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      I roll onto my hands and knees, my back aching as I search my surroundings. The hot flames make it hard to see and difficult to breathe, but I don’t care. I need to find Jack.

      My right palm is covered in my own blood – my scar seeping with crimson – as I search the growing smoke for any traces of my guardian.

      You’re in danger, my scar tells me, but I curl up my hand into a fist and ignore the warning.

      ‘Jack!’ I shout, eyes snapping up at the fire that consumes the branches above me. Fear washes over my body as I get to my feet, leaning on the tree trunk for stability. ‘Jack, where are you?’

      The sound of cracking alerts me. I glance upwards just in time to find part of the tree I huddle beneath collapsing, its abundance of leaves seeming to fall in slow motion. My arms and legs move of their own accord, scrambling out of the way as heavy branches descend, different-coloured leaves streaming from the sky as they flutter to the ground where I once stood.

      A rumble so loud echoes through my ears, the sound not from the forest blaze but from beneath my feet. Bits of chipped bark upon the dirt floor vibrate by my boots. I look into the distance to see the ground rolling, as if a beast underneath the earth has discerned my presence. Without hesitating, I run.

      The invisible threat doesn’t let up, the moving terrain heading straight for me as I sprint through the trees, the forest’s beauty being swallowed up by the terror that claws at my chest. I try to scream for help, but my throat is constricted, my voice coming out in fast breaths as I rush through the bush and approach a calm river.

      As I close the distance between myself and the water, I leap with every bit of energy I can muster. I land on the other side – but only just, my legs giving out before I roll into shrubbery, pieces of woodland tangling in my hair. My chest heaves, trying to intake more oxygen as I roll onto my side to look behind me. The roiling earth stops at the water, seemingly annoyed it can no longer pursue me.

      ‘Thank the higher powers,’ I mutter, turning onto my back while I regain my breath, my chest rising and falling from the sudden exertion. My eyes wander over the uppermost trees, shades of green and orange dancing through the leaves. The smoke I was once encased in now fades as if a distant memory.

      This place is truly beautiful, I can’t help thinking.

      ‘There you are.’

      I’m on my feet in seconds, grappling for a weapon I don’t have. My hands flex with unease as I subtly look for a stick or something else I can use to defend myself with.

      The stranger is tall, muscular and looks like a fighter. He wears dark brown leathers that contrast with his glowing, sun-kissed skin and long fair hair, which surpasses even mine in length. He stares at me quietly, curious golden eyes watching carefully as I take him in.

      ‘I wondered when you would arrive,’ he says, his lips tugging up at the corners.

      It takes my brain a moment to realise he is talking in Tellian, the mother tongue of Tealwaters. Which is not surprising, considering that’s where the portal from the House of Raven was intended to lead when Jack and I stepped through. I am no longer in Hanrah, where I was born and raised, but much further south, where the sun shines all year round and the ocean is as blue as the sky.

      Before I can answer, his eyes flicker to the sound of snapping, worry etched in his handsome features. ‘We need to hurry back, or else Gwenore will kill us before you can meet the others,’ he says, making little sense.

      Before I can ask who Gwenore is, a tree so tall with a trunk so thick creates a strange creaking sound that grabs my full attention.

      ‘We need to move,’ the stranger frets.

      It’s only when his large hand yanks on my arm that I realise the tree is falling – straight towards us. My body is flipped into the air, my limbs flailing as the male chucks me onto his broad shoulder, and his grip is like iron as he starts running for his life.

      ‘I don’t usually handle new friends so inappropriately, but I feel this calls for an exception!’ he calls out in apology.

      ‘What is going on?’ I yell, my stomach hurting from the motions of his shoulder digging into my middle. I watch as the trunk falls inch by inch, its colossal size causing dirt, leaves and even water from the river to splash across the forest floor like a tidal wave. ‘It’s going to get us!’ I shriek as I feel the male lose his footing.

      We tumble down a small hill, water crashing over the edge seconds after us. My shouts of dismay echo through the woodland, scaring four-legged animals and birds from their homes. I crash through bush and dirt until, after what feels like eternity, I roll to a definitive stop along a gravel pathway. A small stream of cold water trickles into my hair and along my shoulders, making the back of my shirt wet. My breathing hitches at the chilly temperature as I peel away a strand of my hair stuck to my face, tangled from getting caught in discarded sticks and undergrowth.

      ‘Holy Hanrah,’ I murmur, coughing up the soil I’ve inhaled during my tumble.

      ‘You can say that again.’

      I turn to see that the stranger looks just as battered and bruised as me – his clothes soiled, his cheek and forehead covered in grime. I can’t help but bark out a nervous laugh when I see his golden eyes widen as the remaining water creeps near him too.

      ‘Who are you?’ I ask. I slowly push myself up into a sitting position, looking around us for any indication of where we might be. Nothing looks familiar, of course, now I’ve stepped into a new kingdom, and this puts me on edge. My only hope of getting out of here is the unknown male alongside me.

      ‘My name is Sol Xavier. I’m from the House of Sun.’

      My brows lift as I turn to him once more. So this is one of the other members of the Hex, a male that I am to work alongside as protectors of the land and its people.

      ‘And you are Scarlet Seraphine, from the House of Raven. We were told to expect your arrival any day now.’

