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Book One: Hunt
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Lily had never held a gun before. The weight felt wrong in her hands. Hands that were more accustomed to a sword or crossbow.

She hoped that it was as simple as it looked. Point and shoot. It shouldn’t be too hard...

Point and shoot, Edric had shown her with his crossbow, his gentle hands encompassing hers as he taught her how to fire.

She pushed all thought of Edric from her mind. The Dark Queen may still grieve her husband, but grief would turn to anger. Anger at the Rebel Queen, which would be of no use.

Of course, not thinking of Edric would have been so much easier if she wasn’t holding his daughter in her arms.

“That’s her!” Lily heard a guard yell as he rounded the corner.

Lily put what little magic was left to her into shielding the newborn in the makeshift sling at her chest before opening fire on the two guards that approached.

Thankfully, the narrow corridor didn’t allow for much in the way of misfiring, and the two guards dropped to the ground, riddled with holes.

Lily hadn’t anticipated the kickback that sent her stumbling back or the noise of the gunshots that woke her daughter.

“Hey, you’re okay, you’re okay,” Lily assured the baby girl, bouncing her gently as she sighed. “I can’t believe this was the best distraction I could come up with...”

“This entire plan was ill-conceived,” a familiar voice said.

Lily sighed as Amber appeared, wearing her usual black tunic and leggings. There was nothing for Amber to fear in this fight; the ghost was already dead.

“Well, I didn’t see you coming up with anything better,” Lily bit back. “And we both know that the Humans cannot be allowed to have my daughter. If they raise an Angel, they’ll win the War.”

Amber didn’t have an answer. She never did. They’d had months to come up with an escape plan, and this was the only one with even the slightest chance of success.

No, the Dark Queen protested from within her, not the only one.

Lily just sighed once more, wondering if she would ever feel complete. Maybe allowing her fractured soul to manifest into two separate halves had taken the possibility from her...

Not that it mattered, she reminded herself. It wasn’t as if she was going to see another day.

“How long until the runes finish charging?” Lily asked.

“Just a few moments more.”

“And they haven’t been disturbed?” She’d crudely drawn the runes in blood; she hadn’t had the time or resources for anything more permanent.

“No,” Amber assured her. “They’re still in place.”

Lily nodded, steeling herself. Her resolve was failing the longer she held her child to her chest, but there was no choice, she reminded herself.

No choice but to call Edric, the Dark Queen protested. He would rescue us. We could be a family.

Lily pushed those thoughts away. She was sure that Edric was dead, and dead men didn’t mount rescues.

“Almost done,” Amber told her. “Three, two, one...”

Lily did her best not to stumble over the ancient words in her head as she fuelled the spell with every last scrap of her soul.

The world shifted around her and, though she knew that she hadn’t moved, she found herself outside.

Except it wasn’t outside as she’d last seen it. The dark sky was illuminated only by streetlights, not burning that never ended. No smell of smoke in the air, just car pollution. No screaming, just ambulance sirens.

Ambulances. When had she last seen an ambulance?

Lily stumbled, unable to stay standing. She dropped to her knees, doing her best to protect her daughter.

“Hey, are you okay?”

Lily looked up to see a nurse throw away his cigarette as he ran to her. Presumably, he was from the hospital. The hospital that had been converted into an Enhanced Human base in her timeline. The hospital that had only ever been a hospital in this new one.

“Please, my baby, I can’t...”

The nurse realised what she was trying to say, taking the newborn.

“Did you just give birth?” he asked, shocked. “You should be back inside. What’s your name?”

“Lily Snow.”

“And the baby?”

“Freya.”

“Just hold on, Lily. We’ll get you and Freya seen to right away.”

Lily couldn’t even find the strength to shake her head as the world turned black.

When she returned to consciousness, she was standing over her own body, the nurse shouting for a doctor.

“Did you bind Amber to your daughter?”

Lily grinned as she saw a familiar face. It had been a long five years in the Shadow Realm, trying to repair her soul. She had missed her family.

“Granddad!” she cried, wrapping her arms around him.

The tension in Death’s frame dissolved as he held her. “Hey, little one. I’m sorry that I couldn’t help when the Humans had you.”

She shook her head. “I knew that you couldn’t. I’d never blame you for that.”

He pulled away, and she saw the concern in his black eyes as he regarded her. “Lily, please answer my question. You bound Amber to Freya, didn’t you?”

She nodded sheepishly. “There was no way I’d leave Freya completely alone in this new timeline. My spell changed so much... And yet so much will stay the same. An Angel will always attract trouble. Amber can protect her.”

