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Weaversmoor,

Twenty Seven years ago
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“Go into the woods, to the tree I showed you,” she huffed, bending over her distended stomach, riding the wave of pain through shallow breaths and puffs. “Call his name out loud, Cress, as loud as you can.” Another jolt of pain travelled through her lower body, this time bringing a wail in its wake.

The other girl shuddered, hand crushed by her friend's tight grasp. Eyes widened with shock and horror, she couldn't find words, nor could she move. Cressida Beckford was at a loss, and the most terrified she'd ever been in her entire life, aware of the urgency in her best friend's voice. Which meant she didn't really have time to be struck dumb like this.

“Cress, please,” Erin Vaughn insisted, standing up to pace the room. 

She pressed one forearm to her mouth and moaned against it with the next wave of pain, trying to keep the noise down. Both Cressida and she had worked on a blocking spell to keep all sound in the room from reaching the rest of the house - the last thing she wanted was to be eavesdropped. But her mother's powers far surpassed hers and Cress's tentative play at magic; soon the shields would drop and Corinna Vaughn come barging in, to do what she wanted with Erin's life. Unless Cressida left right now, to try to put a stop to it. Erin dragged herself to the bed, where her best friend sat in stunned silence, placed claw-like hands over her shoulders and gently rocked her.

“Cressida Beckford, listen to me,” she insisted, and Cress's eyes focused on her, the glimmer of sentience returning to them. “This baby's about to come, and unless you go and warn his father, my mother will take our child away and ruin my life. Go to the woods, to the tree, call Fionn Sylvannar. He'll come. But go now, before mother severs my weave and locks him away forever, please.”

Cressida's expression became stern, on a face that was losing pallor. She nodded, then stood up and marched to the window. Gliding through the open panes, she balanced herself on the narrow ledge; they'd been doing this for years, Erin and she. Coming in and out of the room through the window, and down the roof where it slanted closer to the ground. With a jump, she landed, running across the back garden on silent feet, towards the woods between Vaughn cottage and the Everley estate. Leaving behind a desperate girl about to give birth.

The night was dark, humid; clouds blanketing the sky, effacing the glow of the stars. Instinct led her steps across the jungle of mismatched trees, the hooting owls making her jump on her feet. How many times had she walked these paths with Erin, how many dark nights had they ventured into the deepest part of the woods, where magic ran stronger and filled their veins, swam across their skin? How many times had they come here to hone their talents, drink their fill of the strong, gutsy powers that seemed to hang around the leaf-strewn grounds? Why was she afraid, now? Why had she been so terrified of these woods, since Erin told her of the crossing by the weird oak?

The tree, that large mammoth, only discerned on certain days, specific circumstances, and not by all people. The tree with the strange, feather-like leaves, and the flocks of jewel-coloured birds perching along its branches. The tree where Erin had found a passage into another world, another realm, and Fionn's arms. Cressida had feared the woods from the moment her friend told her of him. The place where she'd once found peace and harmony had suddenly become menacing, dangerous, best left alone. And now she must come here, and be the light for Fionn to follow, guide the strange creature into her world, where none like him should roam? Yes, she must, for the sake of Erin and the baby. Corinna Vaughn would destroy her own daughter - she'd looked half-crazed ever since discovering Erin was pregnant, had locked her in the house as soon as the belly started to show, and only through gimmicks and tricks did Cressida manage to see her friend. So she must do this, before Corinna severed the threads Erin had left behind, to hold the breach in place and allow Fionn in.

Bracing herself, one deep breath filling her lungs with air and her body with peace, Cressida opened her arms, faced the looming tree.

“Fionn Sylvannar,” she cried, “Fionn Sylvannar, your child is coming.”

The air danced around her, lifting her hair and the fallen leaves. Birds chirped a tune that soon became a cackle; loud, threatening, as if they were about to attack. Cressida shuddered, but did not falter. She could feel the forces at war around her - Corinna's magic, Erin's weave - and knew she must lend energy to her friend's spells. Fishing for courage where she'd thought there'd be none, Cressida closed her eyes, curled her hands into fists, focused her will and sought for trace of Erin's particular brand of magic. Once she found the thread, followed it to its core and added as much of herself as she could to the pulsing beam. Her body rocked, balanced on the tips of her toes, hair on end over her head, as bursts of black lightening fled her fingers and joined the tree.

“Fionn Sylvannar, come forth,” she shouted, the muscles on her face stretching and aching with the amount of energy she was forcing herself to emit. 

The forest beamed with light - blue and white light that would have hurt her eyes, were they open - and the ground shuddered, rocking bushes and trees. She would have felt it, had her feet still been placed upon the forest floor, but Cressida now floated on air, like a broken rag doll upheld by strong winds. The birds cawed louder and louder, the surrounding atmosphere hissed with powers unknown. Thunder echoed far away, behind her, over the cottage she'd come running from. Rain and hail pelted her body, forcing cries of pain from her distended, distorted lips.

Then, the alien force that held her body aloft let go. She fell on pebbles, twigs, broken branches and leaves, and it all came to a sudden halt. It all came to a sudden halt and back to normal, as if those strong powers had never been; as if magic didn't really exist. Pushing herself on hands and knees, Cressida raised her head and opened her eyes, coming upon the strangest, most alluring creature she'd ever seen. Before her, a man stood almost as tall as the nearest tree, a thing of otherworldly strength and beauty, a being out of a nightmare and a dream. Wide shoulders over a torso that narrowed to a slim waist, strong legs made for running long distances, hands that could have snapped her neck, and a scowl on a face that was at the same time beautiful and terrifying. He trained light blue eyes on her, while twisting the long white mane of hair on his head in a hasty braid.

Fionn Sylvannar took a step from where he stood, still inside the safety of the shadow cast by the large, alien tree, reached a hand towards Cressida to help her up, scowling in a mix of pain and anger. His eyes swept his surroundings, taking everything in, searching for what wasn't there.

“You're the friend Erin speaks so dearly of,” he said, a voice that sounded like thunder and hail. 

Cressida nodded, tears brimming her eyes and starting to fall down her cheeks.

“And she has sent you here, to call for me?” Satisfied with Cressida's assent, Fionn Sylvannar gifted her with a smile that was like a bursting star, dazzling and terrifying, a thing of rare beauty and also pure evil. “I thank you. Here.” Fishing a stone that very much resembled jet, he handed it to Cressida. “Take this. One day you'll have children and they'll want to wander these woods. This will protect them. This will protect your daughter, so make sure she has it. Consider it my gift to you.”

With sweaty, shaky hands, Cressida fingered the stone, curled her knuckles around it, shoving her hand into the pocket of her coat.

“Where are they? Erin, the babe?”

She swerved her head towards the cottage, too far away to be seen. Fionn's eyes followed hers, as if understanding where he was meant to be.

A mesmerising shriek pierced the night, then another, forcing them both to attention. They exchanged a terrified look between them, Cressida startled by the sight of such a powerful creature looking scared and unhinged. Another shriek echoed loudly, followed by a fourth.

Then the wailing of a newborn babe silenced the woods around them, the very night going still.

