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NIGHTSHADE

Take from me this imperfect heart, plant a new seed.

Tear it from its rancid cavity, where with hate it dwells.

Be swift if you please, for corruption breeds corruption,

And the cancer it has become begins to foul my soul.

Love desire have given way to a much darker hell,

Little remains now of my former self,

For the poison of life its foul ways have taken their toll,

Now nothing, no, not anything, is the same.

— J. Allen Wilson

Part One

The Prophecy

PREFACE

It was a purple flower, a paradox in bloom. Its petals, though familiar to me, straddled the line between here and elsewhere. It was growing from the side of a tree; staring at it, I was bowled over by déjà vu, for I had seen this very flower before. Not in person, but in two strange visions I'd experienced after I'd been Signed as an angel.

I inched toward it, overcome with surprise.

It had been the very last thing I had expected to see here, of all places: now, the magenta blossom felt more like a dream from an old life. To see it inside Rowan in particular was like a slap to the face.

I didn't feel as compelled by the wildflower as I once had. I had seen them scattered all over since entering the Rockies—but it hadn't clicked, not until now, gazing down at this beautiful flower in particular. Because it was the exact same flower I had seen in those visions; I knew it instantly, irrevocably.

I touched it, expecting something special to happen, but—and this was perhaps the most shocking thing of all—it was just a regular blossom. It was truly here. This was the real flower, the flower I'd seen in my visions. It hit me with amazement: this place. This moment. This flower marked the divide between worlds. It was with total confidence that I turned to Josephine and Will behind me and said: "This is it. I know it. We're here."

"I do agree, Robyn," Josephine said tranquilly, gazing around the clearing. She, too, had adopted a soft look of awe. She gazed at the rushing waterfall and the vibrant green grass, then let out a sigh close to contentment.

"This is it. But... I don't know… how do we access it? Get through?"

It was an odd sensation—in some innate place I'd expected Ash to be here for this, and his absence felt misplaced. On the other hand, I knew that everything rested on this moment; our entire perilous journey had culminated in this. It was time to rip the fabric of the world apart. If we didn't die in the process…

Then I would have found my cure.

Little did I expect Jax to arrive in the clearing at that moment. He was standing with an abnormal rigidity, his dark eyes narrowed. There was a strangely furious set to his mouth, as if each of us had committed an unforgivable atrocity, though I didn't know what had changed since we'd teleported three minutes ago.

I shivered as he came striding towards us, daunting and stony. I was even more shocked when he glared at me with pure loathing and hissed:

"Leave, Duroc! Or I will kill you!"

CHAPTER ONE

First Temptation

 Shadows swarmed like wasps through the murky woods, the only light I could make out as I walked was a flickering glow, emanating from a hundred yards away: the glimmer of a distant town.

 I crept forward uncertainly, a shiver working its way across my body. The air was biting that night, the moon was covered by a thick sheen of cloud. In the distance, a bird called out, its voice fading unanswered as soon as it had begun.

 It had been two nights since I had died. Two nights since my father had tried to kill my boyfriend, accidentally gotten me instead. Two nights, yet it felt like a century ago: the Robyn of then, compared to me, felt like a fantasy.

 A long time ago, I had thought I was perfectly normal, but that had been before my house had burnt down, with my mother and stepfather still inside it. From then, I'd been moved to live with my foster family in Ireland. I'd thought, after a couple of years, that perhaps things could be normal again... but then I'd been promptly informed that I was an angel, that I had to leave unless my new family, half-sister included, would be put in terrible danger.

 I'd been immersed in a new world filled with amazing beauty, a darkness I'd never thought possible: because here, in this new land, lived the Duroc. Angels that had died, yet continued to live, feeding emotion off others to fill their empty hearts. As I had discovered, my father had been a Duroc, which had meant I wasn't an ordinary angel, but an Archangel, that when I died, I would turn into a Duroc myself.

 Well, funnily enough, I had died. Now I had just one destination: the town that glowed brightly before me, no regular city. Before me stood the domed Thale, the city of Duroc. Since dying two days ago, I had come to the conclusion that I could not stay at the Elysium, the school for angels.

 There were two main reasons for this: the first, that I could never fit in there now. I was empty, a hollow parody of a girl, from the instant I'd died, a horrible fire had blazed through my body, leaving only a desperate hunger for others in its wake. I knew if I stayed there, sooner or later, one of those innocent angels would be my prey.

 The second reason was Jax, the boy who had travelled to Ireland and told me of my angelic heritage. As I had recently found out, he had been responsible for the fire which killed my mother and step-dad. Willingly? No, Jax had not meant to do it, but my Duroc father had compelled him to do so. In the month or so I'd been with Jax, he had never told me the truth. He had, however, made me fall in love with him. Suffice it to say, I was a little peeved.

 Love. What a strange, distant word. To me now, there was only my goal, my destination: because tonight I was planning to join the city before me. I had to admit, I was a little unsure of the outcome.

 “You’ll be okay,” piped up the voice of my little sister, Grace.

 Grace epitomised the dreamlike quality of the existence I'd fallen into. The same day I had died, she had been killed too, only she, unlike me, had Imprinted.

 Imprinting was the term angels used when somebody died, their soul split into fragmented pieces, leaving them too weak to move on. This generally occurred when the person had unresolved business to attend to or died in a sudden way. When this happened, the person was known to attach itself to an object. I had once met an Imprint called Beatrice, in fact, I still kept the necklace she'd attached herself to around my neck.

 As for Grace, well, she'd Imprinted on me. Now she lived inside me, almost another part of my personality, invisible to others, the conscience which had guided me this far. She had only been six.

 “Are you sure?” I remarked aloud. Squinting through the eerie blackness of the forest before me, I suppressed a sigh. “They did try to kill me once, or twice. Or three times, actually.”

 What she and I both knew was that I was now unappealing to them. Duroc preyed off people who felt, most namely on angels. Now that I felt nothing, it would be like eating rotten food, though I wasn't unaware that these empty shells of people thirsted over fights. That, I supposed, was what I was afraid of.

 But, I was one of these creatures now, all I could do was try.

 Soon, the city of Thale loomed before me, constructed of great domes which glinted dully in the moonlight. It was a strange place, a surreal mixture of new and old, ruined houses straining besides towers of iridescent beauty. Unlike the angels' Elysiums towns, this place had no need for guards or gates. To Duroc, everything was prey, what deer would willingly walk into the territory of lions?

 People stared as I entered, but I straightened my back, determined that if I looked haughty and imperious enough, I would fit right in. I knew that I did at least in part fit the look: wings rose from my back, but they were only skeletal membranes, black and bony. My eyes, once a bright emerald green, were now simply white.

 It wasn't long before a strange scene materialised around me. A crowd of rowdy Duroc were packed together, shouting and booing up towards something unseen. I squinted. It looked as though I had come to something of a town square. Domed buildings rose in a jagged circle about me, in the centre of it all was a big tiered platform.

 I remembered that platform. The very first time I had come to Thale—kidnapped against my will—I had been taken straight to this stage. On it had sat the Duroc Queen Evelyn, perched with an eerie grace upon a crate. As I stared, now, I was surprised to see that there she was again, only she wasn't on some makeshift stool but a thick wooden throne that rose impressively into the air.