“It’s an imbalance,” her grandfather countered. “I let Amber stay to watch over you while the Humans had you in their grasp. She was supposed to move on after that. Now you have put her beyond my reach.”

“For now,” Lily conceded. “Just for a few years... Please.”

Her grandfather sighed before nodding. “It’s not as if I can do anything about it now. And you’re right, you may have created a timeline where there was never a war between Humans and magical beings, but you haven’t halted all conflict. Freya will always draw it, both as your daughter and Edric’s.”

Lily froze at that. “Edric, is he... He died in the Shadow Realm. I killed him. Did he die here too?”

Death shook his head. “He still lives on Earth.”

“How?”

“My best guess? Hope. Hope that he will one day be reunited with his wife and child.”

Lily’s heart broke. The Dark Queen had been right.

No, the Rebel Queen told her, we still don’t know if we can trust him. Not here.

“Come on,” Death said. “It’s time to go.”
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Chapter One
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​Freya awoke to the familiar sound of her sister screaming.

“Alice!” Freya called as she threw her duvet off herself, clambering up the side of the bunk bed. No one could ever accuse Freya of being graceful or dexterous, but she made it to the top bunk, regardless.

Freya pulled Alice’s duvet from her, the chill of the northern night air enough to wake her sister without touching her.

Alice bolted upright, gasping.

Freya waited. There was no point in saying anything until Alice galvanised herself; it would cause her to spend brain power she didn’t have on pushing through her auditory processing issues.

Touching her would only distress her further.

So that just left waiting.

“Sorry,” Alice eventually said, as she always did, brushing her cropped, jet-black hair from her deep brown eyes. The hair and eyes were the majority of what she’d received from her Japanese mother, with the rest of her features Northern European.

Alice wasn’t technically Freya’s sister by blood, but she was the closest thing to family Freya had ever had.

“What was the nightmare this time?” Freya asked her.

“You died.”

Freya no longer flinched at that. Alice saw her dying in her nightmares almost every night.

“What happened?” Freya asked.

“A man stabbed you.”

“What, like a mugging?”

Alice shook her head. “He stabbed you with a sword. And he had long teeth and bright red eyes.”

“Well, that seems like one of your more outlandish nightmares.”

Alice nodded, recovered enough to smile. “I suppose it was. I’m sorry again for waking you. Especially on today of all days.”

Freya smirked at that. “I don’t know, getting fostered kind of loses its ‘special day’ status once you get past the tenth time.”

Alice gave the barest quirk of her lip, but Freya knew that it was her equivalent of a sympathetic smile.

The mental health system for kids might suck, but even the most oblivious, jaded examiner couldn’t deny Alice’s autism. Or her PTSD. Kids didn’t often end up in foster care for happy reasons...

Freya was a different matter. She was quiet, bright, and didn’t cause trouble for those looking after her. That was enough for everyone to overlook her difficulty making friends, her obsessive nature, and her feeling faint in crowded spaces as just ‘quirks’. It was only because of Alice that Freya recognised a lot of her behaviour as stemming from autistic traits.

Not that anyone believed her. Janet, the woman who ran the foster home, just scolded her for daring to compare herself to someone as troubled as Alice when she last brought it up.

“Are you going back to sleep?” Alice asked.

Freya sighed, shaking her head. “I don’t think I’d manage it.” Freya didn’t have nightmares - she didn’t dream at all - but she had trouble getting to sleep sometimes. “I think I’ll just have a shower and get ready.”

#
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​FREYA SHOWERED QUICKLY, using her £10 flip-phone as a music player. Counting the songs helped to stop her from losing track of time.

Once she finished, she gave the pile of clothes on top of the closed loo seat a resigned glare. The dress that Irum, her social worker, had picked out for her was one that had been handed-down one too many times. It was a pale pink colour, with faded-white lace around the edges that made Freya itch to no end. All the pale colour did was further wash-out her already paper-white skin, the lack of contrast exaggerated by her long, jet-black hair.

She pulled the dress on regardless, not wanting to start a fight with anyone that morning. The fabric strained around her chest, and she suspected that it would be longer on most girls, but it only just covered her ass. She wore black leggings beneath to cover herself, but they looked more than a little ridiculous under the pink and white.

Freya examined herself in the mirror with a groan. A decent amount of chub covered her tall, bulky frame, and the dress did her no favours. And then there was the fact that she looked exhausted, almost sickly. Her wild green eyes looked dull and lifeless, rimmed with dark shadows. Her wide, full features were pale, with a grey tinge. She looked like a walking corpse, she thought.