Corinna Vaughn had threatened him once, not so long ago, and Fionn had laughed it off. She had then proceeded with a vain attempt at shredding Erin's weave, to assure the lovers couldn't meet. Again, Fionn had laughed it off, knowing Corinna was at the Crone stage, and her powers no match for those of her fifteen-year-old daughter. Erin had simply woven another pathway, brushing aside the broken threads of her former one. But something was different, now, and Fionn knew it. He couldn't quite place what it was, except for Erin's own powers having lost their formidable strength, perhaps due to the strain of childbearing.

He hurried across the lawn, aware that Cressida was falling behind, but Fionn couldn't care for the girl, now; he had no time. Corinna would do her best to abscond the babe, Erin even, if he didn't hurry and release them from her hands. She was a bigot, terrified of anything that was different, unusual, unknown, which, like her own daughter said, made her a hypocrite. For Corinna, like those of the blood, was herself different, unusual, unknown to everyone a stranger to the Craft. And she would have been as loathed and hunted in Ephemera as she despised Fionn in her own world. Maybe she was just scared for her daughter's safety, her grandchild's wellbeing, he pondered, long legs running across the dark meadow. It was a risk, taking Erin back to Ephemera permanently; a calculated one, but still a risk. Both for her and the child. But he had no other option, Corinna would never see eye to eye with him and allow his permanence in her daughter's life.

Jumping over the small, rough stone wall separating the pasture from the cottage's backyard, Fionn came to stand by the locked door. He'd never been inside; although many were the times he followed Erin's threads to come meet her at this spot. Taking a deep breath, he forced the anger away, filling his mind with only memories of the special moments he'd shared with a girl that was all but forbidden to him. He knew Corinna had a point, Erin had been just shy of fifteen when they'd met, and he... well, in human years, he'd have been far, far too old for the girl. But rules in Ephemera were not as those of Erin's and Corinna's world, and a girl on her menses was a woman, ripe and ready and prepared for a life of her own. When Erin weaved her first tentative pathway to his world, she'd proclaimed herself apt for womanhood and all it entailed. Fionn had been on the very end of that pathway, and as he rested eyes on her, he'd known himself lost. The attraction was immediate, the beast that was the Sylvannars' curse and birthright rising to the surface of his usually cold, blank face, and he'd laid claim to Erin on the spot.

It was the way of his world: whenever an Arbiter came across someone with magic, he was bound to leave his mark. And by the time Fionn and Erin crossed paths, he was so much more than just the local Arbiter; he was Lord Fionn Sylvannar, Governator of the East Baronies, Senator of Ephemera, Decurio of the Concilius at Chymera. Free to claim whoever he wanted, for to a Senator all was allowed, all was forgiven. The beast that had made him the highest standing man in the Sylvannar branch, that which had placed him as a Senator and raised him to the post of Decurio, this same beast demanded its fair share, and at the sight and sense of a Weaver, it had reared its ugly, ugly head. The downside of being an Arbiter. His capacity to sway and mesmerise had been put to good use, and if over the course of the first months he'd often questioned Erin's love, with time he'd come to know she was no longer under his spell, and all she felt was true. Erin loved him as much as he loved her.

When the baby took root in her womb, Fionn had been happy, ecstatic, despite being father to two sons, already. But Fioll and Rhysondel were grown men, with their own roles in the world, and he'd never been close to them, for he was not close to their mother. Theirs had been an arranged union, for procreation's sake alone. Children were rare amongst Everlastings, they'd been blessed with two, but as soon as the second son was born, Fionn considered he'd fulfilled his role, and found himself free to pursue other endeavours, other pleasures than that of being a family man. Until Erin, of course. 

Long had they argued and studied and planned, together in the woods, since the girl had told him of the child in her womb. They'd discussed the odds and chances presented, the dangers, the possibilities, and come to the conclusion one of them must concede, forever leave their own world. It had been agreed Fionn would forsake Ephemera; he was of no need there, not when he had two sons ready and eager to take his place, his seat in the Senate, if not the role in the Decuria at Chymera. That was not a post heredity handed out, it was a nomination amongst the eldest living Everlastings. Fioll ached for it, but he was still too young. One day, he might ascend - that day was not when his father stepped down and left their world.

All had been arranged, until Corinna managed to gather around her four other Weavers, and lock the portals her daughter kept weaving. It had weakened Erin, the babe in her womb; it had worried Fionn. He was not to be made welcome here, after all; and on the wake of three weeks of Erin's absence and his own failure at crossing to her world, Fionn had taken to desperate measures and sent Venators to hunt those same Weavers. After all, they could be of use in Chymera, and their capture would ensure his continued high stance in the Decuria. For he'd known Erin must come to Ephemera with him, and not the other way around. He was vulnerable in Erin's world, a king in his own. The choice, if not to his liking, was the only possible one. When two of the Weavers fell to the Venators's traps, the strong wards they'd placed about came crumbling down, their counter-weaves shredded. Erin had woven her pathways once more, and Fionn had been there to hold her in his arms, feel the babe strong and ready to be born. Time had been short for all they had to say to each other, but a plan had been devised, so that Fionn could take Erin and the child to Ephemera once it was born.

That time had come.

With a flourish of his hand, Fionn burst the door open and crossed the threshold. His feet stomped across the pristine kitchen floors in rhythm to Erin's voice, calling for him. A man met him in a narrow, dark corridor, the stairs leading to where his woman, his child, were being held, obscured by his form. A boy, close to Erin in age, stood behind the man, a terrified look in his large, green eyes.  Both trying to prevent Fionn from coming for what was his, doing Corinna's bidding against Erin's wishes. No, it wouldn't do, and he must see to it. The swipe of one hand sent the man flying from where he stood, the young boy's eyes widening even more. This must be Erin's brother, who she loved dearly; no harm should come to him. Fionn tried to recollect what she'd told him of the boy: he was weak, scared easily, a meek creature with no will and no power to oppose his own mother. Those had been Erin's words.

The spark of anger in his eyes belied what Fionn knew to be his sister's assumptions. The boy left his place by the stairs, running for the older man, who lay sprawled on the floor nursing an arm against his chest.

“Why?” the boy inquired, still frightened, but too furious to let Fionn pass by unquestioned.

“Erin doesn't wish to stay. And the child is mine.”

“My father didn’t deserve to be treated this way.”

“Blame your mother, not I. It was her bidding you both were doing, against your sister's wishes. I came to claim what's mine, and no one will stand in my way. Erin and the babe's safety are all that matter to me.”

“She's my daughter,” Erin's father croaked, weakened and in obvious pain.

Fionn turned to face him, ice in his eyes. “She's my life.”

He ran up the stairs, following the thread Erin weaved with her voice. Coming to a landing, dived down a corridor, stopped at the first door. Brushing it open, he gazed upon the scene.

Corinna Vaughn and another woman stood by the bed where Erin lay. 