 Two people stood on either side of this throne, regarding the rowdy crowd with blank, threatening stares. As I watched, the Queen and her people shouted back and forth at each other. It was nothing like the regal council sessions I would have imagined with royalty; then again, the Duroc monarchy was no doubt an embodiment of other Duroc traits, so the chaotic scene shouldn't have surprised me that much.

 What exactly was going on? It seemed to be people seeking out audiences with the Monarch. Mainly, they slung abuse at each other and called to have Evelyn overthrown for being 'weak'; in return, she threatened to have them killed.

 I hung back in the shadows, watching for a long time, unmoving and unspeaking. People didn't glance towards me. I was a Duroc now, so what did I matter? But I still felt a little vulnerable there in the midst of monsters no doubt centuries older than myself.

 Eventually, the group dispersed, little trickles of water flowing away. I watched as the Queen turned... and her eyes finally found me. It was also at that moment that the people standing next to her really hit me, a small wave of fear rippled through me.

 I hadn't thought Duroc could feel anything whatsoever, but apparently, my knowledge of them had been off-kilter. Though otherwise blank, negative feelings were still assailing me, right now, I was certainly uncomfortable.

 Those three people on the stage were people that had terrified me whilst alive, but who now regarded me with curious nonchalance. To them now, I was not even a threat to be assessed.

 Their names were Sauda, Evelyn and Ezra. The two girls were tall figures, a mixture of unnerving beauty and vast inhumanity. Sauda, the first to approach, gliding down from the stage like a dancer, had a shock of white-blonde hair and emotionless grey eyes. Evelyn in comparison was an arrogant figure with oily black eyes and thick red hair, which gleamed brightly even in the dim lighting. Although the leader, I had learned, from experience, that she wasn't quite as formidable as others. It was something the people in the crowd had been all too eager to point out earlier. I wondered if she was having problems holding on to her crown.

 The more I thought about it, the more I realised I knew hardly anything about the Duroc Monarchy. I hardly knew anything about the angels' ruling system at all, in fact. Having arrived in the hidden world only a month ago, everything was still so alien. Did the Duroc have blue bloods? Was the crown passed on through relation? If so, the third Duroc approaching me would be the next likely candidate as king.

 His name was Ezra. He stood there squinting at me in disappointment from above a crooked nose. He was Evelyn's son. I figured, as Duroc women couldn't have children, that he had been born before she had died. Ezra was a mischievous, cunning Duroc, but now, his gaze was flat.

 “Little bird,” he said, clucking his tongue, “What have we here? I must say, I'm quite disappointed.”

 “How did you die?” demanded Sauda with blunt displeasure, crossing her arms like a spoilt girl being denied a treat. In fact, all three of the Duroc before me looked as though they had been greatly let down. After all, Archangels were a rare, tantalising dessert for the undead angels, all three of the Duroc here had tried to feed from me at one time or another. And now, here I was, one of them, a meal wasted.

 “I was there,” Evelyn said, as though the words tasted unpleasant in her mouth. “Elijah, the thick oaf, must have killed her accidentally.”

 Evelyn had been at the scene when I had died, but, from memory, she had been unconscious after I knocked her out with a rock. I noticed she chose not to mention this detail as she continued, “I had hoped he hadn't written her off completely. She always seemed to bounce back. But she must have died after the Protectors took her back to the Elysium.”

 Protectors were sort of the angels' warriors. The angels were divided into three categories, to be precise: Seekers, Telepathists, Protectors. The Seekers were responsible for Signing angels once they turned fifteen. Before being Signed, an angel's power was dormant. The Telepathists, as I had been, were like oracles: capable of telekinesis, mind reading… I frowned, realising I didn't know if my old powers would transcend into this new life.

 In front of me, all of the Duroc looked at each other, then back at me, businessmen silently weighing the most beneficial approach.

 “And what brings you here now, little bird?” Ezra said. “Do you wish to join us now? I must say, that would be rather fun.”

 Evelyn snorted, saying dryly, “Do we really want this brat?” She stalked forward and put her fingers beneath my chin, lifting it so that we looked eye-to-eye. I aimed for a stoic response. The faint fear I had felt whilst immersed in the unhappy crowd still remained, but less so: I had to question how those deep black eyes had ever terrified so much. Suddenly, Evelyn looked... irritating.

 “If you care to remember, it was the Divine coming after her which ruined half our town and killed many of my citizens,” she continued, glaring at me.

 I wanted to say that based on the scene I'd stumbled into, it didn't seem like they'd be her citizens very much longer, but decided it would be better to hold my tongue. Collectively, these three could kill me in the blink of an eye.

 To my surprise, it was Sauda that said, after a brief pause, “No, let her stay. There's no reason to kick her out.”

 Evelyn let me go and frowned.

 “Why?” she challenged.

 “Because... she's interesting. We could mould her into a fine Duroc. Why let power go to waste?”

 Evelyn mulled this over, before finally conceding in her typically haughty voice, “Fine. But she can't simply join us. Robyn,” she still said my name like it was something unpleasant, considering how much she disliked me, I was surprised she even remembered it, “How about this. You can live in our city, but you need to be initiated. Go out and find an angel, feed from it, bring it back to us. If you can do this, I will warmly welcome you. Consider it to be an introduction to our lives.”

 I paused in consideration. I didn't particularly want to bother with the hassle of this, though I didn't exactly feel anything about it, I also couldn't say I was comfortable with the idea of killing anybody. Yet, if I couldn't be accepted into Thale… where was I supposed to go? The world had suddenly become closed and inaccessible to me.

 I swallowed. “Okay, fine. I will.”

 “Good. You have a couple of days. Come find me when you have them.”

 With that, the three left; Evelyn went without a backward glance, Sauda frowned once, it was Ezra, as he backed away towards the tiered stage throne, who grinned at me with wicked glee.

 “Have fun, little bird,” he whispered.

•

 At first, I wasn't sure what to do.

 I made camp in the forest and slept on the damp underbrush, shivering, gazing impassively at the wistful flicker of the stars. I let the emptiness in my chest settle like a deep, cavernous abyss. All through the night, I argued with the ghost of my sister about what the right thing to do was. In the morning I was restless, though I did not feel fatigued.

 After watching the dawn light up the woods and paint the scenery in a warm glow, I began to make my way. There was only one place I could think of to go, that was the Shield of Ravenna, a place Jax had taken me on… it hadn't quite been a date, but it had been where we'd shared our first kiss. I was surprised by how unaffected I was by the memories when I arrived in the town.

 The coastline twisted off into the distance, blue and sparkling, the ocean an endless thing, stretching out into forever. The town itself was rickety and ancient, yet quaint; with box-like houses lining the hills like an ants nest nestled into the countryside.

 My only problem was the Shield, the glittering white substance Seekers used to guard places from unwanted guests that stretched all around Ravenna. Guests like me. I was used to being able to enter and touch the white glowing stuff, but now I was no longer an Archangel. The Duroc, from my experience, could not get in.

 It was, at that moment, that I heard footsteps. I quickly ducked behind a tree. A second later two figures came into view.

 The first was a boy I didn't recognise, with a shock of unruly black hair and a friendly, relaxed face. He was walking with another guy, the more I stared, the more I realised that this second newcomer was somebody that I had talked to before.

 He was Jax's friend Damon, a Seeker who had manned the Elysium Shield while I had been there. He had light blonde hair and blue eyes, he strutted along with the black-haired guy, his features serious and tight.