Her brush caught in her thick hair, and she promptly gave up on any attempt to get it to look nice, instead scraping it up into a ponytail.

Freya glared at her pathetic bag of make-up, most of it recovered from magazine freebies. She usually never bothered with make-up, but she knew she had no choice today.

Freya smeared on the foundation, cringing at how orange and patchy it looked, but she quickly gave up on trying to smooth it out, switching to applying her eyeliner. She leaned into the mirror, doing her best to stop her hand from shaking, though it was next to impossible. The black line she was drawing ended up as more of a wonky mess than anything else.

But just as she was halfway through her second eye, she caught the sight of two glowing red eyes behind her.

She jumped, her hand drawing a line across her nose as she spun around to confront the eyes.

But there was nothing there.

She took a deep breath, trying to get her heart-rate back down. It was clear what happened. Her nerves had gotten the better of her, and her mind had run away with Alice’s nightmare. That was all.

But she couldn’t calm herself, the eyes refusing to leave her mind, as if insisting on their existence.

She wiped away the worst of her wonky eyeliner before smothering the rest in brown eyeshadow to cover up the mess. She put on some lip gloss before deciding to give up, wanting to be out of the bathroom as soon as possible.

“How do I look?” Freya asked as she re-entered her and Alice’s room.

Alice looked over from her computer, where she was now sitting. “Nice.”

“Do you mean that or are you lying to spare my feelings?”

“Do you have anything else you can wear?”

“No.”

“Then you look nice.” Alice got up at that, walking over to Freya with a tangle teezer in hand before indicating to her hair.

Freya nodded, allowing Alice to untangle her awkward ponytail.

“I’m going to miss you,” Freya said after a few moments of silence.

“The city’s not that far,” Alice reasoned.

“Yeah, but we’ll be in different schools.”

Alice shrugged. “It’s not as if we ever interacted much at school, anyway. The main school and the sixth form are too segregated. Not to mention how little I’m actually there.”

“Yeah, I know, I just...”

“You’re scared to start at a new school on your own. You need a fresh start, away from the bullies of your old school, but you’re scared that it won’t be any different.”

“Yeah,” Freya said. “That’s pretty much it.”

Alice nodded as she finished untangling Freya’s hair, separating it out into three strands so she could plait it.

“Freya, I’m sure it won’t be so bad. There will be plenty of new people at your new school. Statistically, at least one of them will want to be your friend.”

“And... What if I don’t want to make friends?”

Alice sighed, finishing up with Freya’s hair before moving back around to face her.

“Freya...” she said, her tone sympathetic. Alice knew that it hadn’t been strangers that bullied Freya. It had been girls who pretended to be her friend. “If you don’t want to make friends, then don’t. Just make sure you have a good book to hand.”

Freya smiled at that. She was going to miss Alice.

“Hug?” Alice asked.

Freya nodded, letting her sister awkwardly wrap her arms around her. Alice’s hugs were kind of a mess, but Freya never felt uncomfortable with them like she did when other people hugged her.

“Well,” Freya said once Alice pulled away, “I guess I’d better go downstairs, then.”

“I’ll message you later,” Alice told her.

Freya nodded, picking up her handbag and sticking her phone in before heading out the door.

#
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FREYA HURRIED DOWN the stairs, ignoring all the other kids milling around the corridors. They wouldn’t want to talk to her anyway.

She hurried into the kitchen, thankfully finding it empty, and made herself a glass of water, using it to take her pill. She hated that they were kept out in the open in the kitchen, but she wasn’t allowed to keep any medication in her room. Not even the pill, despite the fact that the days of the week written along the outside of the packet made it painfully obvious what they were. She’d taken it since she was eleven for cramps, and it had been horrifically embarrassing to have everyone assume that she was on it for birth control.

It probably hadn’t been helped by the fact that she bloomed early, and she was always tall for her age.

“How are you feeling?”

Freya jumped at her social worker, Irum’s, voice, having not noticed her enter the kitchen.

“I’m fine,” Freya lied, downing the end of her water.

Irum frowned a little, telling her she didn’t believe the lie, but Freya didn’t care. She was more than used to playing ‘fine’ and she knew how to commit to the role.

“Are you nervous to see Margaret and Ryan again?”

“I guess,” Freya admitted, knowing that brushing it aside completely would only draw more attention. 

