Of course. You’re here to ask about an autism diagnosis.”

“Yeah.”

“Even if you go through with getting one, it’ll take a long time. You likely won’t have the help you need until university.”

Freya nodded, folding her arms. “I don’t know that I can bring my grades up. I spend all my free time studying already. If I gave up the Demon hunting too... I would burn out. I know it.”

“Maybe you should think about backup plans.”

She shook her head. “I can’t take a gap year. I can’t impose on Margaret and Ryan like that.”

“They’re your parents.”

“Still...”

“Alright then. Have you thought about courses you might be able to get in clearing? Maybe at a university that’s not a red-brick, or on a different course.”

“I... I hadn’t really considered it. Margaret went to a new university and she didn’t like it much. And I’ve never been able to see myself doing anything but science.”

“What about something more... magically inclined?”

“Like what? My Guardian keeps me pretty out of the loop when it comes to the magical community. She has trust issues.”

“Well, have you heard of the Hino Corporation?”

“No.”

“That’s not really surprising. It’s a parent company to lots of little companies. Many of the higher-ups are magical beings, and they know how to put magical talents to use.

“Actually, they have a work experience program for the London branch. I could send a query for you.”

“I... All the way in London?”

“They take care of accommodations for you.”

Freya nodded. “That actually sounds great.”

“Well then I’ll contact them. Would you still like to pursue a paper diagnosis for your autism?”

“So, you believe me?”

“Freya, I’m a Seer. You’re Autistic, that’s not in question. What is in question is whether or not you want a paper diagnosis. It can get you accommodations, but it might prove difficult for you later in life.”

“Difficult in a way that magic can’t work around?”

Ms Wood shrugged. “Possibly. There are too many variables for me to give you a solid answer.”

Freya raised an eyebrow. “Too many variables? You mean you can’t see everything?”

“No, I only see Fate’s plan, and she allows for variables. She has to. Even she couldn’t control every little detail. And free will is always a factor.”

“Well then I’ll think about it.”

Ms Wood passed her a booklet. “This will have some information for your foster parents.” She passed her another. “And this has some information specific to girls. Forgive me if the question is too intrusive, but you don’t have an eating disorder, do you?”

“Now you’re worried about being intrusive?”

“I couldn’t see this.”

“No, I don’t. Why?”

“We often don’t catch autism in girls until they’re in here for anorexia. The booklet goes into it but... I just thought I’d check.”

“Nope, just regular old autism.”

“And dyslexia.”

“Dyslexia? I read just fine.”

“Your spelling is atrocious.”

“That’s just because I grew up with spell-check.”

“Or perhaps that’s just a rationalisation.”

Freya sighed. “Anything else?”

“Beside your anxiety and mild depression?”

“Yeah, beside those.”

“No.”

“Okay, good.”
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​Chapter Two
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​Freya decided to just head home at that point, using Mel’s spell to trick the electronic register into thinking she was out on an authorised absence.

“You’re home early,” Mel commented as Freya walked through the door.

Margaret and Ryan had been struggling to find childcare for Amy in the last month as they had gone back to work, and Mel had been complaining about not getting out much, so Freya had suggested her for the job. Childcare was shared in her coven, so she had the experience, and it got her out of the library, where she worked the rest of the time.

“Stuff happened, so I decided to call it a day,” Freya said as she threw her bag onto the sofa, swiftly following it.

Mel wheeled herself over, Amy sitting in her lap with a toy. Mel was a Witch through her father, but a Mermaid through her mother. As was common with hybrids, Mel had a genetic condition. Hers meant that putting weight on her feet felt like walking on knives, hence the wheelchair. She did have a tail when in water but, as Freya understood, hybrids weren’t exactly welcomed in Atlantis.

“What happened?” Mel asked.

Freya sighed. “Things aren’t looking good for my final exams. Chances are, I’m not going to hit my grades.”

“Yikes.”

Freya raised an eyebrow at the self-censoring, before remembering that Amy was in the room with them. “Yeah.”

“Do you think you’re going to fall back on your bounty hunting?”

Freya had fallen into magical bounty hunting out of convenience. At first, she had only fought the Demons that came after her as she started to learn of her power. They figured she was an easy target. It wasn’t until later that they realised that she was a force to be reckoned with.

Most Angels were.

As time went on, she realised that no one cared about the odd Demon who preyed on a Human. Secrecy was paramount, not policing. But usually the Demons who went rogue went too far, attacking other magical beings or threatening that precious secrecy. In those cases, someone usually put a bounty out on them, and collecting them had become an easy way to make money.

But Freya was very aware of how dangerous her bounty hunting was, and she knew that she was just one bad injury away from losing that source of income. Or death.

“I’d like that to remain a last resort. It’s spotty at best. Months can go by without a good bounty available.”