      I ponder this a moment as we lapse into silence. I busy myself with removing a particularly sharp stone from underneath my leg as the male surveys our surroundings, looking much more relaxed now we are on what looks to be a path.

      Sol staggers to his feet once he’s done, and begins to wipe down his clothes. He looms over me but smiles warmly as our gazes meet. He offers a large tanned hand and pulls me to my feet. I can tell he’s extremely powerful and is used to hard labour from the calluses that line the underside of his hand.

      ‘So, Sol Xavier,’ I start, needing to fill the silence, earning an amused look from him as I dust away the twigs and dirt on my clothing. ‘Why are you in the forest? Seems like a dangerous place to be alone in.’

      ‘I wasn’t alone. I was with Rusty – another teammate of ours. We got separated when the fire began. I heard shouting, and it ended up being you.’

      ‘Do you think Rusty has my guardian?’ I enquire, wrinkling my nose.

      ‘I can’t be sure.’ The male shrugs unhelpfully, intensifying my worry for Jack.

      What if he is hurt? How will I find him? His scent is everywhere. This whole forest smells of salt and fresh air, along with what I assume to be dirt, trees and something strong – medicinal. I wouldn’t be able to track him down even if I wanted to.

      ‘I’m sure he is fine. Hopefully, they’ve found each other like we did,’ Sol says, shaking me out of my thoughts, seeming to note my sudden unease.

      I hope so too, I think worriedly.

      ‘Do you want me to dry your hair?’ Sol asks. He grabs his own locks and trails his hands down them, a soft glow emanating from his palms.

      I study him for a few seconds in awe before he shows me his large hands. Heat radiates from them and warms up my curious face.

      ‘Unless you’d rather walk home wet …’ He winks, heating up my cheeks.

      Reluctantly I allow him to take my hair. He slowly dries the dirty strands, my locks looking like blood across his palms. I peer at my scar, which is now closed, coated in dried crimson. Memories stir within me, flashes of blades, stains of red among ripped clothing. I blink to rid myself of the images before I begin to reflect on all the shit I’ve endured to get here.

      ‘Where is all that blood from?’ Sol asks, frowning down at my hand.

      From here, I can smell something pleasant on him, something I don’t know the name of quite yet.

      ‘My scar.’ I lift my right hand for him to see better. ‘It opens when I’m in danger and closes when I’m safe.’

      His mouth curls up on one side. ‘That sounds helpful.’

      ‘It is.’ I nod, thinking of all the times it has saved me in the past. ‘Can you only produce heat?’

      ‘No. Like you Ravens with your shared heightened senses, all members of my House can create heat as well as sunlight. It’s not called the House of Sun for nothing.’ Sol smirks, making the corners of my mouth tip upwards slightly. He lowers a cupped hand for me, forgetting my hair, and a small ball of light glimmers within it. It grows in size until I have to look away from its brightness.

      ‘That’s amazing,’ I gush, earning a bashful look from the male.

      ‘I suppose for someone who hasn’t grown up sharing this power with everyone else, it is.’ He nods. ‘But my power, something only I possess, is perceiving the memories of objects.’

      I scrunch my nose up in confusion. ‘Pardon?’

      ‘Take this, for instance.’ He reaches for the band around my wrist, bronze in colour. His body stills as if he is deep in thought as he grabs my wrist. ‘I can see a female with bright red hair and fiery eyes. She used to wear this before you.’ He looks up into my eyes. ‘She looks like a relative – similar features but different colouring.’

      I smile at the mention of Ruby. ‘My mother. She gave this to me,’ I clarify, remembering her giving me this family heirloom before I left. She wore it herself once upon a time. The ruby on top, when pressed, activates a suit of armour that covers the wearer’s body.

      He nods as if this makes perfect sense. ‘She used to be a warrior too.’

      I open my mouth to ask what else he can tell me about my mother and her time wearing this bracelet, but shouts carry to us through the air, and my head whips towards them. My name. It’s my name.

      ‘Jack!’ I yell, and I hear a faint sigh of relief.

      Sol points into the distance, to two figures who travel along the same gravel path as us. Jack’s silvery-blonde hair stands out in the forest scenery, his demeanour the first thing I notice. In an instant, I can tell my guardian feels uncomfortable, his shoulders unnaturally straight and body stiff alongside the unfamiliar stranger he walks with.

      My eyes move towards the towering male, whose expression is unnervingly neutral. He wears similar clothing to Sol’s, clothing that is suitable for combat, but instead of wearing shades of brown, like the male beside me, he wears mostly black and green. Along his muscular forearms, I can see small scratches across his dark skin, but his tight shirt covers the rest of his burly arms and broad chest. As he and Jack close the distance between us, I can smell the immense power the stranger holds, and I wonder if this is why he is so big.

      Jack is by my side in an instant, leaving the towering figure behind as his sky-blue eyes roam over me with worry. His hands hold my arms gently as he inspects the damage to my face.

      ‘Have you broken anything?’ he asks, to which I shake my head.

      ‘Have you?’ I ask, noting Sol watching our every move out of the corner of my eye.

      ‘No.’

      As Jack’s companion finally reaches our group, I suddenly feel on high alert. I thought Jack and Sol – similar in size and stature – were tall, but this male … he’s massive. I have to look up further to peer at his face, where he pushes away a chestnut strand of hair from his deep bronze eyes.