 As they neared me, I began to hear snippets of their conversation, drifting towards me like a tantalising glimpse into my old life.

 “It seems pretty reckless, not going through a Passageway,” the unknown dark-haired boy remarked.

 “Passageway be damned,” Damon replied, “Any Duroc want a go at me, I've got you to fight. You're one of the best Protectors I know. Let them come at us. They deserve it after what they did to our school. Besides, they all seem to be settled down contented after the feast they had.

 “Think of all our friends who suffered,” he continued, “and tell me you don't want one to show its evil little face right now. I mean, man, I've never seen Jax so totally… hell, I can't explain it, Brody. He isn't himself. I'm half beginning to think he's going to run blindly into Thale searching for her with proclamations of love.”

 “Well, it's got to be pretty tough,” the dark-haired guy returned, “I can't imagine having that happen. He'll recover eventually though. He'll realise she's lost. And if he does raid the city and see her, then he'll be reminded of what a total monster she's turned into.”

 Damon grimaced. “So many of our angels were taken, so many of them must have died or been fed off… I know she's just another face in many, but I talked to Robyn a couple times. She was a nice girl.”

 I knew he was talking about the invasion that had occurred, the same day I'd died. One of the professors at the school, Professor Alvarez, had once been married to an Archangel who had died, like me, turned Duroc. That Duroc had been Sauda. He, unlike these guys seemed to think Jax would, had never gotten over her, he had helped her sneak into the school and even attempted to hand me over to her. It was partially thanks to Professor Alvarez that my sister had died, not to mention all of the angels Damon talked about now.

 Currently, I wondered if anyone knew that it had been Alvarez. Or was he still going on, perfectly happy and safe, despite all of the destruction he'd uncaringly unleashed? A smart man would have realised that no matter how many things he gave to his wife, she would never be the same.

 I stared impassively at these two Seekers from behind my tree, my breathing calm and collected. I began to arrange my thoughts. Evelyn wanted me to feed off an angel and bring them to her, here before me were two perfectly delectable snacks. Even from where I stood, I could practically taste the pounding energy radiating from them; the irresistible shimmer of their emotions; the intricate food that was their thoughts.

 Robyn, no, my sister thought in horror. You knew that boy. You talked to him. You thought he was nice.

 “I never knew his friend,” I whispered back to her in a soft voice, becoming a hunter eying her prey as the two angels neared the Shield into Ravenna.

 “Well, hopefully we can get checking up on the state of things here soon and return to Jax. He needs friends at the moment.”

 I licked my lips, straining to control myself, desperately trying to find the old Robyn in the midst of this shallow, ravenously hungry creature which had taken over.

 Come on Robbie, just think about this, Grace implored.

 And in the second that I did think about it, the two angels had stepped through the Shield, my chance to grab them vanished—or so I thought. The instant after they stepped through, the Shield wavered, flickered, a brief gap appeared.

 I moved too quickly to even process my thoughts. One moment, I was hidden in the greenery, the next I'd raced, faster than I'd ever moved before, so fast I shifted nearly into a blur. I slipped after the two into Ravenna, just before the Shield re-closed itself behind me.

 I had moved silently; the boys hadn't noticed me creeping in behind them.

 I stood there, watching them walk away, the hunger pounding, but I decided that I wasn't yet ready. I let them disappear into the winding mass of the town. But I needed to bring Evelyn an angel, I'd made it this far. I began to walk into the town, ducking behind things, trying to remain hidden. I didn't want to cause a disturbance.

 Was I somehow, ridiculously, the first Duroc to discover this little loophole? Perhaps most did not allow their prey to reenter a Shield in the first place, had devoured them before the waver could be discovered? In any case, I kept low, mostly slinking through the bushes. I found myself tracing the only path I knew in this town: the same one Jax had led me down the first time I had been here.

 It took a while before I found it, when I did I was momentarily unsure. A rickety house at the top of a steep hill. I crept towards it. In this house, I knew, resided at least two angels—before long I spotted her.

 She was sitting, isolated, on a bench atop the front porch. There was nobody else around, as she sat, staring out into the waves, I felt a foreign, malicious stab of glee. The girl had thick golden hair, delicate features, her skin creamy pale. Like Damon, I knew this girl from my old life; Jax had Signed her whilst we were in Ravenna before, she had flirted with him the entire time.

 From the instant I saw her, I felt as though I was being possessed. I went from being the indifferent, detached, if not hungry, Robyn from a minute ago, to a being who had begun to smirk with malice.

 Abandoning caution, I stalked forward, watching as the shadow of my wings fell over the girl, tilting my head on an angle as I reached her and said, “Hello, Lily.”

 The girl looked towards me. Then, she jumped, leaping from her chair, a scared—no, terrified—noise came from her throat. I looked at her impassively.

 “Oh, my god—how did—you're a—how did you get in –” she stammered in terror. “Help! Help!”

 I moved forward and put my hand to her mouth, silencing her instantly. “Hush. Don't speak. Come on, Lily, come with me…”

 Lily looked as though she wanted to run, that was a nuisance I didn't need. With effortless strength, I drew her towards me and wrapped my hands about her in an iron grip. She paled further and began to splutter in terror.

 “Try to use any powers on me, angel, you'll be dead in a second.”

 I began to walk her up the hill, away from the house. She was frozen in terror, too petrified to move, she gulped as I led her away from her town. Before I knew it, we'd reached the Shield out of Ravenna again, I puzzled over how I would get out now that I'd found my prey before another brilliant idea occurred to me—if the Shield had wavered for Damon and his friend, hopefully it would for Lily.

 “Go on,” I said coldly. “If you want to live, walk through the Shield.”

 Lily looked at me with massive eyes, like a cornered animal. She didn't say anything, though, walked woodenly forward. The Shield wavered as I'd hoped it would, we both stepped through it, Ravenna fading behind us.

 Now, it was the two of us alone together in the forest. Things had progressed so quickly, I found the spite of a moment ago fading to be replaced with uncertainty. Lily and I watched each other for a moment, I noticed she was shaking with fear.

 “I don't want to hurt you, Lily.”

 “I—I remember you,” she stammered, “You came to our house...” her words were broken with her fear, all I thought was, she looks so pitiful. I didn't feel even slightly compassionate towards her.

 “You… don't have to... to… hurt me,” she wailed.

 “I don't want to, but I was told I had to,” I said plainly. I hesitated. “I've never… killed someone before.”

 “No! Please!” she begged. I swallowed in confusion. I didn't want to do this. Why was I doing this? I felt as if the real me was locked away somewhere deep inside, screaming against a wall of glass that she couldn't penetrate. I couldn't see sense. I was a mess.

 I inched forward, smelling the sweet scent that was purely Lily; lost in the depths of her fright, sniffing the emotion off her in waves. She shook as I stepped forward and put my hand on her neck, touching her, feeling the pounding essence of her running through her entire body. I could take it, I could fill myself with it, all it took was to place my fingers on her temples then I could draw it all away…

 And then, within the depths of my unease, I heard the ghost of Grace whispering: come on, Robbie, this isn't you.

 Like that, this situation became entirely distasteful to me, I shoved my aching hunger away.