“Fair enough. Have you thought about other courses you might try applying for in clearing? Or you could take a gap year. Maybe some resits...”

Freya groaned at the thought, curling her knees up to her chest. “I don’t want to impose on Margaret and Ryan.”

“Freya, they’re your parents. Like, legally. They chose to adopt you, so I’m sure they wouldn’t mind.”

Freya sighed. It was easy to shrug off things like that when Jamie said them, because she had two very-much-alive-and-present birth parents, but Mel was a fellow orphan, so it wasn’t as if Freya could say that she didn’t know what it felt like.

“I know, but it still feels like an imposition,” Freya said. “And, actually, it turns out that the school counsellor is in on the whole magic thing. She suggested that there might be other ways to make money using my magic.”

Mel frowned a little. “Well, I guess, but it tends to be done by species. I can work as a librarian in my coven’s library because I’m a part of the coven, which I can only be because I’m a Witch. It’s not as if there are any other Angels of your kind around, just Oracles and Reapers.”

“Well, I have other things as well.”

Angels weren’t strictly a genetic phenomenon, with Angels only having a slightly higher chance of giving birth to another Angel. Usually, they were a random occurrence within magical bloodlines.

“You have Demon blood as well,” Mel said. “Your mother was an Angel, and her parents were an Angel and a Human, so you’ll have nothing relevant on her side. And, as far as we know, all you have on your father’s side is Demon, so unless you’re going to try to start a new life in the Underworld...”

Freya rolled her eyes at the suggestion. “Well, whatever, but Ms Wood suggested that there was a company called the Hino Corporation who would possibly give me some work experience.”

Mel frowned. “Huh, the name sounds familiar, but I can’t exactly place it.”

Freya shrugged. “Well, whatever they do, I figured I’d give it a shot.”

“You might as well. It’s not going to hurt anything.”

“Well, no.”

“And, if you go, you’ll be Damon free for a while.” Mel had a smug look on her face. She had passed being annoyed at Freya for avoiding her ex and had gone to teasing her over it constantly.

“You know that my sixth form has five hundred students, right? It’s not like we’re jammed together. Though I suppose it would still be nice to not have to worry about seeing him...”

Mel rolled her eyes. “Straight people.”

“Hey! Bi-erasure much? Don’t lump me in with them.”

“Oh, you know what I mean. Dating girls gives me none of these problems.”

“Okay, first of all, that is not my experience with dating girls and, secondly, you have only dated one girl and you and Ally are on and off like a strobe light at a rave.”

“We’re not that bad.”

Freya scoffed. “Yeah, you are. You’re at least as bad as me and Damon.”

Mel rolled her eyes, clearly deciding not to comment. “Are you going to go out for bounties tonight?” she asked instead.

Freya sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe not. I need to talk about this work experience with Margaret and Ryan. It would be down in London.”

Mel pulled a face. “Yeah, I guess that would take a while to talk over.”

“Well, exactly.”

Mel returned her focus to Amy, but she kept moving her head as if she was going to say something else before thinking better of it.

Freya didn’t know how to politely tell her to spit it out, so she pulled her phone from her pocket.

“So, are you going to go out tonight?” Mel eventually asked, just as Freya had pulled up her email.

“You mean for a bounty?”

“Yeah.”

“Not tonight. I don’t want to be too tired in the morning.”

“Oh. Are... Are you sure?”

“Pretty sure. Why?”

“No reason!” Mel said hurriedly before returning her attention to Amy.

“Ohhh-kay,” Freya said, but left it be. Mel didn’t look as if she was about to explain why she had been asking, and Freya was tired to push.
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​MARGARET AND RYAN ARRIVED home at half six and Mel headed off.

“Um, there’s a school thing I need to talk to you about,” Freya said to Margaret as her adopted mother set up her laptop on the dining room table.

“Is it about your summer exams?”

“No, just... I was suggested for a work experience placement. But it would be in London.”

Margaret frowned, though it lightened as she turned back to the laptop.

“Is it Ms Woods who is putting you forward for this?”

“Yeah, why?”

“She’s sent me an email about it.”

Freya waited anxiously for Margaret to finish reading the email, tugging at the pendant around her neck.

Margaret gave a thoughtful hum as she turned back to Freya, her frown back in full force.

“This does look like a good opportunity, but it’s not exactly chemistry focused.”

“I know, but my grades aren’t getting any better, so I’m more thinking of this as a backup.”

Margaret turned back to the email. “Well, it does say that the Hino Corporation usually hires those who did this experience program after uni, so I suppose it couldn’t hurt. My main concern is that they’ve told Ms Woods that they want you on the train down tomorrow morning.”

“They did?” Freya asked, moving to get a look at the email.