Margaret and Ryan were a perfectly average, middle-class couple, who had perfectly average office jobs, and a perfectly average office romance. Ryan had said little when Freya first met them, but he seemed nice and average. Margaret, on the other hand, had talked enough for both of them, telling Freya about how she and Ryan hadn’t planned on getting married since she objected to the sexist overtones. However, they decided to go through with it once they realised that they couldn’t have children of their own, hoping that it would make the adoption process easier. But they decided to foster first.

Freya figured that made her a test-run, which she was fine with. It wasn’t as if she’d stay with them for that long. She never did.

Irum looked as if she wanted to say something else, so Freya pointedly stared at the little TV on the wall. The TV was mute, but the headline was clear. Two teenagers had died in the city, burned alive. Except they had been in a back alley, and nothing else had caught fire around them.

“Weird,” Freya said aloud, making sure that Irum knew that her attention was on the TV. “Isn’t that near where Margaret and Ryan live?”

“It’s not that close,” Irum corrected, but she adjusted her hijab as she spoke, which was a clear tell that she was lying. “The city isn’t as bad as the news makes it seem. It simply has a few bad elements, as any city that large has.”

Freya nodded, happy that she successfully changed the subject.

Before Freya had the chance to speculate on how they had been burned to a crisp without the surrounding area being affected, Ms Pearson walked into the room. Freya swallowed a groan at that. Ms Pearson was a short, plump, older social worker, who dressed like she was a lot taller than she was. She had come in specially to help Freya find a new foster home away from her current school. There was no way she wouldn’t ask Freya how she felt.

“Freya,” she greeted. “How are you this morning?”

Like clockwork, Freya thought to herself as she faked a smile.

“I’m fine.”

Ms Pearson didn’t give her a concerned frown like Irum had, she merely raised an eyebrow.

“Are you ready to see your new home?”

Freya nodded. “Thank you for helping to find it for me,” she said, doing her best to steer the conversation away from herself.

Ms Pearson smiled at that. “It was no problem, Freya. I think the city will be good for you. There will be a better mix of people.”

“Yeah,” Freya said, though her eyes returned to the TV. She figured that Ms Pearson was right about the city having a mix of new people; the real question was if they were people she wanted anything to do with.

“We’d better get going,” Irum said, drawing Freya’s attention back to her. “Are you ready?”

“Yeah. I’m ready.”
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​The drive to the city wasn’t particularly long, but Freya had never fared well with car travel. She knew she should keep her eyes on the window, to stop herself from getting carsick, but she didn’t want to give Irum the idea that she was open to talking. Instead, she kept her eyes glued to her phone, despite the rapidly forming headache and queasiness in her stomach.

Freya lifted her head, however, as she felt a prickle across her skin. She looked up just in time to see the sign, informing her they were now entering the city. Freya looked over to Irum, but there was no sign she had felt anything strange. Freya decided to shrug it off; it was probably a blast from the air conditioner.

It wasn’t too long before the car came to a stop in front of an average, two-floor terraced house in a new-build housing estate.

Freya’s new home.

“Now, Freya,” Irum started, using her ‘teaching tone’.

“Irum,” Freya replied, mimicking the tone.

“Freya,” she warned, “you catch more flies with honey than with vinegar.”

“I’m pretty sure I read somewhere that that’s wrong,” Freya said, still staring at the house beyond the window. “Vinegar actually catches more flies.”

“It’s just an expression, Freya.”

Freya didn’t respond, recognising that Irum was getting annoyed with her.

“Come on, Freya. Would it kill you to smile?”

Freya supposed it probably wouldn’t kill her, but that didn’t make it easy. In fact, smiling was one of the hardest things she did these days. But admitting to that would only make Irum worry, making her think Freya had depression or something. She couldn’t afford that.

So, she forced herself to smile, taking a deep breath before finally facing Irum to show her.

“That’s better,” Irum said, mirroring Freya’s smile.

Freya felt some small relief at not letting Irum down, but it was a minor counter to the numb resignation that forcing herself to smile had caused.

“Come on,” Irum said. “Let’s not keep your new foster parents waiting.”

Freya nodded as Irum got out of the car, trailing a while behind her. She was in no real rush.

Irum got her suitcase out of the boot before passing it to her. Freya took the plastic handle before trailing behind Irum as she walked up the driveway, towards the door.

Freya stood as much behind Irum as she could get away with as Irum rang the doorbell, trying not to fidget as they waited. She quickly gave in, however, clicking and unclicking the button on the handle that would allow it to contract.

After what felt like far too long, a short, skinny woman with ice-blue eyes and a short, platinum bob answered the door.

“Irum, Freya,” Margaret greeted with a smile. “I’m so glad you’re finally here.”