      ‘Rusty.’ Sol greets the giant with a slap on the back, his teeth incredibly white as he gives him a friendly smile. ‘Glad to see you in one piece. I see you’ve rounded up the rest of the Raven party.’

      ‘Likewise,’ Rusty answers. As if sensing my surveillance of him, his burnished eyes meet mine. He is handsome, much like Sol is attractive, but in an effortless sort of way, a rugged beauty that only a few can pull off without it being too much. ‘Hello. I’m Rusty Haselwood.’

      ‘From the House of Creation,’ Jack adds for my benefit, edging closer as he faces the males. He then turns to Sol expectantly, wanting an introduction.

      Sol obliges, easing his features into a carefree smile. ‘Sol Xavier, from the⁠—’

      ‘House of Sun,’ Jack finishes for him, accepting the hand Sol offers him. They shake firmly, and it goes on for much longer than is necessary, the pair seeming to be sizing each other up. ‘A Celestial and a Briar to welcome us to Tealwaters. What a treat.’

      I sense my guardian is saying all this extra information for my sake. I, unlike him, did not train to be in the Hex all my life. I fell into this opportunity due to wanting to save my sister’s life. I didn’t think I’d ever work in the Hex, let alone work alongside those who had trained to be within the prestigious group.

      Now, though, facing these strangers, I’m questioning my lack of knowledge of the Houses and the vital information my guardian seems to have explored beforehand, which I did not read up on.

      ‘A Celestial and a Briar?’ I say, eyeing the males before me, letting Jack’s body shield me for now. He’s on high alert. I can tell by his heartbeat, but he does well to play it off in front of our current company.

      Sol places a hand on his own broad chest, leaning forward as if wanting to tell us a secret. ‘A Celestial is half angel. A Briar –’ he looks at Rusty briefly – ‘is half fae.’

      I peer towards the Briar’s ears, which poke out from beneath his chestnut hair. They’re pointed at the top and unlike any ears I’ve seen. I drag my eyes away before my staring turns awkward.

      ‘So, being part angel, do you have a halo?’ I aim this question at Sol. With the subtle glow his skin emits, I wouldn’t be surprised if he did have one.

      ‘Being part vampire, do you have fangs?’ he retorts.

      ‘I’ll show you mine if you show me yours,’ I counter, admiring his long, shiny hair, imagining a circlet of glowing gold above it.

      He seems surprised by my reaction but doesn’t back down, his grin wide as he nudges Rusty’s side. ‘I knew she’d be a ball of fun.’

      Rusty rolls his eyes. ‘I suggest we head back. Carmen and Thea will be wondering where we have got to.’ He aims a finger towards my face, and the hairs on my arms rise instinctively. ‘And they’ll want to check your wounds.’

      I lift my hand to where he points and touch something sticky. My fingers come away covered in blood from a cut on my temple – something I must have earned from tumbling down a hill – but my palm, my once-silver scar, is open again. I look around expectantly for danger.

      ‘Who are Carmen and Thea?’ I ask, racking my brains to ascertain whether I should know these names.

      ‘They are our mentors—’ Sol begins to answer, but a whizzing sound catches my attention – apparently, Rusty’s too, as we both look in the direction the sound is coming from.

      Before I can figure out what it can be, something splats hard against my neck, a droplet of liquid hitting me at full force.

      ‘What the fuck was that?’ Jack demands, smothering me instantly. It’s only when Sol grabs his shoulders and pulls him away roughly that my guardian’s eyes glow bright blue in warning, his water magic ready to fight off any threat that targets me. ‘Hands off me, Celestial.’

      ‘Don’t go near her, or you may be affected too,’ Rusty instructs, a large hand pushing against Jack’s chest, putting a safe distance between us before he turns to me with a calm expression.

      Sol looks anything but composed, nerves rippling through his body.

      ‘That looks like an inkberry,’ the Celestial comments.

      Rusty nods in agreement, watching me carefully.

      ‘And what does an inkberry do?’ I ask with a frown, finding it smells just as its name suggests – like berries.

      ‘You’ll see.’ Rusty grimaces before my eyes begin to flutter, my arms becoming heavy.

      ‘I suddenly feel very tired,’ I murmur, finding my body swaying. ‘What is …?’ My mouth goes numb, and my words begin to slur.

      ‘Inkberries send vampires – and many other species – into a state of unconsciousness,’ Rusty confirms, making me pout.

      How convenient, I think before darkness claims me.
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      Voices grow louder as I open my eyes. The first thing I see is a row of beds along from the one I lie in. I still have my old and now-wrecked clothes on, but I’m partially cleaned up. I squint slightly as the sun shines through the window to my left. Two women are conversing animatedly, working at a desk that lines the entire length of the opposite wall. Along the worktable are bowls of cut-open and half-eaten fruit, pots of paintbrushes, metal tools that look somewhat clinical and even a pile of discarded newspapers.

      Above them are shelves upon shelves of glass jars and substances that stand neatly in lines, while old and dusty books lie scattered across the messy and disorganised counter. I wrinkle my nose at the concoction of smells in here. I’ve never smelled so many things at once.

      ‘Scarlet.’

      I turn towards the bed next to me. Jack sits upon the crisp white sheets, his hands clasped together and knuckles white. The worry he displays is evident, and I go to reach for him, but he clears his throat, looking apologetically towards the desk. The sound alerts the two women.