“Yeah. I mean, you’re eighteen, it’s your choice, but it’s for two weeks and you’d be at the other end of the country. My parents are within an hour’s drive of London, so I can give you their number, and the email says you’ll have a young member of staff to shadow, and she’s supposed to help you out if there are any problems.”
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​AS SOON AS FREYA SHUT her bedroom door behind her, she felt the familiar push of Amber asking to materialise. Ever since Freya had learnt that Amber had been lying about who she was, their relationship had been a little tense. Freya understood that Amber’s legacy wasn’t one that she wanted to burden Freya with, but Freya was still furious that she didn’t understand how important family was to Freya. How much it had hurt to keep her in the dark about the fact that they were related when Freya was so desperate to find her family.

At this point, Freya was pretty much sure that her entire blood family had been arseholes that she didn’t want to associate with anyway.

She didn’t put up her defences to shut Amber out, figuring that she should know if the person she was bound to was going to to travel all the way across the country.

“How was your day?” Amber asked.

“I’ve got some magical work experience starting tomorrow, but it’s down in London.”

Amber raised an eyebrow. “Oh? How did that happen?”

Freya sighed, bracing herself for some blow-back as she said, “A Seer who works at the school helped me get it.”

Amber’s eyes darkened. “A Seer?”

“Yup. Though she was Human otherwise.”

“Where did she say you would be working?”

“The Hino Corporation.”

“Fate,” Amber muttered, as if it was a curse.

Freya rolled her eyes. She knew that Amber’s distrust of Fate would rear its head as soon as she mention that Ms Woods was a Seer. “Yes, yes, you don’t like her, we all know.”

Amber glared at her. “You didn’t either,” she said cryptically before disappearing.

“When?” Freya demanded, but got no answer.

She sighed, her mind drifting back to the missing week from the previous year.

The week when she had dated Damon.

Her memories were fuzzy and unclear, and she knew that her own actions had led to the lack of memory. Something had happened that week that had led her to alter everyone’s memories.

If only she knew why...
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​Chapter Three
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​“Keep your hood up.”

Freya rolled her eyes at Seph’s warning. She had a habit of reminding Freya of basic things, as if she was constantly afraid that Freya would slip up and get them caught. She spent half of the time wanting to remind the noblewoman that she had far more experience staying the shadows than she did.

“It’s been a year and no one expects their lost queen to look like a bounty hunter. Everyone is so quick to forget that I didn’t grow up in a castle.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Seph conceded as they entered the local tavern. “Just remember that we’re only passing through.”

Freya had a tendency to get bored with the endless meetings with Seph’s contacts, hoping to one day stumble across someone who had encountered Ku and Juni.

Or just one of them. Freya’s heart hurt at the thought of them separated. They were, after all, technically parts of her, but then, she had been the one to walk away from them. Them keeping together beyond that almost felt like an unfair thing to hope for.

Freya’s boredom often translated into her taking the odd bounty mission as Seph tried to contact her people. It helped her to feel useful, and was a lot more interesting than Seph’s attempts to teach her the finer points of diplomacy, though Freya didn’t mind her efforts to educate her on strategy in war. Any of Seph’s discomfort at Freya taking the missions was silenced by the fact that the steady flow of coin stopped Seph from having to delve into her family fortune, making them much less conspicuous.

Especially when her brother was the one hunting them down.

Freya made her way to the bounty board at the back of the tavern and found herself struck by the sight of a familiar sight.

“I know her,” she said as she took down one of the posters.

“Here or on Earth?” Seph asked under her breath.

Freya frowned. “On Earth. She’s my sister. Well, kind of. It’s a long story.”

“But you haven’t met her here? That’s unusual.”

“No, I...” Freya gasped as her head flashed with pain.

“Are you alright?” Seph asked, frowning with concern.

“I have two sets of memories crowding my head. It can be... difficult to switch between the two.”

“Has it always been this hard?”

“No. It’s almost as if the more memories I acquire, the worse it gets. Or maybe my connection with my counterpart has strengthened. She no longer requires magically aided sleep to remember me, you know. The more crossover there is, the harder it is to think of myself as a separate person, instead of just her shadow, and the more her memories have a hold on me.”

“Do you think the connection poses a danger to you?”

“Who can say? As far as I’m aware, I am the first person to have this kind of connection to my counterpart. But there’s nothing to be done about it. To answer your earlier question, no, I don’t know Alice here.”

Seph sighed, looking around the tavern. “We need to make the rendezvous in the next town over. We cannot stay for long.”

“You go ahead,” Freya told her. “I know where you’re headed. I can follow once I’ve found Alice...”
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​FREYA RESENTED HAVING to be up before the sun at any point of the year. Even in winter, when the sun only showed up for a precious few hours while she was usually locked within the dark, windowless rooms in the middle of the school. But, as summer approached, it was even more of an affront.