 “Go,” I rasped. She didn't need to be told twice, with a horrified look back at me, she dashed back into the Shield, which wavered once, before becoming solid once more, all chance to capture an angel was lost to me.

 “Oh, shit,” I said to Grace, “What am I going to do now?”

 Go back, she said after a while, put on a performance.

 Grasping what she meant, trying to shake off a creeping feeling of being watched, I headed back to Thale.

 CHAPTER TWO

 Sinner's Charade

Hazel Elwood was lying in a hospital bed.

Funnily enough, it certainly wasn't the first time she'd found herself lying in a hospital bed. Really, it seemed to happen quite a lot. It wasn't even because she was a Protector; fighting was part of the job description. Things just seemed to target her.

The last time she'd been in this particular Ward in the Elysium—the Ward for people suffering life-threatening injuries or severe psychological trauma—she'd been kidnapped by a group of Duroc while travelling to a Protector training event. The Shields around her, forming the safety of a bubbled pathway, had shuddered, spluttered, gone out like a doused candle; she'd been left aghast in the middle of the forest, vulnerable and alone.

The Duroc had worked with Mors Riders to get in and capture them. It was rare. As far as she knew, it was only possible when Shields were weak and in need of refreshment, and vast numbers of Riders worked together. At a place like the Elysium, where the Shield was refreshed at least every day, it was not even a possibility.

She didn't tend to speak about it: the memories of the Duroc emerging like wraiths from the trees with mocking grins had washed away all musings. She had been rescued eventually, after significant torture, and had prayed that she'd never end up in this Ward again. The only teacher to discuss what had happened with her had been Professor Alvarez.

Professor Alvarez… the name floated up to Hazel, prickly, something electric waiting to sting her. However, the minute she began to think hard about it, a spike of pain shot through her head and she let out a gasp of discomfort. Her memories felt dull and blurred. She swam through them, trying to distinguish fact from fiction. Why did that name mean something to her? And… how had she ended up in this Ward to begin with?

It took a while, but eventually the answer came, as unwelcome as it was. The Elysium had been attacked. The Shields had gone down. Somebody—Hazel knew this with severe conviction—had betrayed the angels. But for the life of her she couldn't remember who.

"Ah, dear!" came an ecstatic voice. Hazel craned her neck sluggishly to find the source of the noise. Her whole body was weak and heavy; moving even a fraction caused stabs of pain.

From deeper inside the infirmary, a figure appeared. She was middle-aged, dressed in the regular Medicine Doctor gear, a pale teal shift dress, with her lush brown hair pulled up into a messy bun. Hazel knew that she recognised the woman. It took her a moment to recall the name, though.

"Nurse… Nurse Lesley?" she questioned timidly.

"Yes, dear," Lesley replied with a compassionate smile, coming forward and resting a delicate hand against her forehead. Lesley had large brown eyes that regarded the world in a permanent fixture of kindness. She was a tall, tanned woman who radiated a singularly motherly vibe. "It's wonderful to find you awake. You've suffered quite the injury, I'm afraid."

A brief look of pain stole over Lesley's features at this, and Hazel felt a stab of apprehension.

"Miss, I can't… I can't quite remember what happened," Hazel said delicately.

"No, that's unsurprising. You suffered quite a bad concussion. You… you know the school was raided?" the nurse questioned, seeming to find the query hard.

"I do," Hazel conceded.

"Yes. Goddess knows how it happened. It was… it was the worst attack I've ever experienced."

"Were there… many casualties?" Hazel asked carefully, unsure whether it was kosher to question a nurse like this, but dying to know the answer anyway, in the way one plays with a sore, loose tooth: expecting hurt, but helpless to deny the urge.

Lesley's chocolate eyes, normally so radiant, turned sorrowful. She gave a stiff nod of the chin, the gesture so fractional Hazel would have missed it if she'd blinked.

"Hundreds of wounded, dozens of… of more permanent injuries… and… too many deaths to think about, I'm afraid. I'm most glad you are okay, Miss Elwood. We were all so worried about you."

"Could you… tell me what happened?"

Lesley gripped Hazel's hands in her own warm ones and gave the girl one of her smiles, the kind of expression that was so sweet as to be piercing.

"Let me give you some medication first. You must be in discomfort. You've been out for quite a few days."

The nurse hurried away and came back with tablets and water. She adjusted Hazel's position in the bed, told her to take a few pills, smoothed back her hair, passed over the water. After checking her heart-rate and a few other formalities, the nurse finally pulled up a chair to sit beside the patient. For the first time, Hazel noticed that they were alone in the room.

As she swallowed the medicine, she felt an immediate soothing sensation sparking through her body. Angel medication was always pleasant. Herbal, the healers (all Telepathists), managed to infuse the treatments with pacifying capabilities. It wasn't all supernatural, but it certainly surpassed mere skill. There was a raw power in it; she leant her head against the soft pillows as the drugs took effect, stilling her limbs and relaxing her muscles.

"There you go, dear," Lesley said, "You look much better already. We'll get you some soup in half an hour, when your stomach's up to it. For now… well, I'll tell you what I know, though it isn't much. I hate to upset you. You deserve some kind of explanation, that much is clear.

"Well, I was here, attending patients, when they brought you in. It seems you'd tried to escape the Elysium, as many were, and had fallen into the hands of… a Duroc. A powerful one; that's about all I know of the matter. You were with some friends. The raid didn't last long, most of a day. Our Protectors fought valiantly, but it wasn't enough. We should have been decimated completely, that much I know. The injured just kept on piling up in our Ward. Then, out of the blue, some of the Duroc stopped. Disappeared. If I hadn't known better, I would have said they'd come to the school in search of something, and once they'd found it, they weren't quite so interested anymore.

"You know Duroc, though. Most continued fighting, trying to get more angels. Thankfully, we managed to set the Shields back up; after that it was a matter of pushing the monsters back out. The Telepathists banded together with… some sort of mind-control magic, but even then, it wasn't enough.

"Then she came."

"Who?" Hazel asked, captivated by the story, even in the swirl of medicine-induced haziness.

"Why, Headmistress Opal. Came tearing through the newly constructed Shield. I didn't see it myself, but I heard she was ablaze with power and revenge. She single-handedly drove most of the Duroc out behind the Shields. That was how powerful she was. Within half an hour, the fighting had died down.

"After that, the Protectors ventured out of the Shields. Ah, Miss Elwood, don't look so concerned. It's in the job description, after all. Of course, you'd know all about that. Quite the warrior in training, you are… but yes, anyway, they were out seeking angels who'd run away. They found a few, most notably you and your friends. You were beside Black Lake.

"They travelled out all that way?"

"Yes, dear. There were a few of you. Miss Bonnie Carter, Mr Verdan… yourself…"

Hazel felt distinctly like Lesley had missed someone out of the equation, but in her foggy state, couldn't quite work out who. The words were recalling images, though. She saw icy still water, a bed of pebbles, an ancient, contrastingly youthful face; a wicked, complacent, irritated, manipulative face, with burning emerald eyes of perpetual hunger. She pinned the face as the face of a Duroc, but her tired brain couldn't deduce much more than that at this point.

"Was I this hurt when you found me?"

"Yes, dear, you were suffering intense amnesia, too. You were awake to begin with, but you soon fell into a most concerning sleep. Your main injuries seemed to be mental fatigue. I can only dream what kind of terrors you faced out there. You must have blocked it."