      ‘Hello, my sweet. How are you feeling?’

      Both women are now staring at me with obvious interest. The one wearing all black approaches me slowly, as if not wanting to scare me. She leans over and feels my forehead, her warm hand making me flinch.

      ‘Normal,’ she confirms out loud, ignoring my reaction as she moves to the end of the bed.

      The other woman gives me a reassuring smile. ‘Are you thirsty, Scarlet?’

      Without being prompted, she travels across the room, grabs a decanter and fills it with water. She places the decanter and a glass cup on a tray and brings it over to place it by my legs. She wears all blue, her dress elegant and feminine, the skirt flowing around her like water. This close, she smells of something floral with a hint of magic. I know then that these two strangers are both dameer – humans born with magical abilities.

      I eye up the pair. The woman in black, who stands at the end of my bed, lifts a hand to her chest. ‘I’m Carmen Spark.’ She points to the woman in blue. ‘And this is my sister, Thea.’

      The pair of them are nearly identical, with their long dark brown hair and chocolate-coloured eyes. If they aren’t twins, I’ll be extremely surprised.

      The one in blue – Thea – pours my drink and urges me to take a sip. ‘How are you feeling?’

      ‘Fine, I think,’ I reply, glancing at Jack for any help, but he stays quiet. ‘Are we supposed to be here?’

      Thea smiles warmly, her face morphing into something sweet and magnetic. ‘Of course! The boys brought you here so we could check you over. They were very concerned about you after you blacked out.’

      I turn to Jack again, disorientated and confused beyond belief.

      ‘Carmen and Thea are our mentors,’ Jack offers, giving me a reassuring look. ‘They are people we can trust. My mum has written about them often in her letters to me over the years. She’s always spoken highly of them. There is nothing to be worried about.’

      I nod slowly, absorbing his words. Jack’s mother is Marie Wilde, current Guardian of the Hex. Having worked alongside my aunt, who is the Raven of the Hex, Marie would have many connections to those who reside outside Rubien. If she has approved of the trustworthiness of the women before me, I suppose I can too.

      ‘We will be present for your whole Hex career, Scarlet. You can ask us anything. There is no such thing as a silly question. We know nearly everything at this point.’ Thea leans forward eagerly, manicured fingers clenched together as if to keep them to herself.

      Carmen studies me closely before flicking her wrist. A plate of biscuits across the room begins to hover and makes its way over to me. She motions towards it with a dip of her chin. ‘Eat.’

      I refrain from showing my surprise at her magic. Is it telekinesis or something else?

      My scarred hand, which I note has been cleaned of blood, automatically reaches for the food. I don’t want to know what will happen if I decline. Carmen seems more intimidating compared to her sister – her features somehow sharper, her dark eyes more observant.

      ‘So, where are we?’ I ask, munching on what I think is ginger. It tastes unpleasant, but I consume it without complaint.

      ‘You’re in the healing quarters at Hex Manor,’ Carmen replies, noting my confused look. ‘The manor is your home for the period of your stay in Tealwaters.’

      ‘But you’re in here,’ Thea adds, motioning to the room we occupy, ‘because we wanted to check you over.’

      I scowl, earning curious glances. ‘What happened?’

      ‘You were hit by an inkberry – which without proper care can be very dangerous. We aren’t sure where it came from, but we have our suspicions.’ Thea pouts before remembering herself. ‘Nothing to worry about now, though.’ She beams as if to reassure me I’m no longer in danger. With lashes as dark as her gaze, she inspects me with her doe eyes, her stare roaming over my face, my damp, tangled hair and dirty clothes. ‘You look like you’ve been to war, my sweet.’

      ‘I’ve gone through worse.’ I force a smile because it’s true. The few cuts along my hands and face are nothing compared to what I’ve experienced in the past. From the expressions upon my new mentors’ faces, they know I’m being truthful.

      ‘You’re safe here. Hex Manor is a haven for when you and Jack need it. No one will harm you within these walls,’ Thea offers with a small, warm smile, my guardian giving her an appreciative nod.

      Only within these walls? How reassuring.

      Thea’s eyes, however, look different – cheerless – as they lower towards my neck. I wear a high-necked shirt, but from the thinning of her lips, I know she and Carmen most likely saw my still-healing wounds from the Hex Trials while cleaning me up.

      Carmen pipes up. ‘You’re safe unless you’re training – we can’t promise you’ll feel in good shape after that.’

      Thea shoots her a stern look.

      ‘What? They need to know training will not be easy.’ Carmen turns, aiming her words in our direction. ‘Becoming the next Raven and Guardian of the Hex will be difficult. You may get hurt from time to time, and it may be painful or alarming, but you have to learn certain skills before you’re allowed into the world by yourselves. Think of this as an introduction to the Hex lifestyle, if you will.’

      ‘I think that’s fair enough,’ Jack answers.

      I take him in, the light behind him making his frame glow. I peer over his shoulder, a bird having grabbed my attention as it flew past the window.

      ‘Is that …?’ I slowly get off the bed to peer outside, enamoured of the sight.

      Carmen comes to my side and opens the pane of glass for me, letting the soft, ocean-scented breeze tickle my face.

      ‘We have lots of wildlife around here. Thea has several tables scattered around for the parrots and various other animals who live close by. We can show you sometime if you would like.’