Margaret fussed over her bags, making sure that Freya had packed them correctly.

“I know how to pack,” Freya protested. “And, even if I didn’t, I’m only going to London. I’m pretty sure I can buy toothpaste there if I’ve forgotten it.”

Margaret simply raised an eyebrow. “Have you remembered to pack your menstrual pills?”

“I... was going to pack them as soon as I took today’s...”

Margaret folded her arms, telling her that she didn’t believe her.

Freya ignored the look as she hurried to the kitchen, took her pill dry, and raced back to put it in her bag, just as there was a knock at the door.

“That’s probably for you,” Margaret said before heading to answer the door.

The door opened to reveal Ms Woods standing on the other side, just as Margaret had predicted.

“Hello. Is Freya ready to go?”

Margaret nodded. “Will you be accompanying her on the train?”

“No, but I will see her to the platform and her mentor will meet her there.”

Margaret nodded with a slight frown, clearly not entirely happy with the information, but not displeased enough to say anything.

“I’ll be fine,” Freya assured her.

“Is your phone charged?”

“Yes, Mum.”

She had meant the word sarcastically, but they were both momentarily silenced by it before Margaret dragged her in for a hug.

“I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you too,” Freya admitted as Margaret finally extracted herself, allowing Freya to pick up her things and head out.
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​THE CAR RIDE INTO TOWN with Ms Woods was fairly quiet. Freya had no idea what to expect in London, but she had no idea how to put her fears into any kind of question or even words at all.

“Have you ever travelled by portal before?” Ms Woods asked as they pulled up to the station.

“Um... No,” Freya said after racking her brain. “Aren’t they just for travelling between realms? I’ve never left Earth. Well, not unless the Shadow Realm counts, but that’s just your soul...” She trailed off as she realised that she had started to ramble.

“There are a few for travelling long distances on Earth. There’s one at the train station that will take you to King’s Cross.”

“How very Harry Potter.”

“I’m sorry, would you like it to take you to the other largest train station in London?”

“It could have taken me to Heathrow.”

“Not since 9/11, I’m afraid. Airports are off limits for magic due to the amount of vigilance the Humans have there.”

Freya nodded as Ms Woods pulled into the car park. They got out of the car, Freya grabbing her bags as she went before following Ms Woods to the entrance of the station.

“So, where’s this portal at?” Freya asked.

“This way,” Ms Woods told her before leading her through the station, coming to a stop at a coffee kiosk.

“What can I get you?” the woman behind the counter asked, not lifting her eyes from the magazine she was reading.

Freya’s vision started to swim a little before clearing as the glamour around the woman faded, revealing that she was actually a child, easily no older than twelve, with large amber wings behind her.

“A portal ride to London,” Ms Woods said. “It should already be booked.”

“Name?” the girl asked.

“Freya Snow.”

The girl scanned down her magazine before nodding, as if it told her exactly what she needed to know. “The booking is only for one.”

“I’m not going,” Ms Woods explained. “I’m just here to see her off.”

The girl hopped down from her stool before leaving through the side door. Freya moved around in order to see her close the door behind her before opening it again to reveal a glowing blue portal.

“That’s not conspicuous at all,” Freya muttered as she glanced around.

“There’s a glamour on the door,” the girl assured her.

Freya turned back to Ms Woods. “Thanks for setting this up and getting me here.”

Ms Woods nodded. “Of course. I’ll meet you back here when you return.”

Freya nodded, picking up her bags and suitcase before stepping through the portal, a flash of blue going over her eyes before she arrived in another, larger train station.

A young woman stepped forward to greet her. She had olive skin and jet black hair that was held back in a clip, with the exception of her fringe which fell to just over her deep brown eyes. She was impeccably dressed in a grey, knee-length dress and matching heels.

“You must be Freya,” the woman greeted as she stepped forward. “I’m Anna.”

“Hi,” Freya greeted, waving her hand awkwardly.

Anna just raised an eyebrow in response, which made Freya feel more than a little self-conscious.

“I’m here to take you to your hotel.”

“We don’t have to go to the office first or anything?”

“No, not until the morning. Ms Hino wants to make sure you’re well rested before you begin.”

“Begin? I’m still not exactly sure what I’ll be doing.”

“Ms Hino will explain everything in the morning,” Anna assured her, tapping her foot a little in a particularly impatient way.

Freya decided to shut up at that, her mouth clamping shut.

“The taxi station is this way,” Anna said, heading away from the trains. Freya took her bags once more before silently following her.
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​THE TAXI STOPPED OUTSIDE a large, glass building which Freya found oddly intimidating. The people going through the revolving door were all impeccably dressed in suits or smart dresses.