Sheets crumpled at her bare feet, bloodied and soiled, and her forehead was covered in sweat. A baby lay in her arms, mouth stuck to her breast, sucking peaceful and contentedly. Fionn smiled, walked in, ignoring the other two women, registering the one he didn't know must be a midwife. There was a scent about her which spoke of years delivering babes unto the world. Nearing the bed where Erin grinned back at him, Fionn fell on his knees, tears streaming down his pale, white cheeks. He gazed long upon Erin's eyes, the infinite, silent messages coursing through them laying bare all that they felt and thought and hoped for. He'd never love someone as much as this. Finally satisfied, Fionn reached one gentle hand to the top of the babe's head, caressed it's soft, downy hair.

“A boy,” Erin said, voice hoarse from the childbirth's exertions.

Fionn received the small bundle in his arms, the baby's eyes locking with his, and his heart brimmed with love, with wonder at such a tiny, perfect little creature whose strong fist grasped his finger in a tight hold. His heart filled with pride for the child, and he smiled, delighted.

“I shall name you Noctifer Sylvannar, for you were born in the dead of night,” he said, and sought Erin's eyes for trace of approval. “Here, hold him, let me carry you down.”

The baby returned to his mother's arms, Fionn helped her up.

“Stop,” Corinna whispered. “You mustn't take her away. She's my child.”

“She's my heart. And has my son. Would you dare part me from what's mine?”

“Mother, I must go. This is my life.”

The midwife retreated out the door, face hidden from view. Fionn curled his fingers; the woman stopped on her tracks, whimpering in sudden fear.

“Do not attempt to stop me, any of you. I'll guard Erin's life with my own, do you understand? At the first sign of danger, she'll return here, the child as well. This much I promise, but I hope to live a long, prosperous life with her by my side. I swear Erin will not be harmed, I'll die myself before I let that happen.”

Corinna shook her head, Fionn mimicking her. Then seeing Erin was out of the bed, he grabbed her in his arms, the baby lying snug against her chest, and carried both down the stairs. The boy was still there, by the door where the man lay, his face caught in a scowl of pain.

“Spencer,” Erin whispered, and Fionn stopped so she could say goodbye to her brother. “Look, this is your nephew.”

He came closer, took a cursory peek. His lips curled in a small, fickle smile, and his eyes met his sister's. “Will you be all right?”

Erin nodded, Fionn did the same, as if wishing to reassure the boy.

“Stand up to her,” Erin whispered. “Don't let her take away who you are, Spence, you're beautiful and strong, and brave. Don't let her destroy you. Be proud of yourself.”

“You too, sister. What is the baby's name?”

“Noctifer Sylvannar,” Fionn replied, voice booming with pride. “And he shall be known as Nox, for he'll be like the night, enchanting and alluring, a king of two worlds.”

“King Nox,” Erin said, and giggled.

“Nox of Ephemera and Weaversmoor,” Spencer added.

Frowning, as if a less pleasant thought had crossed his mind, Fionn took a step towards the kitchen, wanting to leave the house as fast as possible. Nox of two worlds, Erin's brother had deemed the babe, never fully belonging to one, never entirely part of the other. The epithet sounded like a curse instead of a blessing, and for a split second Fionn feared for the future of his child, of his woman, his own. But as he caught sight of Erin's eyes, filled with hope, his heart rested at ease. Bearing both the girl he loved and their child in his arms, Fionn Sylvannar crossed the meadow to the woods in the dark of night, his silhouette lost amongst the shadows of the trees, as he marched his new family to his lands on Ephemera.

It would be quite sometime until any of them set foot at Weaversmoor again.
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I

Present day

Weaversmoor
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Led Zeppelin's The Immigrant's Song blared through the car's speakers, its bass drumming a tattoo of punches straight through Nyx's chest. Painfully, she gulped, took a steadying breath; wincing at the guitar chords and the memories they woke. It shouldn't be this hard - after all, it was one of her father's favourite songs, she should be able to listen to it without agony. Her resolve lasted all of five seconds. With a twist of her wrist, she turned off the stereo, aware of her uncle's eyes studying her.

He said nothing, though, and Nyx was grateful for it. Instead, his hand snaked across, took hers, pressed it reassuringly. She took another deep breath and studied the scenery. This was as hard for her as it was for him. Spencer had left Weaversmoor shortly after Nyx's parents, and hadn't returned since. Wondering what might be going through his head, she took in the looming trees on either side of the road - a never-ending forest that cocooned the small town in a blanket of safety. It felt secure; the place did. But her parents and uncle had still chosen to leave. Once again, Nyx wondered why. What could have happened to taint the place so much for them? They'd taken off and left friends and family behind. Well, on her mother's case it shouldn't be surprising; Erin Vaughn had been doing the same pretty much all her life. Nyx hadn't yet turned five when her mother packed up and left the northern village they'd been living in, headed God knows where. Without one single explanation for her daughter to understand what could force a mother to leave her child behind.

Biting back tears, Nyx fought to keep those thoughts at bay. She hardly remembered Erin anymore, only a vague phantom with a cascade of dark hair and eyes as green as the grass on a sunny day. Better if she focused on the scenery, now that the thick clusters of trees gave way to a few houses. Large estates, hidden in the woods, barely seen from the road. Minted, her uncle had said, when describing certain locals. If these houses were anything to go by, Spence wasn't far off the mark. Her eye was caught by one peculiar construction atop a small, inclined driveway. Two circular turrets with steepled black roofs stood to each side of what looked like a thick, iron gate. The dark grey stone of the turrets was repeated along the enclosing walls, hiding the insides of the property from view, along with the house itself. She wondered who lived there.

“The Everley estate,” Spencer said, and his voice was bitter, almost detached.

Almost, but not quite; so Nyx knew there was something here. Her head snapped in his direction, large eyes studying his gait. Spencer's lips were pursed in a slim line, green eyes focused on the road ahead, car speeding down it.

“Ok,” Nyx responded, “care to tell me what's it about them?”

Spence shrugged, slowed their pace, the town's limits visible just ahead. “They're a bunch of entitled wankers. Don't bother yourself with them.”

Shrugging, she went back to studying her surroundings, wondering how on earth she was going to fit in. She'd never been here, not even to visit her father's family, let alone her maternal grandmother. Neither Erin nor Spencer spoke of Corinna Vaughn, as if the woman was some sort of demon they only wanted to forget. Nyx's father had mentioned her once or twice, but never expanded on the subject - unless it was to say he disagreed with Erin and Spence, where it came to Nyx meeting her grandmother. But she'd never been allowed to; her father prisoner of whatever promise Erin forced out of him and Spencer made sure he lived up to. And now that Corinna was dead, it was too late to make up for it. She'd never meet her mother's mother.

As for her father's sister, Nyx had often spoken to her on the phone, and Sarah Wilson had come to visit a few times, dragging her brood along inside a packed van driven by her handsome, dark-skinned husband who drove Nyx to gales of laughter with his witty jokes. She'd been allowed a glimpse into what family life was supposed to be, whenever her aunt and cousins were around.   Sarah was her idea of motherhood, fussing over her children and shouting at them when they refused to listen, but always present, always loving, always there. How good it must be, to have a mother around, someone she could talk to about things she'd never dare bring up to her father, or her uncle, for that matter. Even though Spencer was far more carefree than Nyx's father had ever been. Spencer was far more open too, what with being gay, growing up in a very small town.