      I nod eagerly. ‘Yes, please.’

      Further up in the sky, a noisy flock of white birds flies overhead, their wings flapping. My mouth opens in awe. The clouds above them slowly move along the bright blue sky.

      ‘Unbelievable.’ My eyes snag on Carmen beside me, her dark eyes following my every expression. ‘What?’ I ask.

      ‘It’s been a while since I’ve seen a Raven so entranced by what we’ve grown up thinking is ordinary,’ she replies. Behind her, I can see a similar expression on Thea’s face. ‘But it’s nice to see that type of appreciation again. It makes me realise how lucky we are to live as we do.’

      ‘You’ll acclimatise to the surroundings eventually,’ Thea chimes in, her hands entwined as if nervously. ‘Everything in Tealwaters will be new and exciting to you, but you must remember to be cautious of beautiful things. Those of beauty can deal out the deadliest hands.’ Thea’s dark eyes flick to the garden outside, a blanket of colour surrounding the front of the manor. I don’t think she means the flowers, but what do I know? I’ve not even been here a day.

      ‘I’ll be careful,’ I promise them, finding Jack observing me closely, a tilt of his lips letting me know he feels more relaxed with these two females than with Sol and Rusty.

      ‘Well, now you’re awake, let’s get you settled in,’ Carmen says, making Thea grin with delight.
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      We are given a brief tour of Hex Manor, and it’s much larger than I first expected. At the front of the premises is a beautiful flower garden with colours of every shade and two matching bird baths sitting among the blooms. Out back is Thea’s vegetable patch, which consists of several massive boxes that are full of rich brown soil and tall sticks poking out of the ground with greenery curling around them. I’m told that there are pumpkins, tomatoes, carrots, parsley and a list of other things that I can’t remember the names of but that sound equally delicious.

      Inside the manor, the decor is tasteful, in various shades of blue – cobalt carpet and rugs, patterned midnight-blue wallpaper and pure white ceilings that are much higher than I’m used to.

      The large foyer has a long, winding set of stairs that leads to an upstairs balcony, where we can look down on the reception space. On the second level are the bedrooms. We pass multiple doors lining the wall before we hit the one at the very end of the passageway.

      ‘This is your room,’ Carmen says, twisting the handle and pushing the door open.

      My personal chamber is huge. If I hadn’t known any better, I would have thought the room was to be shared with several others. As I step through the threshold, I see a theme throughout the space – red, and it’s everywhere.

      ‘Past Hex members have decorated their bedrooms in their House colours to help with homesickness,’ Carmen claims, stroking the tasteful wallpaper. ‘If you wish to change anything, we can have that arranged.’

      Jack, who stands cautiously in the doorway, crosses his arms. He looks as impressed as I feel, his pale eyes darting around the room as if a threat will pounce at any moment.

      ‘The last Raven of the Hex removed her belongings not long ago, so we’ve yet to redecorate,’ Carmen continues, making my ears prick at the mention of my relative.

      ‘Brande?’ I murmur.

      ‘Yes, that’s right.’ Thea nods. ‘Brande will have much insight to offer you when she visits next. You’ll be able to have some quality time together when you eventually cross paths.’

      I’ve never met my aunt. My mother, Ruby, was in the Hex once upon a time. However, when she fell pregnant with me, having fallen in love with a human man – a sin in the eyes of our House – she was banished from the Hex, and Brande replaced her. Now I’ll finally have the chance to see the younger sister Ruby grew up with.

      ‘She’s lovely, and I’m sure you’ll get along like a house on fire.’ Carmen’s mouth twitches with amusement as Thea laughs at her sister’s attempt at a joke – my family is known for its fire elemental powers. ‘But yes, she’ll visit soon enough if work comes up nearby. Other Hex members will also be visiting from time to time, so don’t be alarmed if you see them too.’ Carmen steps further into the room, motioning for me to follow. ‘Come. Let me show you your wardrobe.’

      She gathers me towards a door and opens it to a space that is larger than my old bedroom back in the House of Raven. I’ve never had a wardrobe, only boxes under my bed, so this is already far superior to what I’m used to.

      My chest tightens as I think of my old room, which I shared with my two sisters, and what the room will look like now I’m gone.

      I don’t react to my darkening thoughts. Instead, I study the area. On the floor, I see my packed bag, a sack I gave to Princess Leonore days ago in preparation for having it here, ready for my arrival. Sticking out of it is a knife – midnight black with gold stars along the handle, the blade the colour of liquid gold. I recognise it as the one my friend Leonore – the Hanrae princess – cut my hand with to make my oath to the Hex. I smile, not surprised she’s left it with me. The details in its design are beautiful enough to make it a grand gift. I grab it and admire it closely.

      You sneaky dameer, I think fondly.

      ‘Like your room, if you don’t like your clothes, we can arrange to have some more made to your liking,’ Carmen says as my gaze ascends and roams along the rails of mostly scarlet clothing.

      I refrain from wrinkling my nose. I want my room to be anything but crimson, and my clothes to be anything but my House colour, but of course, I say no such thing. Taking in the fine materials used for my garments, I have a sinking feeling in my stomach. Only a handful of the clothing is long-sleeved or has a high neck. Instinctively I rub a hand along an arm, thinking of my burns on show for everyone to see.