Freya just kept smiling as Irum took the lead on talking with Margaret. She blanked out their small talk, instead looking around at the living room as Margaret led them through. It was nice, Freya supposed, if you liked white.

“Would you like a cup of tea?”

Freya’s attention refocused on Margaret as she realised the question had been aimed at her.

“Yes,” Freya said reflexively, although she only actually liked green tea.

Margaret and Irum kept talking, but Ryan came into the room a few minutes later with cups of tea. Freya supposed he must have been in the room when Margaret had asked her if she had wanted any tea, but she hadn’t noticed him.

She took the tea, focusing on the steam swirling from it instead of the surrounding adults. They were just chattering about nothing, and she had nothing to contribute. She had learned to stay quiet unless she had something essential to say.

Freya took a sip of her drink, savouring the way the hot liquid warmed her, but the taste was near unbearable. Adding sugar only seemed to make it worse.

Freya kept her attention on the drink, however, as she did her best to zone out until the adults stopped talking and she could leave.
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​AFTER OVER AN HOUR of Freya doing everything she could to stop herself from pulling out her phone, knowing it would be rude, Irum finally got up to leave.

“You know how to contact me if you need me?” she asked, marking the first time one of the adults had acknowledged Freya’s existence since she had arrived.

She nodded.

“Alright. I’ll see you in a few weeks.”

Freya just nodded once more.

Margaret showed Irum out, leaving Freya sitting awkwardly on her own as Ryan checked his phone. She wondered if that meant it would be okay if she did the same, but decided against chancing it. Just in case.

Margaret returned to the living room swiftly enough, her hands on her hips as she looked over Freya.

“Alright,” she said. “I suppose we should get you unpacked. We were going to order Chinese for tea tonight. Is that okay with you?”

Freya nodded.

“Are you alright if we just get a random selection of things to pick from?”

Freya kept to nodding.

“Okay, well, Ryan can order everything and wait for the delivery man. I guess I’d better show you to your room.”

Freya got up, silently following Margaret upstairs, picking up her suitcase as she went, concentrating on getting it up the stairs without it banging the walls.

“This is your room,” Margaret said, stepping through the first door at the top of the stairs.

Freya followed her through, seeing another room that was so white that she felt a headache immediately begin to form. The walls were white, the bedding was white, even the desk, bedside table and wardrobe doors were white. The only exceptions were the black desk chair, and the light blue curtains and decorative pillows.

Freya’s new room wasn’t large, but it wasn’t small. It had just enough room for the double bed, bedside table and desk, with the wardrobe being built into the wall.

“I hope everything’s alright for you,” Margaret said, smoothing her black dress as she walked further into the room to stand by the window. “My friend Lizzie said your teachers will expect you to have access to a computer, so Ryan scavenged one from work. He said it’s nothing fancy, but it should do the job. I know Irum said you like to play computer games. Ryan said he’d help to put in a new... graphics card? Or was it RAM?”

Freya shrugged, knowing it had probably been both. She doubted Margaret would know the words otherwise.

“Anyway, he said to talk to him about it if some of your games don’t work. Oh! And I have a spare box in my room. I had meant to bring it through for you so you can store any disks or anything.”

Freya nodded, not wanting to explain that all of her games were in her and Alice’s shared Steam library.

“Do you need a hand unpacking?” Margaret asked, moving over to Freya’s suitcase.

“No, I should be fine.”

“Oh... Okay, then.”

Freya panicked, internally cursing herself. She could see that her refusal had somehow hurt Margaret.

Crap, crap, crap...

“I guess I’ll just stay downstairs with Ryan,” Margaret continued.

“I... I didn’t mean you had to leave. I ... I can unpack on my own, but you can stay. You know, if you want.”

Freya kept her gaze firmly on her suitcase, moving the zipper an inch from side to side.

“I’ll stay,” Margaret said. “But if you want alone time, you can say so.”

Freya nodded as she brought her suitcase up onto the bed, unzipping it.

Freya kept her eyes on her suitcase, pretty much ignoring Margaret. She didn’t really know what to say to her.

“So, are you looking forward to school tomorrow?” Margaret asked.

Freya shrugged. “I guess.”

“Are you nervous?”

“A little.”

“Well, don’t be. I’m sure you’ll make lots of friends.”

Freya smiled, wanting nothing more than for the line of questioning to end, as she moved between her suitcase and the wardrobe, hanging up her clothes.

“That’s a nice dress,” Margaret commented as Freya pulled out a midnight blue, knee-length number with lace sleeves.

“Thanks. It’s my favourite.”

“It probably would have been mine too at your age.”