Anna left the taxi, prompting Freya to do the same. She strode forward with a kind of confidence that Freya only ever came vaguely close to when she was in her combat gear, as Freya trailed behind silently.

Anna headed straight through the revolving door, looking as if she belonged there. Freya was immediately sure that she would stick out like a sore thumb if she stepped inside, but then, staying on the pavement outside would probably just make her look like an idiot. Or, at least, make Anna think she was an idiot. Or more of an idiot than she already thought she was.

To Freya’s relief, Anna headed to the front desk and immediately started dealing with the woman sitting behind it. Freya had never been in a hotel before. She had been to a hostel once on a school trip, but never a hotel. She had no idea what to do.

After a while, Anna drew Freya’s attention back to her by passing her a key card.

“This will get you into your room,” Anna told her. “Don’t lose it.” Her voice had a tone to it that suggested that she thought that was a very real possibility.

“I won’t,” Freya assured her, feeling even more like a child than before.

Anna gave a slight quirk of her eyebrow, telling Freya that she didn’t believe her, before leading Freya over to the lift.

The lift took them up to one of the highest floors, where Anna led Freya to the door of a room, before indicating to the lock.

Freya swiped the key card, her mind in a constant panic that she would mess up even such a simple task.

She let out a breath of relief as the light turned green and the door clicked open. Freya brought her bags and suitcase into her room, dumping them on the bed.

“I’ll be back tomorrow morning at eight,” Anna told her. “You can order whatever you like from room service; it’s been taken care of. Breakfast is also served downstairs in the morning. Again, it’s been taken care of, just take your key card.”

Freya nodded as Anna turned to the door, but something was nagging at her, and she just couldn’t drop it.

“Are you sure you can’t tell me why I’m here?”

“The boss wants to explain in person,” Anna said, in a tone that clearly showed that she was losing patience. “And she wanted to wait until the morning, to give you a chance to rest. Was there anything else you needed?”

Freya shook her head.

Anna left at that, shutting the door behind her.

As soon as the door clicked closed, Freya threw herself onto the bed and kicked off her shoes. After a few moments of just staring at the ceiling, she rolled over to grab the TV remote from the bedside table. She flicked through the channels in a bit of a daze. She never usually watched TV proper. In the end, she settled on a children’s channel that was showing a dubbed anime about an ancient Egyptian priestess whose soul was trapped in a pair of golden dice, which were uncovered by the main character, who, true to the format, had absolutely ridiculous, gravity-defying hair.

As she watched TV, and wondered what she was going to order for tea, the familiar pull from Amber remained silent, for which Freya was thankful. She really didn’t want to talk to her mentor right that second.
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​Chapter Four
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​Apparently, no one in town had seen Alice. She might have just never visited the town, but something was rubbing Freya the wrong way. She felt as if she was being watched.

Every time she turned around, however, there was nothing there.

Part of her hoped that it was either Juni or Ku, but deep down, she knew that it was futile. They would just confront her if they wanted to. But that brought up the possibility that they were close by and didn’t want to see her, which hurt as much as their initial leaving.

“I heard you’re looking for Alice,” someone said from behind Freya.

She spun around, her hand ready to draw her weapon, only to see Anna, dressed in light combat gear and wearing a rather official looking badge on her chest, though it was no symbol Freya recognised from her own government.

“Anna,” greeted Freya.

She did a double-take. “How do you know my name?”

Freya shrugged. “I just do. How do you know Alice?”

“I’m the one looking for her.”
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​FREYA COULDN’T DECIDE if she actually liked being able to remember her time in the Shadow Realm, or if she wanted to return to her ignorant bliss. On the one hand, events in the Shadow Realm sometimes occurred slightly before their equivalent happened on Earth. On the other, she could drive herself mad trying to figure out exactly how events translated, and she often couldn’t rely on her own read of the situation to be accurate.

In the Shadow Realm, Anna knew Alice and was chasing her. But that could mean any number of things. They might actually know each other on Earth, or they might not. Their chase might reflect a metaphorical battle between them, or even between two sides that they represented.

In the end, it told Freya nothing other than the fact that Anna and Alice were probably connected in some way. Which either of them may or may not know about.

She decided to leave it alone as she threw her duvet from her in an attempt to force herself up.

After a few minutes, she started to get cold, prompting her to finally sit up.

She looked around the room as she drew her knees to her chest in an effort to keep her body heat. She knew that she needed to get ready, but her brain refused to organise the steps required.

She eventually managed to move her hands from her knees to the side of the bed, pushing herself off. The quick move gave her enough momentum to get to the bathroom, though she wasn’t sure if she had the energy to shower, or if she would just forget what she was doing half way through. She decided that she didn’t really have a choice as she looked over how greasy her hair was in the bathroom mirror, setting her phone down on the edge of the sink as it played her anime theme playlist. It would give her a rough idea of how much time had passed, since she could count the songs and knew roughly how long they were.