Something about that didn't ring right to Hazel.

"But…" she protested weakly.

"No matter, dear, really; it happens all the time. It's perfectly natural not to remember. It doesn't make you weak."

"But… I think I can remember what you're talking about. Being caught by a Duroc out in the woods, I mean. Not in great detail, but I can dredge up some images of it. No… it's before. The raid itself. When it happened, how it happened. I can't remember it at all. Surely, that wouldn't have been as stressful?"

"Now, now," came a new voice, "Dear, only the Goddess knows what might have happened during the raid that you needed to block out. Don't strain yourself remembering painful things. All that matters is that you're safe now, home where you belong."

Hazel's head whipped towards the newcomer, which caused an immense spike of pain to travel down her fatigued body. The voice, though it was a deep, peaceful, reassuring voice—a voice of immeasurable wisdom and clarity—had sent shivers through her body.

The man standing in the doorway looked a little like a university lecturer. Albeit, an ancient, commanding university lecturer with silver-blue eyes of unassailable knowledge and perception. He had wispy white hair and was dressed in a neat grey suit with brown elbow-patches. Strangely, for a moment, Hazel couldn't work out who he was at all, though she knew him to be a familiar person. It was like there was a block in her head, barring her from the knowledge.

Probably the amnesia, she thought sadly. A second later, the truth hit her. He was Professor Alvarez, the oldest and strongest professor at the Elysium, aside from, perhaps, Headmistress Opal, a woman Hazel had never met. He was Head of Telepathy, regarded everywhere as a gentle, empathetic man.

"Professor," she said meekly, a small smile pulling up the corners of her mouth.

"Miss Elwood," he said, seemingly a little cautiously. "Miss Lesley here sent me a message that you were up. I thought I might come check on you."

"But there are so many people here who must have been injured… surely, I'm not that important."

"Dear, you are singularly important!"

Hazel had the impression that he felt that way about every one of his pupils; the idea of such a kind man cheered her up. The recent darkness about her had numbed her spirits a bit, but knowing that Alvarez was here, as good and humble as ever, made her feel safe.

"Now, I understand you've had a fairly bad concussion. Are things beginning to come back?"

"Professor," Lesley said diffidently, "It's quite soon to tell…"

Alvarez gave the nurse a patient smile but otherwise ignored her. Hazel, sensing that he was waiting for a response, bit her lip thoughtfully.

"I don't know," she said honestly. "I don't think I'm going to remember the raid anytime soon. Being kidnapped… by that one Duroc—I remember some of it, in flashes. But I have the feeling that… there's something you're both not telling me."

While Alvarez's striking eyes narrowed sharply at this, Lesley gave a soft sigh. To Hazel's surprise, she began to nod.

"You're right, Miss Elwood. We weren't going to tell you yet, not until you'd recovered, but I suppose you deserve the truth. I know you were friends with Robyn Helen."

"Robyn?" Hazel asked, the name leaving her mouth in a puff of surprise.

Yes, she remembered Robyn: the quiet, brave girl with the raven-black hair and waiflike build who had aided in saving her from the Duroc (on her first kidnapping). Robyn had quickly become somebody Hazel valued and respected. They hadn't known each other very well, but they'd connected with an understanding of one another hard to replicate. An effortless friendship that had been cut short too soon...

Why? Hazel wondered, struggling against the blank her mind had suddenly drawn. Why did it end too soon? Despite struggling to no avail, she couldn't recall the answer. Eventually, Lesley responded for her.

"I don't know if you were aware, Miss Elwood, but Robyn Helen was actually a lot more than met the eye. After the attack, our doctors discovered her to be more than a regular angel. More than you or me. Professor Alvarez said he knew nothing about it. I don't know what she really was exactly, but… well, darling, I don't know how to tell you this."

She gripped Hazel's hands in both of her own now. Hazel appreciated the warmth in that hold. However, a dark feeling of foreboding was stirring within her. She knew, though it was an innate, blurry sensation she couldn't dissect in detail, that Miss Lesley was about to say something bad. Had Robyn died?

No… Hazel thought desperately, Not Robyn. Please, not Robyn.

But alas, she couldn't stop Lesley from opening her mouth and saying those words she dreaded. And it was worse: so much worse than Hazel ever could have imagined, an impossible, painful, surreal nightmare.

"I don't know quite how it happened… but dear, your friend… she… she went through an alteration."

"What do you mean?" Hazel asked blankly.

"Miss Elwood," Alvarez said softly, sorrowfully, Hazel thought. "I'm so sorry to tell you that your friend… well, dear, she's become a Duroc."

 CHAPTER THREE

 The Resolution

Hazel rarely cried.

Truth was, tears embarrassed her. They were a sign of weakness; above all else, Hazel hated to be weak. When her mum had passed away in her childhood, Hazel had shouldered the burden of burying her pain and supporting her younger half-brother Leo. She hadn't cried then, hardly at all in all those long, hard years, so she was surprised when dampness sprung in her eyes now.

Robyn, a Duroc. How could that be possible? She'd never heard of it happening before; if it had been anybody else other than Professor Alvarez telling her, Hazel would have denied it. Called them ignorant, told them not to mock her. As it was, though, lying there weakly with the Professor's lucid eyes burning into her, she knew the words to be nothing but the truth, no matter how hard, no matter how gruesome.

It pained her. It shocked her. Most of all, though, it angered her.

"What!" she gasped, struggling to sit up. She ignored the spike of pain, going so far as to throw the blankets off and struggle towards the floor. Lesley hurriedly pushed her back down with soothing hands.

"No, Hazel, darling, don't get up. You're too weak."

"I don't care!" Hazel said. She didn't quite shout the words, but they came out highly-strung and harsh, more of a bark than anything. The world around her was spinning; she felt nauseous.

"Sweetie, I know it's awful. It's all so awful. The Elysium has never suffered a blow like this. We've all lost people we loved. And, darling, I promise you that one day you'll get some kind of revenge. Now, no, don't look at me like that, I'm not advocating going out and fighting Duroc. But you're a Protector. I can see it in you. You're a good one. Talented. One day, you'll be out there protecting loved ones. But for now, you just need to rest. That's how you can help people the most."

The tears spilled over Hazel's eyes and rolled along her cheeks; she wiped them away in hurried fury. There was a burning ache somewhere in her chest, but she tried adamantly to shove it away.

"Now, now, Miss Elwood, I suggest you try to rest. Lesley is right. We've all suffered this week. Get her some sleeping pills, Les. We're holding a funeral tomorrow. Just sleep for now, come to that if you're stronger."

Feeling weak, Hazel gave a tiny nod. Alvarez looked at her with an unreadable expression. He gave her a tight smile then strode back out of the infirmary, his shoes clacking harshly against the tiles. He was a resplendent figure, a mixture of shadows and light under the clinical fluorescent bulbs (the hospital was one of the few places in the Elysium with electricity, aside from bathrooms and kitchens), but for some reason, Hazel felt a sense of relief once he was out of the room.

Once he'd disappeared, Lesley stroked back Hazel's hair. The nurse had managed to dash away and retrieve some soup and more medicine from another room. She practically spoon-fed it to Hazel, then gave her the pills.

"Get some sleep, darling," she said softly. Obediently, Hazel swallowed the treatment.