She eyed him again, certain it was the fact he was gay that had driven him away from Weaversmoor all those years ago. Something must have happened, perhaps a star-crossed love affair, a broken heart, or just the locals being narrow-minded and horrid towards him. Whatever it was, Spence wasn't happy to be forced back into town. But Nyx's father had left nothing but debts and a house so vastly mortgaged they'd had to sell it. At least Corinna Vaughn had made sure to provide for her son and her granddaughter's welfare, by leaving her cottage both to Spencer and Nyx - even if under a permanence clause that forced them back to Weaversmoor. At least here they weren't alone, isolated, as they'd been in Havenleah; here they'd have family.

A smile crept up Nyx's lips as her uncle eased the car into the driveway of a large cottage on the edge of the small town. It looked almost fairytale-like, with the wilderness stretching behind it, and the front lawn looking like a savage jungle. A coherent, well cared for jungle, nonetheless, framing Sarah Wilson and her eldest son Jamal where they stood by the small, wooden gate.

Spencer drove the car towards the larger, double gates leading to the garage, sighing in what sounded like his personal failed attempt at braving himself for this unwanted return. He parked, closed his eyes for a heartbeat, and it was Nyx's turn to reach out a hand, fondle her uncle's arm over the lightweight jacket he wore. Then he opened his eyes and stared at her, and she saw the fear and the excitement deep inside, and knew for sure. He'd left his heart in Weaversmoor and had never got it back again.

“You ok?” she asked, Spencer nodded. “Then let's do this. Together?”

“Together.”

Nyx opened her door and stepped out, being swept off her feet - even before these had touched ground - by her aunt. Sarah took her in arms, hugging the girl tightly, tears already streaming down her cheeks. It had been eight weeks since the family was notified of Tom Wilson's boat being lost at sea. It had been a little over a month since Nyx's father was declared dead, no body retrieved. The family held a small memorial service, while both Sarah and Spencer took care of everything legal and Nyx raged against a universe that robbed her of father and mother alike. And now she was here, the place her parents had run from. 

“Hi, Sarah,” she mumbled, patting her aunt's back.

“I'm so glad to have you here,” Sarah wept into Nyx's curly hair. “We'll look after you, don't you fret, and you can talk to me at all times, about anything you want or need, and...”

“Come on, mum, giver her some space,” Jamal said, breaching the distance from where he'd stood. 

As Sarah let go of the girl and wiped tears and make-up from her cheeks, he approached Nyx and gave her an awkward, tentative hug.

“How was the drive?” he inquired non-committally.

“Long,” was all Nyx said. She turned back to her uncle, who'd opened the trunk of the car and was fishing out suitcases and cardboard boxes.

“Spence, leave it,” Sarah cried. “Tyronne will be here soon, he and Jamal can help carting all that in. Come check the house.”

Spencer sighed again, caught Nyx's eye, and they both giggled - but still followed Sarah to the door, which Spencer hurried opening. Corinna had died less than a week after Tom's disappearance, which had been providential. What with the mess he'd left behind, the legal issues concerning Nyx had been enough to prevent Spence from attending his mother's funeral, or the reading of her will. He'd known what it would say, though, and had told Nyx. That they’d be provided for, both with extensive trust funds set in their name, and the cottage would be theirs too, as long as they moved in. Despite Spencer's misgivings, he'd known this was the only way they could make ends meet, and had been bluntly honest with Nyx. 

She'd agreed to moving straight away, bracing herself for the change. Anything would be better than staying back at Havenleah, with all those memories. With all she'd lost in that sleepy little seaside town. Maybe a change of scenery would be for the best. And Nyx knew she'd never get the right kind of training at her previous school. She needed to be here, at Weaversmoor, if she were to learn how to control the strange things that kept happening to her. Things her father had known of, but couldn't quite understand, for he'd lacked the powers Nyx was born with. But Spence and Sarah knew, and they'd made her see it was in her best interest to join the elitist Weaversmoor Academy.

Following her uncle in, she lagged behind with Jamal, wanting to probe him on the subject. But Sarah was far too intent on seeing the insides of Vaughn cottage, a place she'd been banned from ever since Tom and Erin fled town. Corinna had blamed her son-in-law for Erin's departure, but Nyx knew it had been her mother's idea in the first place. Tom loved her so much he did all she wanted, including not trying to find her when she abandoned both husband and daughter six years into their marriage. Much like Corinna, this was something Nyx had a hard time forgiving, let alone understanding. If her father did love her mother, why wouldn't he at least try to discover why she'd ran away?

Because he already knew.

Because he knew he had to take care of Nyx, Erin never would have.

Because her mother had left her, not Tom. She'd been running away from her own daughter.

Pushing those thoughts aside, Nyx sought her uncle's eyes for reassurance, his dark pupils soothing her doubts and fears as he'd been doing ever since Erin had left.

“It looks so different,” Spencer was saying, and Nyx found herself gazing around, taking in the cosy, modern décor of the place.

“Your mother did a lot of work on it this past year,” Sarah elucidated. “It's like she knew...”

“She probably did. I'm glad she changed it all; it's like a whole new place. No more memories seeping through that chintz couch, or the horrible flowery wallpaper.”

Nyx tried to picture the description, failed to envision what her uncle spoke of. The walls in the large living-room were painted a light, soothing grey, the sofas matching that hue. Everything looked bright and cheery, comfortable and homely, but not dated.

“She changed the rooms, too,” Sarah added, gesturing them to the dark, polished oak staircase. 

They joined her climbing up, Jamal rolling his eyes and forcing a snigger from Nyx. They lagged behind the grown-ups, as Nyx stopped by the large window on the landing and peered outside, greeted by a lush, fresh vision of greenery and the woods beyond.

“It's beautiful out here,” she whispered. “Havenleah was all rocks and coarse sand beaches and the sea. This is... different. A fresh start.”

“Are you excited?”

She eyed her cousin, a smile creeping up her lips. “Look, I won't lie. I had friends back there, I'm sorry to let go of them. But it was getting out of hand, and father had argued with Spence many times, that I should come here, to the Academy. I'm glad I'll be getting the help I need, despite everything.”

“How has it manifested? Is it crazy? Mine was, but then again, I was much younger than you when it started happening.”

“Yeah, it's not too wild, yet. But enough to make my friends look at me weird, know what I mean? I can do some stuff, like turn on the lights and close a door, or turn off the TV, the radio. But then it gets all out of hand, and if I'm upset... things tend to happen. It's either the wind, or the seas. It got me scared a few times, especially after dad...”

“Hey, you're all right, here. You'll do great, trust me. I'll introduce you to my crowd, Bryn will take you under her wing. She's always taking in strays, maladjusted kids. You'll like her, you'll see.”

“Who's Bryn?”

“Bryn Everley.” Sarah's voice reached them from the hallway. Her head peered from inside a door, ushering them to join her. “Jamal's girlfriend.”

Nyx eyed her cousin with a grin, one that died as she saw the pained look in her uncle's eyes.