Once she was finished in the shower, she was faced with the arduous task of rifling through her suitcase, hoping to find something even half as smart as the dress Anna had worn the day before, though she knew that there would be nothing.

She’d never had a need for clothes like that before.

She settled for a plain black skirt and a white blouse, before tying up her hair as neatly as she could manage. She examined her paltry supply of makeup before smearing on some foundation, lip gloss and eyeshadow. She hadn’t brought anything else with her.

At that, she quickly glanced around the room, making sure she wasn’t forgetting anything, before picking up her handbag and heading out of the room. She hurried downstairs, knowing that she was short on time.

As soon as she got downstairs, she heard the clanking of plates and could smell bacon, leading her to the breakfast room. She showed her key card at the door, allowing her through. There were various hotplates laid out with various components of a full English, and baskets of bread and pastries on the next table. The third and final table had a variety of cereals and milk.

Freya quickly glanced around the room, seeing that it was filled with large tables, clearly meant for families. No one was there alone. Her stomach immediately clenched with anxiety and she decided to just skip breakfast. It was too much hassle and she needed to not be foggy for the rest of the day.

As she hurried back into the lobby, she ran straight into Anna, almost knocking her down.

“You’re late,” Anna told her. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

Freya frowned. She couldn’t have been in the breakfast room for more than two minutes. She didn’t argue, however, her jaw wiring itself shut instead. Anna was wearing a pair of perfectly fitted black trousers along with a matching waistcoat that sat perfectly atop her lilac blouse. Freya reflexively straightened her £12 Matalan skirt.

“There’s a taxi waiting for us outside,” Anna told her, before swiftly heading out of the lobby.

Freya stumbled a little as she tried to catch up with Anna’s swift movements.
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​THE TAXI TOOK THEM to another glass building, even larger and more impressive than the hotel had been. Freya felt her hands go clammy and tried to inconspicuously wipe them off on her dress. Anna turned to look at her just as she did so, giving her a withering look.

Freya shrivelled up in response as Anna gracefully moved out of the car. Freya followed her after just a moment, feeling clumsy as she struggled to get out without flashing her knickers to the street.

Anna strode into the building and Freya hurried to catch up with her. By the time she reached the other woman, Anna was already at the front desk, retrieving a plastic card that said GUEST, along with a lanyard, from the receptionist.

“Here,” she said, passing it to Freya before striding off again.

Freya quickly pulled it over her head, causing her to stumble a little as she tried to keep up with Anna’s pace. Thankfully, it gave her little chance to glance around, since every time she did catch a glimpse of something, it intimidated her. From the fanciest printers she had ever seen, to the clearly designer clothing a lot of the employees were wearing, everything seemed to scream to Freya that she didn’t belong there.

Anna took her to a lift before hitting the button for the top floor.

Freya focused on the buttons in front of her, since there was a glass pane behind her, gradually revealing the city as they rose. Freya had never been all that bothered by heights, but there were heights and then there were heights.

Thankfully, the lift was fairly swift, and she stepped off before she started to feel too nauseous.

There was a single black door in front of them, standing stark against the pristine white walls.

“The boss is waiting for you through there,” Anna told her before stepping back into the lift, the doors swiftly closing behind her.

Freya turned back to face the black door, goosebumps rising as the silence of the corridor roared in her ears.

After several moments of clenching and unclenching her fists in anxious thought, she finally knocked on the door.

The knock was barely audible, even to Freya’s ears, and she silently reprimanded herself for getting so worked up over a door when she regularly faced down Demons.

“Come in,” a voice called through the door, despite Freya’s pathetic knock.

Freya opened the door, her clammy hand slipping a little on the metal handle and leaving an obvious hand-print that made her self-conscious.

Beyond the door was a room that was entirely white. The walls, the floor, the desk, the chairs and the computer on the desk were all the same immaculate shade of pure white.

Except for one wall - which wasn’t a wall, but a large window showing the whole city beyond - and the woman standing in front of it, her back to Freya.

The woman’s dress and heels were white, but her hair was jet black, cut to her jawline.

“I- I’m Freya,” Freya eventually managed, wondering if that was the right thing to say. “Anna said you wanted to see me?”

The boss turned to finally look at her, revealing that she was a Japanese woman who was maybe in her thirties.

“Of course,” the woman said before indicating to the chair in front of the desk. “Have a seat.”

Freya sat down just as the woman did the same on the other side of the desk, before pushing a mug forward, towards Freya.

“Here, have some coffee.”

“Thank you,” Freya said, taking the mug. She sipped at the drink, finding it hot, but not enough to burn her, with just the right amount of milk.