It took only a few minutes. A sense of peace stole over her. The comforting black presence of sleep lapped at her; she welcomed it. The last thing she saw were Lesley's brown eyes, furrowed in consternation.

She didn't throw a tantrum. That she completely denied.

She might have snapped at the nurses to shut up, shoved away their concerned hands, retorted sharply that they couldn't legally keep her there against her will. But that wasn't a tantrum, not at all, not by Hazel's standards.

The sun hadn't yet risen the next morning when Lesley gave in with unhappy defeat, for, although Alvarez had invited her to leave, the nurses didn't quite share his faith in her recovery.

It wasn't that Hazel was averse to healing, but the wait was too agonising. Hazel hated to be immobile. Stagnation and procrastination, above all else, were things that made her miserable. She had to be out and active, doing things in the world, or a kind of depression began to nag at her.

Though she'd started off alone in the Ward with Lesley, somewhere around seven the previous night more patients had been moved in with her. Turned out, the Elysium was overflowing with the injured; there was so little room they all had to be packed together. Being surrounded by people equally weak and defeated heightened her restless agitation. This wasn't her. She didn't lounge around letting other people do the work. She wanted—moreover, she desperately needed—to be out helping rebuild the school.

Physically, she'd healed in leaps and bounds, as all Protectors did. She was still bruised, but she had energy again. Coupled with a fierce determination to do something, she felt unstoppable. Mentally, though, she still wasn't the same. She still didn't remember anything at all from the raid. As the nurses told her, it was quite likely that she never would. It was, apparently, a normal reaction, yet it still puzzled Hazel.

She hadn't expected to have anybody there to welcome her when she left the infirmary, as she'd only moved to the Elysium in the last year and didn't have many acquaintances. Yet when she'd changed out of her patient attire (a white shift), one of the nurses had come up and told her that there was somebody there to see her. So early in the morning?

She'd been confused, but when she'd gone out through the oak double doors into the adjoining hallway, it had become abundantly clear.

"Leo!" Hazel yelled.

She'd arrived in what looked like the ruinous skeleton of an ancient castle. The hallway around her was crumbling. A whole section of wall had been knocked over; boulder-like stones were strewn across the cracked marble tiles. The gaping hole gave a paradoxically picturesque view out across the Elysium grounds, painting the hallway in crystalline winter brightness. She could see all the way out across rolling lawns.

And there, hands in his pockets, with an expression of anxiety, stood her half-brother Leo. He was an introverted, shy type, who enjoyed silently watching and reading to interacting much with people, which pretty much made him Hazel's complete opposite. In truth, it didn't matter. They'd been close their entire lives and had grown up together. Hazel had never known her father; after their mother's death, she and Leo had lived alone with his father, Hazel's stepfather. He was a nice enough man, loved Leo. Hazel didn't know quite how he'd felt about her. He'd liked her enough, that had been apparent. But loving her like a father? That was a different matter.

Leo, however, had been her rock. A whole family rolled into one person. He had intelligent blue-green eyes and a shock of curling light brown hair. He was seventeen and wore a second-hand corduroy jacket and thick glasses.

"Hazel," he exclaimed in return.

They rushed towards each other; he wrapped her up in a loving embrace, his arms going tenderly around her. She let herself melt into him. Again, those horrible, unwanted tears built up in her eyes; she shook herself.

What was wrong with her? She never cried.

"I'm so glad you're okay, Hazel," Leo said. "I heard about the raid. I didn't know if you were injured. I came over from Rozenun as soon as possible."

Leo lived all the way in the South American Shield, in Hazel's home-town. Travel inter-Shield wasn't an everyday occurrence. It generally required the hire of a Protector, or in more severe cases, some kind of teleportation (which not a lot of angels had access to).

"You came all the way to Suriyel just to see me?"

"Of course," he said. They were still embracing. "Came with a whole group of people. We used a portal."

Ah, that made sense. Portals were tucked here and there throughout the Main Shields. They were quite hard to locate and, as far as Hazel knew, hadn't actually been set up by the angels. Like the Main Shields, they just were. No explanation for them. They were pretty handy, though; if she recalled correctly, there was one right near the Rozenun Elysium Leo could have travelled through. They did not take travellers anywhere they wished; moreover, certain portals linked with other specific ones. It was unchangeable and beyond explanation, but the angels had come to utilise them anyway.

"It's been too long anyway. A whole year without my big sister? It's been torture."

Hazel laughed, gently disentangling herself.

"Oh, Leo. What would I do without you?"

"I think the question is what I would do without you. You've always been the care-taker in this relationship, don't deny it." Leo straightened. "But I've come here to take care of you this time."

Hazel bristled at that, despite his nice intentions.

"I don't need taking care of," she said. Her voice wasn't petulant, exactly; but it was a little scolding. She didn't want Leo to feel like she was reliant on him. She was an independent person.

"Relax, sis," he chuckled. They stared at each other for a second, then she felt her mouth twisting into a reluctant smile. It was an expression that felt heavy. Not forced, but certainly not natural either. Noticing the stiffness—or perhaps just feeling the same way—Leo's own mouth settled into a flat, sad line.

"I also came for the funeral," he said gloomily.

"Yes," Hazel said, straightening. "I wanted to go. Where is it?"

"Are you sure you're strong enough? You just got out of hospital!"

These words stirred up indignation. Jutting out her chin, she remarked callously, "I'm pretty sure I can handle it, Leo. Stop coddling me."

"I said, that's what I'm here for –"

"Leo. Shush. Come on."

She took his arm in her own and began to pull him through the school. Of course, Hazel had no idea where the funeral was taking place, but unlike her brother, she had actually been around the Elysium for a little while and had a good idea of possible locations. He let himself be led along. He may have been making proclamations of caring for her, but they both knew exactly who the boss was.

The further the pair progressed through the Elysium, the more devastated Hazel became. The effects of the raid were everywhere. Opal's Elysium was, by definition, a warm, lavish place, a school of gilded tapestries and rich scarlet carpets. It had an expansive, pearly air, both old and impressive.

But it wasn't like that today. The tapestries were ripped and ruined, the carpets stained with ashes and blood; all throughout those beautiful sandstone halls lay the evidence of destruction. It physically aggrieved Hazel to see the effects of a battle she'd had no part in.

Hazel paused, thinking over her own musings with a more calculating deliberateness. Had she had no part in the battle? It seemed that she'd just answered one of her own nagging concerns. She still couldn't remember the fight at all, but she'd just thought that she hadn't been a part of it… had it been a kind of subconscious slip-up? Was it truth, or did it mean nothing? She bit her lip in dismay.

"Sis? What's up?" Leo questioned, noticing her strained appearance.

Hazel shook her head. "Don't worry. It's nothing."

"Are you sure?"

"Yep. Come on. We'll be late."

They found the funeral not long after that. It had been in the first place Hazel led them: around the back of the Elysium, nestled beside the lake and the willow trees.

People were pressing in everywhere, dressed in immaculate whites.

Smoke billowed out from the funeral pyres, casting the sky in grey. A dark dismay stole at her heart as she watched the fire rise up from the burning bodies of the deceased; as the flames licked and danced, casting reflections in her suddenly unfocused eyes, she had to consciously fight the urge to yell, shout, scream—anything to express the helplessness that had built within her.