Freya smiled as she continued, but it was draining to concentrate on keeping it up so much.

“Oh, before I forget,” Margaret said before hurrying out of the room. She returned with plastic bags, filled with navy jumpers and white polo shirts.

“It’s your new school uniform,” she explained. “You should try it on to make sure it fits.”

Freya nodded, taking the plastic bags full of uniforms as Margaret walked out of the room to let her change.

Freya quickly stripped before fishing out a pair of black trousers from her suitcase. She pulled it on before unpacking one of the polo shirts.

Once the polo shirt was on, Freya turned to the mirror on the inside of the wardrobe door. But it became immediately clear that the shirt was unisex, as it hung from her chest in a way that exposed her stomach, even though the back was fine.

Freya took a deep breath, telling herself it was fine. She didn’t have to tell Margaret. It probably wouldn’t be noticeable under the jumper, anyway.

She reached for one of the jumpers, pulling it on. It, thankfully, made it to the top of her trousers, but the sleeves only made it three-quarters of the way down her arms.

“Are you ready?” Margaret asked.

“Yes,” Freya answered after a moment, her mind blanking on other alternatives.

Her stomach tightened with anxiety as Margaret came in, looking her over.

“Oh, shi-sugar,” Margaret said as she noticed the shortened sleeves. “I... I didn’t think to get any bigger ones. That’s a large. I didn’t think there was any way you’d need bigger than a large.”

Freya shrugged. “I have long arms...”

“Well, I suppose it’s not meant to be that cold tomorrow. You could just wear your polo shirt and coat?”

Freya gave an apologetic grimace before pulling the jumper off to show the state of the polo shirt.

Margaret groaned. “This is just like me... I should have thought ahead...”

“It’s fine,” Freya assured her, though her voice was barely audible, her gaze glued to the floor. “I’ll... I can roll my sleeves up and get a bigger jumper tomorrow.”

Margaret nodded. “I guess that will have to do. I’m sorry, I... I can’t believe I’m already messing this up...”

“You’re not messing anything up,” Freya managed. “It’s fine.”

The doorbell rang, and Freya let out a sigh of relief at the distraction.

“I guess that will be tea,” Margaret said, before leading Freya back downstairs.
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​BY THE TIME THEY HAD finished eating, Freya was past exhaustion. She supposed she shouldn’t be, given she hadn’t really done all that much, but she wanted nothing more than to sleep.

She had dared to tell Margaret as much when she had suggested they watch a film.

“Sleep is probably a good plan,” she agreed, to Freya’s relief. “Tomorrow is your first day at a new school, after all.”

Freya nodded in agreement. “Goodnight,” she said, before heading upstairs.

“Your toothbrush is the blue one,” Margaret called up after her.

Freya headed into her room, quickly changing into a pair of pyjamas before heading back out and into the bathroom, locking the door behind her.

She spent more than a little while scrubbing her face with baby wipes, trying to remove every trace of makeup, but it was no use. Her eyeliner wouldn’t budge.

Freya sighed, throwing away the baby wipe in her hand before picking up the blue toothbrush and covering it in toothpaste. As she lifted it to her mouth, however, she spotted the now-familiar pair of glowing red eyes in the mirror.

She froze in fear. The eyes were no longer on their own. Instead, surrounding them was a man with paper-white skin and teeth as sharp as needles, which he was showing as he smiled. The rest of his features were gnarled and scarred. Inhuman.

Freya couldn’t break her eyes from his as her fear kept her from moving. Not even as he reached his hand out to grab her.

“Freya?”

Freya jumped at the sound of Margaret’s voice, spinning around to see she was alone.

“Are you okay in there?” her foster mother asked.

“Yeah,” Freya responded, though her voice cracked just a little. She cleared her throat as she did her best to calm her heart rate.

It wasn’t real. He wasn’t here.

She didn’t know if that was more or less terrifying...

“I’m fine,” Freya said, her voice more level, though she didn’t know if it was her or Margaret she was trying to convince.

“Okay,” Margaret said, seemingly happy with her answer. “Let me know if you need anything.”

“I will.”
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Chapter Three
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​Freya didn’t sleep that night.

Despite the fact she was sure that he had just been a figment of her imagination, Freya spent all night waiting for the monster to reappear and kill her.

Of course, he didn’t, because he wasn’t real, but the fear had kept her up all night, regardless.

As soon as her phone’s clock ticked over to seven, Freya got up, out of bed. She was exhausted, but she couldn’t lie there any longer.