“I suppose you’re wondering just who I am and why you’re here?” the woman asked.

Freya nodded.

“I have gone by many names. Destiny, Lady Luck, Fate... Any belief in a force controlling the circumstances around a person come back to me.”

Freya blinked at that. She shouldn’t be so surprised, she knew - this wasn’t her first time meeting one of the Big Three, after all - but she certainly hadn’t been expecting to meet Fate herself.

“As to why you’re here,” Fate continued, “I have a matter that needs to be taken care of and it’s outside the expertise of my Oracles. I thought another Angel would be best suited to the task.”

“What is it you need me to take care of?”

Fate leaned back in her chair a little, her perfectly neutral mask slipping just a little to show a weariness that Freya wouldn’t have thought possible from her before that moment. “One of my Oracles has gone missing,” she explained. “My niece, as a matter of fact. I believe the two of you are acquainted.”

Freya frowned. She didn’t know any Oracles, just a few Seers, like-

Freya could have smacked herself as she realised why her best friend’s magic had always felt like her own.

“Alice. Alice is the Oracle that’s missing.”

Fate nodded.

“But how can she be an Oracle? She’s only a little older than me. Not old enough to have been born before Hope scarred the Earth.”

“You are not the only one born through a loophole in your grandmother’s spell,” Fate explained. “My sister, another Oracle, was tricked into believing that the spell meant that she could never bear children. She agreed to a spell that she believed would grant her an ability she already had, but instead it ensured that another Oracle could be born. One magic traded for another.”

Freya frowned. “Who would trick her like that?”

“Fae. They saw a way to interfere with my plans and they took it. Anything to get back at the Creator, and those who serve Her.”

“So, Alice is missing?”

Fate nodded. “She disappeared a week ago and no one has been able to track her down. I thought, between your bond with her and your unique skill-set, you would have a better chance of finding her and bringing her back safely.”

“Do you think it’s the Fae again?”

“I uncovered that rock personally, and found nothing. I doubt they are involved.”

“Do you have any leads?”

“You’ll have to ask Anna that. She was the Oracle in charge of finding Alice before I decided to bring you in, and she was the last one to see her.”

Freya nodded.

“You will, of course, be compensated for your time on this job. You’ll find the sum I provide far more satisfying than the paltry amount you make from bounties. After all, I often have need of someone with your unique talents.”

Freya frowned as something occurred to her. “What if I wanted something other than money?”

“Name your price.”

“My memories. From the week last year when the balance of magic in the city was upset. After I altered everyone’s memories, Alice still knew what had happened. Could you give me back my original memories from that week?”

“I could, but I won’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because spells of that magnitude require sacrifice. You proceeded with the spell, knowing full well that you would lose important things if you did so. You deemed it worth the cost. If I returned your memories to you now, it would invalidate that sacrifice, and the spell. People would start to remember.”

“But I’m not sure it was worth it. Can you tell me that much at least?”

“No. I simply do not know if it was worth it, Freya. Not to you. Only you could ever know that, and only if you held your memories once more. All I know is that, in the moment when you cast the spell, you thought it was. You’ll just have to trust yourself to have made the right decision.”

Freya nodded reluctantly, but Fate’s words did nothing to settle her unease about the situation.

“Do you have anything else to tell me?”

“No, that’s everything I know. You’ll have to talk to Anna if you want to learn more.”

Freya nodded before leaving the room.
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​Chapter Five
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​Freya stood in front of the lift, just about to start freaking out about which floor she would find Anna on, when it arrived back at her floor, opening to reveal Anna.

“So,” Freya said as she stepped into the lift to join her, “you’re an Oracle?”

Anna nodded.

“And you were the last one to see Alice before she disappeared?”

She nodded again.

“So, where do you think we should start looking for her?”

“I already started looking before Fate called you here,” Anna snapped at her. 

Freya did her best not to wince at that, but didn’t think that she succeeded. “Okay,” she eventually managed, doing everything she could to keep her voice level as her fists threatened to defensively burst into flames. “So, where were you with your investigation?”

“Her last assignment. I think she may have pissed somebody off,” Anna said as they reached the bottom floor. 

“Yeah, people really seem to hate you guys. At least, as far as I’ve seen. I don’t know that I’ve met anyone who didn’t have an issue with Fate...”

Anna rolled her eyes as she folded her arms. “People confuse circumstance with free will. We can’t force anyone to make the choices they make or to put themselves in the positions that they do. All we can do is influence the situation around them. However, people will still hold us accountable for their shitty lives.”

Freya raised an eyebrow, thinking that Anna’s justification sounded particularly hollow, but she kept her thoughts to herself. They needed to be able to work together.

“So, what was Alice’s last assignment?” Freya asked.