“Everley?” he said, trying to sound casual, but Nyx knew better. 

So the mystery of his leaving involved this family. Weren't they the ones who owned that freakish estate they'd passed on the road?

“She's Max's and Cressida's eldest,” Sarah explained, blushing a deep red. “I'm sorry.”

Spencer shook his head, looked the other way, avoiding eye contact. A bit too late; Nyx had seen the brimming tears. So this was the reason her uncle had run away. Max and Cressida Everley. He must have nursed an unrequited love for the man, one she was sure he still nurtured. What a shame, Spence was such a great guy, he deserved someone who loved and made him happy. Maybe it wasn't such a good idea coming back to Weaversmoor, after all.

“Come here,” he called, voice level as if he wasn't hurting. But the set of his shoulders told Nyx a different story, she knew him that well. “My mother had this room done for you, see if you like it.”

She walked over. Eyes widening in wonder, Nyx studied every detail, from the white walls to the small, ancient-looking cast-iron stove. There was nothing inside she wouldn't have chosen herself, if left to her own devices. The swirls on the cast-iron bed seemed to match those of the vintage overhanging chandelier, the fuchsia pillows popping against the white bedspread. She took in the stacked old battered suitcases, the rustic chest at the feet of the bed, the French-looking wardrobe, it was all perfect. 

“It's like she knew me,” Nyx said. “Like she got into my head and knew exactly what to choose.”

“Wouldn't put that past my mother,” Spencer snapped, and turned away. “This was Erin's, when she was your age. It was her room. But it looked very different back then.”

“Corinna asked me what Nyx liked,” Sarah confessed, a slight blush covering her cheeks.

“I see. Well, as long as you're happy and comfortable, Nyx.”

The girl marched to her uncle and hugged him, the bleakness in his voice matching her own. She wouldn't be happy for a long time, not when she missed her father this much, not when she felt so alone. But she had Spencer, and he had her – together, they'd overcome this. They'd learn to find happiness again.

“Let's see what she did with your room,” she suggested, “so you can rant about your mother not knowing you at all.”

Spencer hugged her back and smiled. “Problem is, my mother knew me quite well. She just couldn't accept me for who I am.” They ambled down the hall towards a second door. “My teenage bedroom. Bet she hasn't changed it one bit, all dark greys and bright blues, that horrible single bed and the matching set of wardrobe and chest of drawers in that dreadful honey hue.”

He opened the door, looked in and laughed. It was nothing like he'd described. Whistling under his breath, Spencer walked in, followed by Nyx. 

“This looks lovely,” the girl said.

“Well, guess I was wrong, mother did put in a bit of effort. Bet she was afraid I'd simply pack and leave if the room was still the same.” 

It was a far cry from what he'd expected, now a bedroom fit for an adult. Plaid and tartan in hues of red and dark blue fitted the fabrics, from the bed to the windows, the chairs to the rugs. The woods were all dark brown, and the walls gleamed in a light vanilla tone that infused the room with warmth and brightness. It was what he'd have done, had he the means to decorate a place of his own.

“What of that room?” Jamal pointed to the end of the corridor, where a dark door loomed forbiddingly.

“That's my mother's bedroom. A nightmare in yellow, it was. All chintz and flowers and that ghastly bright yellow. Used to give me headaches.” Courageously marching to the door, Spencer opened it, gesturing Nyx to follow. “You need to see this, if only so we can gasp at my mother's less than impeccable taste.”

The girl grinned, but as she looked into the room, the smile fled her lips. “I'll say one thing, she must have changed a lot over the years. From bright and cheery to dark and moody.”

Spencer walked into the room, face mirroring his confusion. “My mother would never have slept in such a place.”

The floorboards looked rough and untreated, the walls covered in dark wood panels all the way up to the ceiling. A folding stool made for a bedside table, and a few worn-looking chests filled up the empty space underneath the large windows, now covered with dark grey curtains instead of the old chintz ones. There was no wardrobe, nor a proper bed. A thick mattress stood on top of wooden palettes, the bedding all linen in grey and taupe hues, with a massive amount of pillows serving as headboard. Two clothes' horses were stacked against the farthest wall, separated by a dark-stain chest of drawers. The entire room looked unfinished, a work in progress, but at the same time, it felt complete and welcoming, for anyone who enjoyed that kind of stark, rustic décor.

“This must have been for dad,” Nyx whispered. “Only he wouldn't have liked it much.”

Wiping a stubborn tear from his eye, Spencer turned his back on the room. “Your father didn't really have an eye for interior design. As long as it had a bed, he couldn't care less what it looked like. This would have fitted him fine.”

Even though it didn't feel like it was meant for Tom. 

Another one of Corinna's mysteries, surely; she'd kept so much from him, from Erin. Until his sister had gone and discovered it all by herself. Shuddering, Spencer pulled Nyx out of the room and locked it, leaving the key. Better let the ghosts from the past sleep their eternal sleep, better not wake them, nor stir old memories. He was glad his mother had gone to the trouble of changing the house - it would help them settle. If everything had remained the same, Spencer would have had a very hard time returning to Weaversmoor. 

As it was, he already regretted his decision to move back. But this was where Nyx must be, this was where Nyx belonged. People like her, like him; they couldn't afford to live on the outside world as if they were normal. Unless they spent a lifetime hiding their true nature, their very reality, that is. And he knew better than anyone else how taxing and life-depleting it was, to constantly pretend to be something he wasn't. He'd spent his entire life doing just that.

Nyx grabbed her uncle's hand and pressed it lightly, trying to catch his eyes. Spencer faced her, biting his lip to keep hold of tears. They both looked tired, and so sad.

“It's you and me, now,” she whispered, but her aunt still heard her.

“No, it's not,” Sarah said. “You have family, the two of you. We're here, too.”

“Mum, maybe they kind of need to be alone? So they can settle in?” Jamal winked at Nyx, who smiled gratefully. “I can hear dad's car coming up the driveway, we should join him downstairs and help with the luggage, while Nyx and Spence take a break.”

“It's fine,” Spencer said, putting on a show, if only for Nyx's sake. “We're fine. And Sarah's right, we have family, we're not alone.” 

As mother and son walked to the stairs, Spencer held Nyx back, hugging her shoulders, resting his chin on top of her head.

“But it'll always be you and me, kid, it'll always be just us. For better and for worse.”

Nyx nodded, her eyes on the play of light the rounded hallway window shed upon the wooden floor. Spence had been there since she was born, and he'd been a parent where she'd lacked one. He'd taken the place of his sister in Nyx's life, and was the nearest she had to her mother, the last remaining link. Along with her father, Spence had raised her; he'd nursed her through illnesses, suffered through scraped knees and tantrums. He'd driven her to and back from school, fed her, bathed her, played with her and the endless stream of dolls. Spence and her father were all she knew, and all she'd ever been able to count upon. Sarah was family, yes, so was Jamal, but they were almost like strangers and lacked the years of close living she shared with Spencer. So it would always be the two of them, even if others happened to come into their lives. 

And she was fine with it.