      You’ll have to reveal them eventually, I think sourly.

      ‘Thank you. This is all very nice,’ I say, giving the sisters a polite smile.

      Carmen’s eyes narrow slightly, as if she knows what I’m thinking, but she doesn’t comment. She leads me out of the walk-in wardrobe and towards a set of light, airy curtains. When she pulls them aside, they reveal two glass doors that lead out onto a small balcony, which can fit two people comfortably.

      ‘This is your balcony. It looks out onto our vegetable garden,’ Carmen says, allowing me time to take in the view. Below my balcony, connected to the manor wall, is a small area of wooden decking that overlooks the delicious-smelling garden. Upon the dark wood platform is a long table, which has a book opened halfway upon it – its reader is missing. ‘We own all the land you can see. The field and the forest …’ Carmen trails off, motioning beyond the white picket fence that borders the back lawn. From the small gate, the land slopes down to a field of long grass, then a dense border of trees.

      ‘You must be careful in Gwenore Forest,’ Thea says firmly, looking at both Jack and me solemnly. ‘She has already taken advantage of you both, and next time, you must be more prepared. The Elder Raven created her portal in a very dangerous and inconvenient spot.’

      Carmen’s gaze hardens, like she already knows what type of person my Elder is and isn’t surprised by the events that unfolded.

      ‘You say that as if Gwenore is a person.’ My brows crease in confusion. Sol had also mentioned her briefly before we had to run for our lives.

      ‘Gwenore is the forest itself, my sweet,’ Thea answers. ‘She is the spirit of the trees, and she harms anyone she can get her hands on. If you do not stick to the paths, she has the right to hunt you down.’

      ‘Why would anyone go in there, then? Why did the Celestial and the Briar go in there?’ Jack asks with pursed lips.

      ‘Training,’ Carmen states plainly. ‘Gwenore is a good educational tool. She strengthens our Hex members and hardens them for the future. She is harsh, but she’s taught our prior students well and is the reason we start our journey here, in the kingdom of Tealwaters.’

      ‘We don’t stay here?’ I ask, feeling rather silly for not knowing anything.

      Carmen places a gentle hand on my shoulder. ‘No. We will be travelling through each kingdom eventually, but don’t fret. We will explain it all in good time. For now, you should rest and get yourself settled. Dinner will be soon.’

      They go to leave before Thea spins round to face my guardian and me, her dark brown eyes flicking between the two of us. ‘Is there anything else you need?’

      ‘No. Thank you,’ Jack replies before facing me for my answer.

      I ponder the question for a moment before nodding. ‘Have we any stationery? To send letters?’

      The female smiles at me fondly. ‘I’ll bring some up for you.’

      After our mentors leave, I wander around the room, touching and studying everything within. I relax slightly once I’m convinced nothing will harm me. I find every possible item I can use as a weapon, just for peace of mind, and even find a secret spot under my bed, beneath a loose wooden floorboard, to hide the pouches of money Dimitri gifted me before I left.

      With not a lot more scoping out of the room to do, I stand beside my bed, stroking the covers fondly. It’s quite substantial in size and very comfy-looking. I’d wager it would be big enough to fit all my siblings in, if they were here with me. My eyes prick with emotion.

      ‘How are you feeling?’ Jack asks, having watched me like a hawk as I flitted around the room.

      ‘Like I’ve been thrown into a whole new world. You?’

      He steps forward, and my heart hammers at the gesture, but I keep my features neutral as he shortens the distance between us, his large hand stroking the bed covers too. He smirks. ‘I’m wondering why you’re touching your bed sheets with such adoration.’

      ‘Is that jealousy I detect?’ I jest.

      ‘If you want me to be honest … then yes, I am rather envious of your bed.’ He grins for the first time since stepping into this strange new kingdom, and I can’t help but mirror him.

      We stand there for a moment in silence, taking each other in. With Jack I think of nothing else, my mind empty except for him before me. His gaze softens as he watches me study him so intently.

      ‘This must be a lot for you to take in, Scarlet.’

      I nod. ‘It is, but I have you to make it easier.’

      ‘You do.’ His hand rises and softly moves my hair behind my ear. His thumb runs over a small cut along my temple. I feel his touch through my skin, warming my cheeks. My eyes close briefly before an intimate memory of us comes to mind.

      ‘Jack,’ I murmur, voice low.

      Before our last trial, we spent a moment together which consisted of locked lips. We had acted on a forbidden desire we had been harbouring for each other. But we knew if we were caught, like my mother was when she fell in love with my father, our careers and lives will undoubtedly be made much worse by the Elder Raven.

      Too much had happened since then to truly talk through what occurred between us. What we should expect going forward.

      ‘We should discuss what happened in the barn,’ I sigh.

      ‘We should.’ Jack agrees, his hand dropping away from my face. ‘Like you said, it was purely out of desire. What happened mustn’t happen again. We may have left the House of Raven but that doesn’t mean the Elder Raven is not watching our every move.’

      ‘You’re right.’ My expression stays neutral as I nod in agreement. The affection I hold for Jack may be growing the more time I spend with him but that does not mean he feels the same way for me. ‘She was not pleased we won the Hex Trials and we are more at risk here – being in an environment we are not familiar with. We will have to be careful with who we trust.’

      He looks at me long and hard, those blue eyes silently debating. ‘Come here.’