Freya pulled on her uniform before making sure she had sufficiently filled her backpack. She added a couple of mangas she’d gotten for Christmas. She’d read them a thousand times already, but she was sure she could read them a thousand more without getting bored.

As soon as she was sure she had everything, Freya headed downstairs, hoping to reach the kitchen before anyone else was up. She knew drinking coke for breakfast would be frowned upon, but she needed the caffeine, and she detested tea and coffee.

But when she got downstairs, Margaret was already in the kitchen. She wore a dressing gown over her pyjamas and had a mug of coffee in one hand, and a tablet in the other. She seemed to be checking her email.

“You’re up early,” Margaret noted.

Freya shrugged.

“Too anxious to sleep, huh?”

Freya nodded.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“I’m alright,” Freya assured her. “Just normal first-day nerves. I’ll be fine.”

“Well, okay. What do you want for breakfast? We’ve got bran flakes... or toast. With margarine. Sorry, Ryan and I don’t really have breakfast beyond coffee. I’ll pick you up something on the way home from work. Cheerios, maybe?”

“Coco pops?” Freya asked, hopefully, too dazed from her lack of sleep for her anxiety to stop her.

Margaret snorted. “Yeah, no. Nothing with chocolate for breakfast.”

“Not even Nutella? Technically it has milk and nuts as well.”

Margaret smiled at Freya’s attempt at a joke. “I will allow jam or honey for the toast, or any no-chocolate cereal.”

“Lemon curd?”

Margaret pulled a face. “Disgusting, but allowed.”

Freya nodded with a smile as Margaret gave her an odd look.

“What?” Freya asked after a moment.

“Nothing. Just... You’re more talkative this morning. I’m hoping it means you’re settling in.”

Freya nodded, deciding not to reveal that her talking was down to her being too tired to concentrate on shutting up.
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​AS MARGARET DROVE FREYA up to the school, Freya couldn’t help but be intimidated by the massive structure. Nothing about it looked inviting. It was old, blocky architecture, all hard edges and fading white paint. Chain-link fences surrounded the building, imprisoning the students.

It looked like a prison.

“Well, this is it,” Margaret said as she pulled the car to a stop outside the gate. “Do you have everything you need?”

Freya nodded.

“Okay, well, the school said to go to reception. They should have everything you need there, just tell them who you are. I’ll be back after school to pick you up.”

Freya nodded once more. “Thanks.”

Margaret indicated to the large doors at the front of the school. “I’m guessing reception’s through there. And you have my number if you have any problems?”

“Yep.”

“Then I’ll see you this afternoon.”

Freya nodded. “Thanks,” she said before getting out of the car. Once she shut the door behind her, Margaret waved, and then drove off.

Freya made sure her backpack was secure, reaching back to check that the zippers were closed before heading towards the school. Bullies unzipping them so her supplies fell out had made her paranoid, but she was used to walking to school and having her bag filled with library books. She needed a backpack to avoid hurting her shoulders.

Freya took a deep breath before heading through the large doors. At the end of a rather large hallway was a desk which Freya figured was reception. She hurried over to it.

“Out!” the receptionist barked at her before she had the chance to speak.

Freya froze up, her jaw clenching shut.

“Out,” the receptionist repeated. “You know you’re not supposed to be in here.”

“I- I’m new,” Freya squeaked. “I was told to go to reception.”

The receptionist rolled her eyes, her look of irritation and disgust not lessening. “Student reception. This is main reception. Now leave.”

Freya nodded, hurrying back out of the school as quickly as possible. As soon as she was out of the door, she found a corner and hid as she hyperventilated, tears streaming down her face.

She hated that she cried so easily. She wasn’t even really upset, just frustrated and confused. But as soon as she was overwhelmed, the tears would come.

She felt like a baby which only frustrated her further.

Freya closed her eyes, pulling her headphones from her bag and hooking them up to her phone, though her finger fumbled with the wire. She clamped the headphones over her ears, blasting J-rock songs as loud as possible.

Irum always told her off when she did this, telling her she would go deaf one day. Freya couldn’t find it in herself to care. She had to calm herself down, and she would take any solution.

She focused her breathing to the beat, finally grounded once more. When she wiped away her tears, no more came to replace them.

After the third song ended, she put her headphones away. She wiped her eyes once more, knowing they were probably red and puffy, but she was running short on time, and there was nothing she could do about it.

She found herself glad she didn’t wear makeup. Even if her eyes were red and puffy, at least she didn’t have eyeliner smeared across her face.

As Freya left the little corner she had found to hide in, she found there were plenty of other students milling around. She spotted some going into a door at the side of the building and decided to follow. Once inside, she was rewarded with the sight of a little hole-in-the-wall, with STUDENT RECEPTION written above.