Anna pulled a tablet from her bag, scrolling through it for a few moments before saying, “She was on a diversion.”

“A diversion?”

Anna nodded. “Distracting someone so that they don’t interfere with Fate’s plan. Her target was Ulric Rees. A low-level Demon who was threatening to go rogue. From her assignment notes, it looks as if she decided that the best way to stop Ulric from killing his intended victim was to have his Human girlfriend break-up with him to divert his attention.”

“Wait, she had his girlfriend dump him?”

“They wouldn’t have lasted anyway,” Anna assured her. “Human/Demon couples never do.”

“But you think they knew that she was behind it and have decided that there’s a need for some good, old-fashioned revenge?”

“I think that it’s about as good a place to start as any.”

Freya nodded. “Alright, but we need to swing by my hotel room first. I need my gear.”
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​IT ONLY TOOK FREYA a few minutes to get her gear on and glamour it, so that it looked like plain clothing. As soon as her heavier leather armour replaced her restrictive dress, Freya felt much calmer and more confident.

Anna’s withering glare as they met back up, as if to say that she had taken too long at getting dressed, only gave Freya the slightest of pause. Oracle or not, Freya was an Angel, which meant they were essentially the same. Anna could act superior all she wanted, but nothing made her that way.

“So, how do we find this Demon?” Freya asked as calmly as she could, making sure not to let Anna see how much she was getting under her skin.

Anna responded by pulling her tablet out from her handbag once more. “Alice should have recorded his signature in the database.”

“His signature? His magical signature?”

“Of course.”

“How did you manage to record a magical signature digitally? I thought magic and technology didn’t mix well.”

“I suppose, for those who are weaker, it would be difficult.”

Freya folded her arms at that, but didn’t say anything as Anna closed her eyes, her hand hovering over the tablet.

After a few moments, she opened her eyes. “I have the signature. Follow me.”

“Wait,” Freya said, just as Anna was about to stalk off. “Share the signature with me, just in case.”

Anna gave Freya a disgusted look, as if she had just suggested that they performed a spit-handshake or something. Freya knew that sharing the signature would mean lowering their magical guards, but being squeamish about that sort of thing was for times when someone wasn’t missing.

“We don’t have time to argue, or to risk letting the Demon getting away,” Freya reasoned.

Anna finally nodded reluctantly, unable to argue with Freya’s logic.

She offered her hand, which Freya took as they both focused their Energy on the joining.

Freya hadn’t needed to share anything across her Energy before, apart from when Amber had shared her memories with her and, of course, involuntarily when-

When-

Freya cleared her mind of the vague, fuzzy feelings, realising that she was letting her focus drift from Anna and the signature.

After a few moments, she finally had the signature, allowing her to break off from Anna.

“You’re very unfocused,” Anna said, not even having the decency to look even slightly ruffled as Freya had to catch her breath from the exchange.

Freya riled, about to snap back at the comment, but she stopped herself as she realised that it hadn’t been venomous. Anna was, instead, looking at her with... not concern, but perhaps curiosity.

“Your thoughts are clouded by your focus on your lost memories.”

“I know, I know,” Freya said with a wave of her hand. “Sometimes something almost slips through and it throws me off.”

“How often does that happen?”

Freya shrugged. “I don’t know. Sometimes it won’t happen for a month or so, and then I’ll get three flashes in a week.”

Anna gave a hum as she looked Freya over once more, her expression displeased. “Have you tried to prevent them?”

“I’ve tried to get the memories back, but apparently that would give everyone’s memories back, and I must have taken them away for a reason.”

“What about reinforcing the spell that’s keeping them locked away?”

Freya blinked at that. Would that be better? No longer having the vague sense of something just beyond her memory?

She shook her head. “I’ll figure something out,” she said with a shrug. “Let’s just focus on the task at hand.”

“That’s what I’m trying to do,” Anna pointed out before closing her eyes, presumably searching for the Demon.

After a few moments, her eyes shot open. She put her hand on Freya’s shoulder before shifting them across town.

“Hey!” Freya protested, the surprise shift taking its toll on her stomach.

“Time is not on our side,” Anna reminded her sharply. “I was attempting to be swift.”

“Just give me some warning next time,” Freya told her as she scanned for the Demon’s signature in the area, quickly finding him walking down the opposite street, coffee in hand.

“Well, this was simple,” Freya said, drawing a shadow knife from her belt. The runes on the handle kept it from Human view and quickly drained the Energy from its target.

If her angelic nature hadn’t given her larger Energy reserves than normal, it would have completely incapacitated her when a Demon had attacked with it. As it was, it had made a nice addition to her arsenal.

“Wait,” Anna said, grabbing her hand and yanking it down.

Freya jerked her hand away.

“We don’t have to attack
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