      I look up into his softened face with silent questions. He no longer displays his protective act. With me, alone, he’s himself.

      Jack takes my hands in his and wraps them both around his waist, forcing me forward so our bodies touch. My head automatically lays on his chest, hearing his steady heart beat beneath his skin. Contentment fills me when he gently embraces me back, squeezing firmly as he moulds his body around mine. I could stay like this all day.

      ‘We’ve got this, Scarlet,’ he murmurs into my hair. ‘As long as we stay together we’ll be fine.’

      I barely hear him, my mind swirling with how much of his body is pressed against mine. It’s unexpected to be held so gently but the feeling is pleasant, and a rush of want shoots through my chest.

      Clear your mind of him, you are better off as friends.

      I take a deep breath, expelling any simmering emotions I have for what Jack and I shared in the barn. For our safety I need to rein in my affection for the guardian. I need to keep him at arm's length – even if it disappoints me to do so.
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      When dinner is ready, Thea comes to fetch Jack and me, finding us on my balcony. We exit my room and trail after her as she points to each door.

      ‘You’re next to a bathroom, Scarlet. Then we have Sol, Rusty, Peri, Ivy and Olive.’ She knocks on each one, shouting for them to come downstairs.

      Like mine, the other personal chambers are supposedly all coloured according to House colours – crimson, gold, bronze, violet, sapphire and emerald. Jack’s room, however, which I note is at the other end of the passageway from mine, is decorated in various shades of white and blue, with timber features.

      We descend the stairs to the foyer, and Thea, noting we are early, begins to show us other areas of the manor. The healing quarters – which we’ve already visited – are at the front of the manor. Then there’s a study, a small library, three lounging areas, an armoury and lastly the kitchen, where we briefly meet two women who are cooking up a storm. My eyes wander over the ingredients they have ready to make dessert.

      I’m going to like it here, I think giddily.

      Eventually, we finish up at the back of the manor. Thea, Jack and I step into a dining room larger than my old house back in Rubien – the space is lavishly decorated, with a long table set proudly in the middle.

      ‘This is our big dining room,’ Thea says, waving towards the table, which is already set. Plates, bowls, cutlery and sapphire serviettes are laid upon the surface, while white candles in the middle are already lit for our arrival. The whole ensemble is beautiful and nothing like I’m used to.

      ‘Big dining room? Does that mean there is another dining room somewhere else?’ I ask with astonishment.

      ‘This one seats us all.’ Our mentor motions to the impressive cushioned chairs. ‘The small dining room is attached to our kitchen and is used more for those that come and go. This space, though, is perfect to have big household meals together.’

      ‘Are we allowed to sit anywhere?’ Jack asks, pointing to the seats.

      ‘Of course. Take whatever place you’d like. The others shouldn’t be much longer. I’ll go check if the cooks want a hand with anything.’ Thea smiles and exits the chamber in a flurry.

      Carefully Jack and I stand behind two chairs next to each other. We don’t sit yet, deciding it may look rude without anyone else present.

      ‘What do you think they’ll be like?’ I ask, but Jack doesn’t have a chance to answer my question before we’re interrupted by two strong voices arguing about something, becoming louder and louder until they finally stalk into the room.

      Sol, who is now clean and looking rather dashing, wears an outfit of brown trousers and a white shirt that is open at the collar. He looks slightly flustered but also highly amused, his skin glowing and more luminous than I remember. His smile gleams mischievously as he turns back to his companion.

      Entering behind him is one of the most beautiful females I’ve ever seen. She wears a long silver dress that looks stunning on her. The shiny pewter material clings to her curves, contrasting with her dark complexion. I feel immediately underdressed in the new black trousers I changed into and the red long-sleeved shirt I found hanging in my wardrobe.

      My eyes travel over the female’s long hair, coils of lustrous green tumbling down her back to her waist, while shorter strands frame her feminine face. Meeting her emerald gaze, I realise I’m staring at the female, her observance of me bright and clearly pleased with my reaction.

      ‘Friends!’ Sol’s golden eyes flicker to Jack before they land on me. ‘Good to see you back on your feet.’

      The female slides up to the Celestial’s side and gives him a not-so-subtle elbow to the side.

      He smirks at her. ‘Always so eager.’

      ‘Sol.’ She gives him a stern look, and he motions towards me and my guardian.

      ‘Fine. Meet our lovely Severed of the Hex – Olive Atterley. She is from the House of Glass,’ Sol says, motioning to his female companion.

      The residents of the House of Glass, from what Jack told me while I got dressed into something not stained or ripped, are called Severed because demon blood courses through their veins. Having once been angels, demons were thrown out of the heavens and fell straight here, to the land of Sennastone, where they dispersed through the six earth kingdoms. They are supposedly unpredictable beings but very powerful allies. I’m careful to keep my distance, in case I unknowingly displease her.

      ‘Jack Wilde.’ Olive smiles pleasantly, taking his forearm in her grasp. She twists it gently before letting go.

      I lift a brow to Sol, but he only smiles. A normal Severed greeting, then, I assume.

      My guardian’s ears turn unnaturally pink from her touch, although he does well to pretend she has no effect on him. I try to hide my amusement when he eventually meets my gaze. His neutral expression hardens as if he is trying his very best not to give in to her pleasing appearance – his lack of trust in everyone and everything has been evident since arriving here in Tealwaters.