––––––––
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Nyx grabbed the stick that had nearly tripped her and used it to beat a path out of the tall, yellowy dry grass. Staring over her shoulder, she studied the cottage, with its sturdy stone walls and the black roof. Not too different from the place she'd lived at in Havenleah, Vaughn cottage did lack the constant humidity, though. Despite its dark-coloured exterior, the house looked cheery and bright, with clumps of flowers growing around it and the way sunlight bathed it throughout the day. It felt like a home, but so had Havenleah. Only back there, it had been her father and her uncle who'd turned the damp, cramped little place into one. Their booming voices, their laughter, Spencer's loud music, the way he'd decorated, her father's cooking; it had all helped create a sense of homeliness to an otherwise cold space.

With Vaughn cottage the feeling was similar: it was a home, one she felt welcomed into, safe, loved, but Nyx couldn't afford it all to Spencer. It was as if the cottage had been put under a spell, one that made her belong, made her want to stay. From all she'd heard about her grandmother Corinna – be it from Sarah, her husband Tyronne, even her cousin Jamal and the occasional input Spencer threw in – she wouldn't put it past the old lady. An accomplished witch, she'd been, according to Sarah and Spencer. She must have done something to the house, to make sure they both wanted to stay. Especially Spencer. 

She turned back to the path, now overgrown by years of abandonment that made it look as if it had never existed. But to Nyx's attentive eye. She could see where it had been once, a well-trodden route from the house to the woods, across the small, sunny meadow. A route she was sure both her mother and uncle must have followed in their youth, at least according to Sarah's hints, which Spencer had been quick to quieten.

As if he didn't want to speak of the past, his past at Weaversmoor. He was always on edge, since they'd arrived, ready to run at the first sign of... what? What was he so afraid of? Who was he so afraid of, more like it? They'd been to town a few times, and Spencer had avoided all the crowded places, the most popular spots, as if terrified of running into someone. Nyx had hinted at his odd behaviour while on a shopping spree with Sarah, trying to lure the story out of her, but her aunt had pretended not to hear, or understand what she was driving at. So Nyx was just as in the dark now, two weeks since they'd come to Weaversmoor, as she'd always been. But the sense that the house had been placed under spells that assured they both remained, wouldn't leave her mind. And she was certain Spence could feel it too.

The overgrown path ended at the edge of the woods. Tall, leafy green trees loomed ahead of her, sunshine playing hide and seek through wide boughs, the leaf-strewn ground speckled with pockets of light that seemed to sparkle and glint like gold. Nyx had always liked the woods, although she didn't have much of it back in Havenleah. They'd used to go hiking close by, on the weekends, just so she could infuse herself with nature and greenery. She wondered if she was like her grandmother, as strong a witch as she. 

So far, none of her powers had manifested in a clear way. She could open and close doors without touching them, light a lamp or a candle, she knew what plants were poisonous and which were safe without having learnt it, and could even sense people's moods, what they felt, what they seemed to think, especially about herself. But it was all very flimsy, not like Spencer who played around with earth as if he owned it. Maybe she was like him, an Earthen, or a Waterling like Sarah and Jamal. Maybe she was a Feeric, did they have any in their lineage? 

Her mother, what had she been? No one talked about it, but everyone hinted at her powers having been out of the ordinary, her magic very potent. Feerics were supposed to be the most dangerous, right? Because they could easily lose control of their emotions and of their magic, they could start a fire just by being slightly emotional. Adolescence must be hell for them. No, she wasn't one, what with her emotions all over the place as they'd been since her father's death, she would have started at least a hundred small fires. It was safe to say she wasn't burdened with being a fire Elemental. Smiling, she plodded on deeper into the woods, the thick canopies hiding the sun momentarily, bathing her surroundings in an eerie, greenish light. Water flowed to her right; Jamal had mentioned a creek, which he'd promised to show her as soon as he returned from his holiday. 

Nyx realised she missed her cousins, missed her aunt, even uncle Tyronne. She missed them and was lonely for their absence, already sorry of not having accepted the invitation to join them on a week away at Mallorca. But then Spence would have stayed behind, and Nyx couldn't handle the guilt of knowing her uncle was stuck at Weaversmoor, a place he loathed, on his own. More than the guilt, it had been fear that prompted her to stay. Fear she'd come back to find Spence had simply packed up and left, run away as his sister had, all those years ago. She'd been too scared of losing yet another family member, and knew if she chose to stay, her uncle would feel bound to remain somewhere he'd been miserable, somewhere he was miserable. Why? What could have happened to him, to Nyx's mother, that they hated the town so much they wished never to return? Would anyone ever tell her? So far, Spencer refused to talk of his past, and Sarah pretended not to understand when Nyx prodded her.

She'd have to find a way to learn the truth, if only to keep her own mind from constantly wandering to thoughts of her father and his death. Maybe Corinna was a monster, one of those parents who constantly beat their kids. She knew her grandmother had never accepted Spencer's homosexuality; maybe she tried to beat it out of him? Maybe she'd lashed out at her daughter too, for defending her younger brother? Heart somersaulting at the thought, Nyx stopped suddenly, head swimming, sweat falling down her back. She gazed through the trees, turned around trying to see the way she'd come from, couldn't recognise any of it. Oh, she'd been so lost in her head she'd failed to mark her route, as her father had always taught her to do when out hiking in the woods. Now she was well and truly lost.

Well, maybe not.

Closing her eyes, Nyx cocked her head to one side, dark brown curls brushing against the nape of her neck and falling down one freckled shoulder. She listened to the sounds of the woods, the breeze through the trees, the birds singing, the din of the creek. To her left, then, the water; was that it? If she remembered well, Jamal had said the creek turned into a river and crossed the town on its flow towards the sea. She could hear it, but it sounded distant, as if she'd walked deeper into the woods than what seemed possible. After all, Nyx hadn't been walking for so long as to completely lose sight of town and its surroundings. She should still have been able to hear the water running along its bed.

What she could hear, though, were the birds, chirping happily.

But these didn't sound like the birds she was used to waking up to, the ones that flocked her garden and the woods close to the cottage. These sounded louder, clearer, more musical? Unlike any other bird she'd ever heard, these were. Peering up into the trees, Nyx tried to catch sight of them and was granted a peek of bright pink and green plumage jumping from branch to branch. Soon she was making out the entire flock, gaudy coloured birds that perched high up and broke the constancy of lush, dark green with their bright colours. Like fruit hanging from a tree. Only these trees were unlike the ones she was used to. These were nothing like those at the edge of the woods, amongst which she’d been taking strolls the past week.

Well, she was clear and truly lost, now. How was she to find her way back? Where was this supposed to lead to? She'd studied an old map of the area back home, one that hung in her bedroom and that Spence had suggested taking down. Nyx had wanted it to stay, and every night she found herself gazing at it, studying its lay, learning the land. The woods behind Vaughn cottage led to that eerie, strange place, what her uncle had called the Everley estate, a name that was replicated in flowery handwriting upon the map. So maybe she was close to that estate, and if she pushed forward, she might come to its walls. Not so lost, then, was she?