There were too many of them. Too many pyres, too many deaths. It was impossible to take in. Truly, it made Hazel feel empty, probably from shock. The bodies were draped in pristine white cloth. It was customary for angels to wear white to funerals, to honour the brightness and beauty of one's life and revere the passing towards the next. Although agnostic in the sense that the angels had no preconception or idea about what 'the next' looked like, and religious in small, differing pockets (for instance, most but not all worshipped the Goddess Aletta), there was an overall quiet belief and subsequent reverence to the notion that life was not without purpose, so they respected that in their funerals.

"Oh, Goddess," Hazel remarked wearily.

Leo, too, had paused, the gravity of the situation settling on his countenance in the form of furrowed brows and pain-filled eyes. He'd always had bad posture, probably from leaning over books at desks all his life; he settled into that habit now, shrinking in on himself. Hazel reached out and squeezed his hand comfortingly.

Together, the two walked over to the funeral pyres. There they lay, the free. Eyes closed, faces serene and peaceful, even as the flame licked away at them. These were the casualties of the Duroc raid, the angels who had been left behind instead of taken: these were the peaceful, Hazel realised abruptly. It was only everybody else who was suffering.

The faces of both friend and stranger were laid out before her; there was Hazel's acquaintance Phoebe, a Protector in the same fighting class, her pale red hair mixing with the consuming flames; she wasn't the only person Hazel knew. It was all too much to bear.

A bird cried from somewhere in the distance. Angels held funerals at dawn, in the in-between time, not day or night. That was the time they believed their dead passed on. Hazel, who'd forgotten this custom, had expected to wait until a less ungodly hour before the proceedings began, was suddenly proud of her refusal to stay put. It explained why Leo had been waiting in the predawn chill so early, too. He'd read so many books that angelic customs were irreversibly imprinted on him, so Hazel didn't bother asking how he'd remembered when she hadn't.

The rising sun silhouetted the form of the weeping apricot trees lined in immaculate rows before the lake; jacarandas with purple and pink blooms cast a shadow across them both. The sky was a brilliant canvas of reds and yellows behind that brooding grey, like somebody had pinned a phoenix feather there. She averted her eyes after a moment. Her frustration—her grief—was too great to concede to splendour like that.

Dotting the Elysium's hillsides were angels crying, desolate faces, curling flames burning afterimages into her eyes. Such misery, like a weight on her heart; but a despondent kind of beauty as well, in the colourful sky, the cool breeze licking her face, swaying branches in the distance. Even the charred ruins of the Elysium could be beautiful. The hue of the scorched ash, the shadows. There was some kind of disjointed beauty to be found in sorrow, as much as it hindered her to admit it.

Suddenly, Hazel couldn't take it anymore. She'd come to hear the speeches and pay her respects, but the stench of death in the air was too oppressive. In a rush, she pulled away from Leo, who called out with concern. She virtually ran away in the other direction.

You're a coward, she hissed at herself. It was about the worst insult Hazel could imagine, but she accepted the words as truth and shouldered it. It was true. In that moment, she was a coward, but if being brave meant returning to that blanket of death, she'd accept it this once.

Hazel was still thinking this over when she walked straight into a dark-haired guy standing quite alone.

She collided with the boy. He'd been standing frozen before the stairs leading back into the Elysium, his shoulders hunched, his features obscured completely in the dimness. Fortunately she managed to right herself, but she still spluttered slightly as she said, "Sorry!"

At her words, the boy stepped forward, leaving the pool of shadows cast by the wall behind him. For a moment, Hazel didn't recognise him, but as the dawn glow illuminated his face, it hit her. It was Jax.

Except it didn't look like Jax.

She doubted she'd ever seen someone so haunted. Thick black circles stood out beneath eyes of impenetrable darkness. Generally, his eyes were a warm colour quite similar to Lesley's, if Hazel recalled correctly. Perhaps it was the odd light. The spaces under his cheekbones were hollowed and severe; his eyebrows drew down almost comically. Worst of all, his entire expression was vacant and blank, as if he hadn't slept for weeks, yet it had been only days since the attack.

"Oh," he said. His voice was as expressionless and bleak as his appearance. "It's you…"

He strained for a moment, seemingly trying to recall her name, even though they knew each other.

"Hazel," she corrected absently, too distressed by his morbid appearance to care that he didn't remember her name, as peculiar as it was.

An awkward silence stretched between them. Jax looked inclined to leave; no doubt he wanted to be alone, Hazel thought with dismay. She could see his hands: they were clenched so tightly they looked white, his knuckles turned to faint pink splotches.

"Jax… I'm sorry. I'm so sorry about Robyn."

He flinched, paused, then replied heavily, "Don't be. It's not your fault. But you know she's not… she's not dead. Don't you?"

"I was told. But I don't understand how. Lesley said she wasn't… a regular angel. And that sounds true. But I can't remember why! To be honest, I can hardly remember anything from the attack at all."

Jax paused. "You know, I don't either. It's funny. I… I saw Robyn. In the Ward. Changed. A Duroc. She ran... she ran from me, from the school. I remember that clearly, I remember everything with Elijah. But I don't remember getting to him in the forest. I don't remember finding out about the attack. I don't recall if I fought here… or abandoned them. All those angels over there," he finished hollowly, gesturing to the pyres.

"Elijah?" Hazel enquired, picking up on the unfamiliar name. It had sent a pang of uneasiness through her.

Jax paused, as if he wanted to talk to her about it, to explain it. But his mouth never moved. His eyes were so full of agony; his entire demeanour so miserable…

"It's okay," Hazel said after a moment, "You don't have to. Don't tell me if it's too painful. I'll remember on my own."

Hopefully.

"Hazel, have you met my parents?" he asked.

Hazel frowned at the unexpected query. What did that have to do with anything? At her perplexed expression, he nodded behind him towards the stairs; it struck her that he hadn't been entirely on his own after all. There were four figures sitting there, about a metre away.

"Um, no," she said. They both knew she hadn't. They hardly even knew each other. Jax gave a strained, but ever polite, smile, gesturing again and heading over to the people behind him. He wanted her to follow. Swallowing, because meeting new people whilst so upset was a little taxing, she followed him, if only because she could hardly deny somebody so obviously suffering.

"Mum, dad, this is my friend…" he trailed off. He'd forgotten her name again, which really was strange. Hazel wondered if it had anything to do with the amnesia they were both suffering.

"Hazel," she piped up, "Hazel Elwood."

"It's a pleasure, Hazel. I'm Victoria, this is my husband James."

"Pleasure," the man beside Victoria consented.

They were probably the most ideal parental figures Hazel could have conjured up. Victoria looked to be in her mid-forties, with dark auburn hair and Jax's rich brown eyes. She had sweet, wrinkled features and a plump sort of build. Everything about her was motherly, even the tears shimmering in her eyes as she looked out across the funeral.

James Verdan similarly looked like the epitome of a great father. He looked like the kind of guy that would take his kids kite-flying and build model planes with them, all the while maintaining a wise, laid-back humour. That was just Hazel's first impression, of course.

He was dressed in a faded red sweater; his hair was unruly, a dirty blonde like Jax's youngest sister Claire's. His eyes were a pale, clear blue; he had stubble on his chin. He was tanned and weathered. When he lifted his hand to adjust his glasses, which had fallen askew, Hazel saw the Seeker Sign and assumed he was a traveller.