      Finally, the Severed turns towards me, and I can’t help the feeling of my body becoming more alert under her piercing gaze.

      ‘And Scarlet Seraphine,’ she says, stepping forward and reaching for my arm. Her delicate fingers skim my elbow. I do well to copy her, remembering the gesture for the future. Her touch is unexpectedly tender and warm. Her gleaming smile is infectious as she looks down at me. Her height, I note, is close to Sol’s and Jack’s. ‘It’s so wonderful to finally meet you.’

      ‘Understatement of the year,’ Sol scoffs, earning a razor-sharp look from the female. ‘She’s been prattling on about you for weeks now, Scarlet. I’m surprised she hasn’t peed herself seeing you.’

      Olive pulls back from me to slap him on the arm in a playful manner. ‘For your information, Sol, I made sure to visit the ladies’ room before I came to dinner.’ She glances at me with an amused grin – far from embarrassed. ‘Don’t listen to him. He’s full of drivel most of the time.’

      ‘I won’t.’ I smirk mechanically, feeling my throat tighten slightly.

      They’ve known each other for weeks?

      Briefly I turn towards Jack, who doesn’t seem to notice my inward doubt. These people have already been working and training together, while we strolled in without a clue about any of them. Shit. Talk about them having the upper hand on us.

      ‘Olive will spin any tale to make me look bad,’ Sol insists, waving his hands around.

      The pair share a long look, and I feel a prickle of something between them. I smile unconsciously, sensing the buzz they no doubt feel too.

      Sol is the first to break the connection, taking a seat opposite me at the table and making himself comfortable. Olive goes to sit next to him without missing a beat.

      ‘Also, I wouldn’t be too worried about formalities tonight. It’s only us and the Spark sisters – the others won’t be coming,’ Sol announces nonchalantly.

      I try not to show my relief as Jack asks, ‘Why is that?’

      Olive shrugs before sharing a look with Sol. ‘Rusty went to investigate Gwenore Forest to find out what targeted Scarlet this morning with the inkberry. We all think Gwen was playing her tricks as usual, but he’s not convinced.’

      ‘I see,’ my guardian replies, twisting his mouth in thought.

      There is certainly a long list of people who would want to see me harmed, but the thought that they have followed me here is troubling.

      Olive shrugs, giving me an apologetic look. ‘The Briar is always on the move – unable to sit still. I’d wager he’s being paranoid or enjoys the excuse of having some alone time.’

      ‘A lone-wolf kind of guy?’ my guardian asks.

      ‘You could say that,’ Olive confirms.

      ‘As for the other two, you’ll meet them soon enough,’ Sol says, draping his arm across the empty seat beside him. ‘Ivy may be back later this evening, maybe not. She’s currently at home, making the most of having family around. Her House – the House of Bane – resides here in Tealwaters.’

      I nod, feeling I’d do the same if we had all gathered in my homeland first. I’d make the most of my time with my siblings, my new niece and nephew and, of course, Ruby. Gloominess washes over me as I think of them all and what I’ll be missing out on now I’m not there.

      ‘And Peri …’ Sol hesitates, earning an encouraging nod from Olive. ‘Peri is a mystery. He doesn’t seem to like people very much – or crowds. So don’t take his actions to heart – it’s nothing personal, I don’t think.’ Sol offers us a reassuring smile, attempting to be diplomatic but also truthful about what to expect.

      ‘Right,’ I say with a curt nod. ‘Well, I’m quite glad it’s a small turnout, to be honest. Today has been absolute madness, and the thought of having to meet even more new people had me worried for a moment.’

      Olive smiles knowingly, her emerald eyes sparkling. ‘I’m glad I’m not the only one who felt that way. And I’m so pleased to see you finally arrive. I’ve been a bit lonely without another female around. The males have definitely taken over.’

      ‘You only feel lonely because you never get your way,’ Sol jests, making the Severed roll her eyes.

      ‘Well, now Scarlet is here, you better watch your back, angel face. I’m sure I’ll be getting much more of what I want in future.’

      ‘You wish.’ Sol wiggles his brows as Carmen and Thea enter, trays of steaming food in their hands.

      ‘Dig in!’ Thea calls out with excitement.

      What I thought would be a tense and awkward evening meeting new people turns into something rather the opposite. Delicious food is served; a flavoursome, bubbly pink drink is poured into tall crystal glasses; and conversation flows easily across the table.

      Hours later I find the tightness within my mind and muscles since arriving slowly easing. Subtly I turn towards Jack, who adds to the conversation timidly every now and then, the walls he’s built around himself with these people lowering briefly. I imagine us in a few years’ time, surrounded by people we trust, still together. I smile to myself.

      Seeming to catch my affectionate surveillance, Olive studies me from across the table. She raises a brow pointedly at Jack before taking a sip of her drink. I stiffen, finding a secret smile upon her lips. My hand unconsciously twists the bronze bracelet around my wrist as if to remind myself of Ruby and her warning.

      Love always finds its way to the surface. It is a wonderful feeling to face but something you must hide if you ever experience it. The Elder Raven has spies. She has people undercover to stop anything that occurred from happening again.

      I relax my features and smile at the Severed, scolding myself for letting my feelings slip for the barest of moments. Not again, I tell myself. It will not happen again.
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