A noise brought her back to attention. A snap of twigs underfoot, a voice begging for silence, hushing its companions. Yes, a voice, now joined by another, giggling and chatting away, deeper into the woods. Straining her ears, she tried to make out the words, only to realise the pair weren't speaking anymore. Face red as a beetroot, Nyx realised it was a couple she was listening in on, a couple kissing and making out in the woods. 

Suddenly upset beyond reason, shame taking over her thoughts, she turned and fled, hopefully to where she'd come from. Her legs, naked under the denim shorts, bore the marks of bristle bushes and weeds that scraped her skin. The white plimsolls were rapidly turning brown, with stains of green, and her white blouse clung to her back and chest, sweat marks under her arms, as she ran as far as she could from the couple meeting in the woods, hopefully back to the path she now knew, away from the deep of the forest.

Finally, Nyx's ears caught the sound of the creek. She stopped, took in her surroundings; these were familiar bushes, familiar trees. She was back on the route she knew, and the creek to her right assured her this was the correct trail back to the cottage. Taking a couple of deep breaths, hands leaning on her thighs, back bent as she recovered from running, Nyx giggled. Had she barely avoided walking in on a couple about to do it? It had sounded like it, hadn't it? Shaking her head, she composed herself, pulling unruly curls into a ponytail, brushing leaves and twigs from her clothes. Then she walked on towards the meadow, which she could now see in the distance, knowing beyond it lay home.

As she came to the cottage, her uncle's figure greeted her from the garden. He was by the low, rough stone wall, his back turned to the woods, eyeing the house as if taking it all in. Nyx cleared her throat, so he'd know she was here. The last thing she wanted was to scare Spencer; he already looked as if about to jump in fear at every breath. He turned to face her, smiled, but as he took in her stained shoes and scratched legs, his joy turned into a frown.

“And where have you been?”

Nyx blushed, but smiled even wider. “Took a hike in the woods, been doing it every day. But somehow I went deeper in, this morning. I think I was at walking distance of Everley estate, you know?”

Spencer's face darkened; he shifted his eyes. “You should stay away from the deep end of the woods, Nyx, it isn't safe.”

“Oh no, it surely isn't,” she said, and giggled.

Was that fear she saw in her uncle's face? Or worry? 

“What did you see?”

“Well, I'm glad I didn't really see, but I heard enough. Spence, there was a couple making out in the woods, and I think they were about to... you know, do it. Almost walked in on them. I wouldn't be able to live with the shame if I did.” Nyx laughed, Spencer joining her, but the mirth failed to reach his eyes. “What about you, where have you been? Woke up, and the house was empty.”

“Maybe you shouldn't stay in bed so long.”

Nyx jumped over the wall, joined her uncle in the garden. “I'm on holiday, cut me some slack. We should really do something about this, it looks like a jungle.”

“I'm having someone look into it tomorrow. That's what I've been doing, young lady, taking care of things. You're now officially enrolled at Weaversmoor Academy. And school starts in less than two weeks, so no more slack, Nyx.” He eyed her sternly, held her gaze until Nyx was forced to lower her eyes. “Tomorrow we go to Sunderleigh for your uniform and school supplies, I already have a list.”

Shoulders slumping, Nyx faced her dirty plimsolls. Anxiety grabbed her stomach, the nagging bite of worry working away at her core. What if she didn't fit in? What if she made no friends? She'd had no trouble amassing a group of them back in Havenleah, but what of Weaversmoor? The other children at the Academy would all have their powers manifest by now, she'd be the odd freak. Suddenly, the idea of starting school lost all the charm it had just hours before, when she'd crawled out of bed, bored out of her head for having nothing to do all day, again. She'd been pining for the start of the school term then, hadn't she? Well, not anymore.

“You'll do fine,” Spence whispered, pulling her to him, one arm wrapped around Nyx's shoulders. “You're a clever girl, and talented too. Such an empath as you are, you're sure to do well at school.”

“You hated it there, didn't you?”

Spencer eyed her, the look in his eyes impossible for Nyx to read. “I loved it. And so did your mother, your father, Sarah. We all loved school, because it's where we learnt and where we were free to be ourselves.”

“Then why do you hate this place so much?”

He shook his head, emotion filling his eyes with misery. “I had my heart broken here. And it changed me, Nyx, I was never the same. I could never love anyone as much again. But let's not talk about that, it's all in the past.” He pulled himself out of the sombre mood descending upon both; heading towards the back door. “How about driving off to Leavesford for lunch, huh? There's a nice little spot there Sarah told me about, and there's Houghton Castle not far, we could go visit. Bit of a sightseeing tour, what do you say?”

Nyx beamed, her silver-blue eyes gleaming with joy. “I think that's a massive good idea. Let me clean up first and you got yourself a date!”
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II

Pulling on the dark grey blazer, Nyx studied her image in the mirror. Shoulders slumped, she eyed the hem of the skirt hitting just above the knee, demure and prim, as none of her previous uniforms had ever been. Her old school in Havenleah allowed shorter skirts on their pinafore dresses, and all the girls went for that hemline. Weaversmoor Academy seemed a bit old-fashioned in that regard, if she were to judge by the choice offered at the uniform store at Sunderleigh. Amongst all other schools catered by the place, the Academy was the one to sport the longest hems, and the only one demanding their students purchased two sets. 

Either the black pleated skirt or the tartan one - which would have been cute, if only the length was shorter. Along white shirts, blazer, and a choice of cardigans that went from charcoal to dark red to tan. Plus, the brogues, meant to be worn all year round. They pinched her feet horribly, how was she ever going to get used to them? At least the boys were luckier, she'd spotted their uniforms on the store's front window, and they were allowed dark wash jeans. Yes, there was also a pair of charcoal trousers, the unobtrusive white shirt, the red tie, the horrible charcoal blazer, along with the black brogues. But they got to wear jeans, and that seemed unfair.

Just looking at herself in the mirror, Nyx knew she'd hate the school, and the other children there. They'd all be very arrogant and elitist; they'd all look down their noses on her. And the tartan skirt made her look fat. Sighing, well aware she had no choice but condescend, Nyx pulled one fallen sock up and reached for her cross-body leather bag - another one of the school's demands. It all looked so old-fashioned and dated it almost made her scream. Not that she was a fashion victim, but she did have her own personal style and preferences, and charcoal was far from being her colour. She liked deep pinks, and royal blue, and teal, and certain hues of gold and orange that looked like gems sparkling in the light. Not this... darkness. But this was what she'd been handed, and must to make do with it. Sighing yet again, Nyx took one last look in the mirror and braced herself.

The first day at school was always the worst.

Spencer waited for her at the sunny kitchen, breakfast spread out before him. Nyx tried to smile, but failed. 

“I'm not hungry.”

“You still have to eat.”

Settling for a glass of milk and a toast with jam, Nyx forced herself. The toast was cold and dry, tasted like paper and rolled around her mouth, unwilling to go down. Her stomach cramped, and not even the cold milk seemed to appease the ache that had settled there. How she wished her father was here, if only to soothe and reassure her.

“I think I need to throw up.” The kitchen lights blinked on and off; she was doing it again.