"Were you here during the raid, Hazel? It's all so horrible," Victoria began, "When we heard, we rushed over first thing. I'm so glad Claire and Ajax were safe –"

"Hey, mum," the third person on the stairs interrupted, "You know they can both take care of themselves."

There, before them, was a very pretty girl who appeared to be in her early twenties. She held herself with confidence, back straight, chin up. It was the posture of a Protector: Hazel knew. She tried to sit like that herself. The girl was holding hands with Jax's sister Claire; she had scars and bruises that told Hazel she'd been called over to fight during the attack.

"Oh, Hazel, this is my sister Jocelyn. I know you've met Claire. Jocelyn came for the raid," Jax interjected, confirming Hazel's theories.

"Are you a Protector?" Hazel queried with interest.

"Uh-huh," Jocelyn said primly, leaning back against the steps. "Best job in the world. I spend most of my time guarding the High Council, though."

"Show-off," Claire teased.

"Ah, three Protector children," Victoria mused, "It's terrifying, really. Before long they'll all be rushing off into battle."

Claire chuckled, Jocelyn smiled, but all of the family looked miserable underneath, sitting under the golden light of the rising sun, looking out across the lake.

"Will you be here long?" Hazel asked.

"Oh, no, dear," Victoria said, "We leave tomorrow. But it's good to know Jax has friends here to watch over him."

Jax made an uncomfortable noise and, nodding respectfully at his family, began to pull Hazel away again.

"Bye!" she called quickly.

"Goodbye, Hazel, sweetie," Victoria said. James nodded, Jocelyn waved, Claire smiled. They were all so perfectly idyllic that Hazel's head hurt. She'd have given anything for a family like that.

"You have wonderful parents," she said the minute they were out of earshot.

"Well… yes, I suppose I do," Jax said. "Sorry about that. They've been bugging me about how many friends I have here. They don't think I'm social enough. Anyway… I'm sorry to have held you up. They're going off tomorrow… I don't know what I'll do then, really… I mean…"

"Oh, Jax, look, if you ever need to talk to someone…"

But Jax didn't even appear to hear her. Suddenly, his whole body language had shifted; she had a feeling it had nothing to do with anything she'd said. Those pain-filled eyes sparked with something. Hazel couldn't quite deduce what it was; not excitement, exactly. It was more a stubborn, desperate determination, a sensation she was quite familiar with herself.

"Jax?" she asked, that burning look stirring her own feeling of inadequacy. "What is it?"

Jax looked at her for a moment, as if considering something. As if he wanted to tell her something. Then, taking in her weary, bruised features, he shook his head gently.

"Nothing, Hazel. But I really should... I need to go somewhere." Although he was looking at her, Hazel could tell that again, he wasn't really seeing her.

"Yes," she said, "Sure. If you ever… if you ever need to talk…"

When he didn't react, she trailed off and stood back to let him pass, fighting the desire to grab his shoulders and interrogate him on Robyn and just what had happened the day of the raid.

As she was swallowing the urge, he disappeared into the school with an expression of fierce doggedness that made her a little uneasy, leaving his parents with his sisters. He had adopted a confident, harried stride. It was the walk of a man with a purpose. Hazel watched him go, feeling tense.

Funny, she thought, that he doesn't remember the raid either. Actually, it was worse than merely 'funny'. It was the kind of coincidence that reeked of things afoot, and Hazel wasn't too blind to notice.

Something happened that day that somebody doesn't want us to remember. Looking back to where Leo was standing, gazing out towards the deceased angels with an expression of deep regret, Hazel came to a resolve.

She was going to find out what.




 




CHAPTER FOUR


A Lesson in Adaptation

Before me were Evelyn and Sauda, sitting imperiously on a platform. Sauda sat and looked at me with an unreadable expression; Evelyn paced back and forth as I kneeled on the ground in front of them, hoping my acting was better than it had been in primary school.

“I,” I sobbed, “I killed her! I can’t believe it, how could I do such a—thi—thing—what’s happened to me, I can’t live like this.” Tears were pooling in my eyes, which was really a result of pinching myself a lot. After feeding for the first time, I had heard that many Duroc simply couldn’t take it and ended their own lives. It was incredibly hard to replicate this emotion when inside I was a sterile blanket of nothing, but hopefully, Evelyn was as moronic as I remembered.

“Hm,” she drawled. “Interesting. Robyn, I thought I commanded you to bring her here as proof?”

I increased my sobs. “What? Oh, yes.” The tears had stopped falling, but I wiped a fake one away anyway. “I’m so—sorry… I forgot. I just, oh god, I just left her there.”

Evelyn’s beady black eyes narrowed in scrutiny. I was almost thankful for my inability for nervousness. If I could feel, I was sure that my palms would have been sweating, but as it was I simply sat, waiting. The fear from earlier had entirely abated.

“The task, as I have mentioned, was to fetch an angel, kill them, bring them back here.” There was a resounding silence. “Unfortunate for you, Ezra is not here to convince me to keep you alive. He has informed me he has gone away to hunt. However, it seems you’re more idiotic than rebellious.” She waved her hand at me. “Stay.”

Sauda stood at this. “Good. I’ll take her to a house.”

“No,” came a new voice. “I will.”

The four of us swivelled to find the source of the noise. A new Duroc had arrived. For a second I stared at him, because he was unexpectedly pleasant to look at, not something I generally associated with… us. He looked young, possibly only a year or two older than me, which would make him only nineteen or twenty. However, Duroc were frozen in time; appearances could be deceiving. Ezra, for instance, looked to be about my age too, and I had since discovered he was hundreds of years old.

This boy was handsome, though. Like Sauda and Evelyn, it was a detached, icy attractiveness. He had shoulder-length blonde hair, softly curling. He was tall too, so thickly muscled it was intimidating. His cheekbones were high and his eyes an imperious, probing violet. He had emaciated wings, but unlike the rest of us, his were silvery white. They contrasted nicely with his sun-kissed skin. When I thought of Duroc, I thought of pale, deathlike beings, so it was strange to see one with a tan.

“Ash,” Evelyn greeted. Her tone was the closest to jovial I’d ever heard it. “How are you this fine day?”

“Very well, my Queen,” he smiled slickly and dipped into a graceful bow.

“Do you wish to escort Miss Robyn here to her new accommodation?” Evelyn purred at him. I swore her eyes glittered. “If you can remember your way? You only arrived this week yourself.”

“I assure you, I know Thale well, if her Majesty would allow me?” he responded.

I almost instantly disliked him. What a pathetic… suck up.

“Very well. Good day, Ash. Robyn, don’t cause any disturbances. Oh, and don’t get all nostalgic and try heading back to the angels’ Elysiums. You’ve left them behind now, you hear me? If you do encounter any, I expect you to return them here. As dinner.” She bared her teeth before grinning at me.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” I mimicked Ash’s tone, but rolled my eyes the moment she wasn’t watching. Ash noticed, but to my surprise, he smiled at it.

Soon, the two of us were walking down the Thale streets together. The day was cold; my breath made puffs of mist before me. Duroc mingled together in corners, talking and sneering at each other. Ash walked silently, back straight, his posture almost elegant. He saw me watching him and smiled again at me—down at me, really, considering how tall he was.

“Hello, nice to meet you,” he said. “My name is Ash. I take it yours
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