Her uncle put down the vial from which he'd been measuring careful drops onto a glass of water, grabbed her hand, pressed it gently. His dark green eyes came to rest on hers, appeasingly. Spence had always been able to calm her, far better than her father, but she still missed him madly.

“I know you're anxious, and scared. But it's going to be all right, Nyx. Trust me. Jamal will be there, and he'll look after you. Go brush your teeth, if you're finished, I'll pack you an apple so you can eat mid-morning. Hurry, you don't want to be late on the first day, do you?”

She wasn't late, in the end, and her anxiety levels lowered the moment she saw her cousin waiting for her at the Academy's front gates. Jumping off the car, Nyx joined Jamal.

“I'll take it from here,” the boy said, head pushed through the passenger's seat window, winking at Nyx's uncle.

Spencer nodded, waved at the two teenagers and drove away.

“Right, let's brave the crowds, shall we?” Jamal ushered Nyx in, and as they marched off to the Academy's front door, he greeted other teens, introducing Nyx as his cousin.

She smiled and nodded at the new people, tired of keeping up the grin, jaws aching from the effort. But at least she wasn't alone.

“So, this building here is where we have most of the classes,” Jamal explained, ushering her forward. “At the back we have the sports fields and the gym, and down that way, the refectory. To your left is off-limits for us, external students. Only boarders are allowed there.”

“Didn't know this was a boarding school.”

Jamal stopped her, eyes boring down on Nyx. “Look, this isn't your run-of-the-mill school, you know that. Every single student and teacher has magic, here. We're all the same and don't need to hide our powers inside this place. But the truth is, there aren't all that many people born with magical abilities in our world, are there?”

Nyx shook her head, in all of her sixteen years she'd met none aside from family.

“This is one of the very few schools for people like us across the country. It's only natural it doubles as boarding school, not every single witch in the world lives at Weaversmoor or close by. They come from all over, you know? The Academy's supposed to be one of the best, and everyone with magic wants to study here.”

“Didn't know.”

“It's silly they've kept this from you, really. You should have been attending this place for years, now, you'll be so far behind I bet you need special classes just to make up for all that lost time.”

Nyx scowled, angry at Jamal's innuendos about her father, her uncle, who'd kept her away from Weaversmoor and the study of magic. “My father and Spence had their reasons. I may not know what those are, but I trust them, you know? They only wanted the best for me.”

“Then they should have sent you here. Look, don't be cross, Nyx, but the truth is you're a witch. You have all these powers in you, some dormant, others not so much, and if you don't know how to handle and work with them, it can get very dangerous. The fact they kept you from studying ways of using your talents could have put you at risk. No matter how much Erin and Spencer hated their mother, or what they suffered at her hands, it was selfish of them to deny you access to learning. But now you're here, and it'll be all right.”

Jamal patted Nyx's shoulder and smiled. She held back, eyes on the gravel under her feet, hurt by his words. Yes, he had a point, and it was true there'd been a certain amount of selfishness, of petty vengeance, at not letting her visit her grandmother or come to Weaversmoor, but there was also fear. For years, she'd seen the fear cross her father's eyes, her uncle's, whenever Sarah came to visit and they were forced to remember such a place as Weaversmoor even existed. Whatever had happened to them in this otherwise peaceful-looking town, it had made them live in constant terror of the past. 

And now Spence was forced back home, and he'd been looking positively sick for it, but he still endured, and did it for her. He did it for her because he knew Nyx needed more than what he could give. Spence wasn't selfish, much on the contrary. He'd gone against his word of never accepting his mother's handouts, for the sake of giving Nyx a future and helping her learn how to handle what nature had given her. All she knew of her heritage, her magic, Spencer had taught willingly, but even he had limits to his knowledge. Jamal was mistaken claiming he was selfish, he was the exact opposite.

“You're wrong,” she said, finally facing Jamal. “But I won't discuss my father's choices, my uncle's decisions with you.”

“Nyx, I'm sorry if I've hurt your feelings, I only meant...”

Whatever he'd been about to say was left hanging in the air forever more, as what looked like some sort of clumsy giant jumped on his back. Jamal turned and laughed, squirming until he dislodged his assailant. They bear-hugged and patted each other's back, grunting in what was to Nyx a very unseeming fashion, while she simply stood there, being ignored and with no idea of what to do or where to go. Finally, the two boys let go of each other.

“How was your summer, Wilson?” the newcomer inquired, his smile large and open.

Nyx studied him discreetly, taking in the deep hazel eyes, the perfectly rounded nose, the near symmetrical lips. She lingered over those lips for longer than needed, and blushed at the thoughts flaring through her mind.

“Not as swanky as yours, your lordship,” Jamal joked, hugging his friend again. Then, as an afterthought, he turned to Nyx. “This is my cousin,” he introduced, “Nyx Vaughn.”

The newcomer finally deemed to notice her existence, the hazel eyes coming to meet hers with a look that was all too telling. “Oh, so this is the famous elusive cousin, is she?” He reached out one hand, which Nyx reluctantly took. “I'm Trystan Everley, the black sheep.”

“Make nothing of him,” Jamal said, and guffawed. “This is my best friend, Nyx, he's actually an all right bloke, once you get to know him.” He punched an elbow into Trystan's midriff, who woofed and doubled over himself. “Even though sometimes he can be a total oaf.”

“Would a total oaf tell you you're about to be sent to the doghouse if you don't hurry finding my sister? She's been looking for you all over school.”

Jamal's face lost all signs of mirth, eyes widening and tongue swiping over suddenly dry lips. He actually looked scared, which made Nyx giggle. 

“But I have to get Nyx to Mrs Taylor's office, so she has her schedule cleared with the Principal. Bryn's going to kill me, isn't she?”

Trystan grinned openly, nodding in compliance. “Go, I'll walk your cousin to the Principal's.” His attention returned to Nyx, eyebrows raised in a failed attempt at playful seduction. “It'll give us a chance to get acquainted.”

Jamal smirked. “Are you ok with this, Nyx?”

“Go, it's fine. The young esquire here can escort me to wherever I need to be.”

“Ooh, pretty and with a sense of humour, see, you've been hiding all this from me, Wilson. I shan't forgive you the deceit! Shall we go then, milady?” He offered an arm to Nyx, who blushed and forced her eyes to the ground.

Trystan leading the way, she had no choice but follow and try to keep up with his impossibly long strides. In a matter of seconds, Nyx found herself as good as running by his side.

“So,” he said, slowing his pace as if realising the girl was struggling to keep up. “How long have you been in town?”

“We got here early August.”

“How do you like it so far?”

Nyx shrugged. “Can't say much about it, it's been less than a month. I figure it's ok?”

“I need to show you around, then. Bummer you got here when everyone's away, know what I mean? We've been out of town since July, to my sister's chagrin. She and Jamal only started dating last year, and she's already freaking out. Because he's a ten and she's only an eight, she says.”

“A ten? Jamal? I guess he's all right.”

Trystan cackled, amused. “Don't let him hear you say that, boy's very proud of his looks. Most girls at the Academy swoon for your cousin, you'll soon have more friends than you signed up for
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