“Hi,” Freya greeted as she approached. “I’m Freya Snow. I’m new.”

The receptionist didn’t look up from her computer.

“Excuse me?”

She finally glanced up. “What do you want?” she asked.

“I- I’m Freya. I’m new.”

“What’s your last name?” the receptionist asked, as if that should have been an obvious addition.

Freya’s blood boiled with fury. She had given her last name, but the receptionist hadn’t been listening, and she had gotten too inside her own head and tripped over her words.

Stupid bint, Freya thought to herself, despite knowing it was unkind. And kind of sexist and disableist. But she didn’t care. She wanted to tear this woman’s head off.

“It’s Snow,” Freya bit back with a glare.

The receptionist’s eyes grew wide.

“What? Is there still a problem? Just give me the stuff I need.”

The receptionist quickly thrust forward a planner. It had a sticky note on it with Freya’s name and form class on it.

“Thank you,” Freya said, calmer. The receptionist was clearly terrified, and Freya found that fact oddly enticing...

She shook off the thought, wondering what was wrong with her. Usually, she hated seeing people scared or in pain, feeling their pain more strongly than she felt her own. Only this time, she didn’t feel scared. She felt... replenished. The night with no sleep seemed like a distant memory, and she was as well rested as ever.

Freya ignored the strange new feeling. There was no making sense of it, so she let it go. There was no use in puzzling over it if it made no sense.
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​FREYA APPROACHED HER classes the same way she always had. She picked a seat in a far corner, as far away from anyone else as she could manage, and read under the desk.

Not having any friends left her with a lot of free time, and it was easier to study at home, anyway. Whenever she tried to concentrate, she failed, so she had given up on trying long ago.

None of the teachers seemed to pay her much mind, and she figured they probably didn’t care as long as she wasn’t disrupting the other kids. They would have her high marks on file from her last school, and they had far too many other kids to worry about.

At least, that’s what she thought until biology.

She read her manga under the desk, just as she had in her earlier lessons. She was onto her second read-through of the books she had brought with her, but she didn’t mind.

And then, out of nowhere, she felt a tugging on her sleeve.

She glanced up at the girl sitting two seats away from her, who had leaned over to tug on her sleeve. The girl in question was pretty, short and skinny, like many of the girls in the class. Though she had her hair pulled back into a plait and was wearing bright pink glasses that somehow perfectly framed her face.

Freya blushed a little, wondering why this girl had caught her attention. Pretty girls didn’t really associate with her.

The girl nodded over to the teacher who was glaring at Freya.

Freya’s blush deepened, though this time it was with embarrassment.

Before that moment, Freya would have doubted her biology teacher could look intimidating, with his floppy brown hair and young face, but she found herself corrected in that moment.

“Give me your phone,” he told her, holding his hand out as he approached the desk.

Freya raised an eyebrow. “My... phone?”

“Yes, your phone. The one you’re looking at under the desk.”

“It’s not my phone,” Freya said, raising her book above the desk so it could be seen.

“Is that a biology book?”

She shook her head.

“Then it has no place in my classroom. Now, I don’t suppose you can answer the question I asked you?”

Freya stared at him, having not heard the question.

“Where does photosynthesis take place?”

“The chloroplast,” she answered.

The teacher’s eyes widened, but he didn’t miss a beat. “I suppose you already covered it in your last school?”

“No, I read ahead in the textbook.”

Her eyes flew across the room as she spotted movement. Her heart momentarily stopped, expecting to see the man with the red eyes. But all she saw were a group of girls, whispering among themselves as they stared at her.

Freya suppressed a sigh. The last thing she wanted was attention.

“Regardless,” the teacher said, “you can’t learn everything from a textbook.”

Freya wanted to argue, to point out that the textbook did, in fact, contain everything in the syllabus for the exams, but she just nodded. Arguing wouldn’t be smart.

She put her manga back in her bag, giving the girl next to her a smile of thanks, though she had since looked away. Freya pulled out her notebook, pretending to make notes as she doodled tiny drawings the teacher hopefully couldn’t see from the front of the class.
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​BY THE TIME BIOLOGY finished, Freya was starving. She hurried to the dining hall, hoping to not have to stand in line for too long.

Luck, however, wasn’t with her, as her biology classroom was all the way at the other end of the school. By the time she got to the dining hall, the queue was all the way out of the door.

Freya took her manga back out of her bag, keeping her nose buried in it as she slowly moved up the line. The last thing she wanted was for anyone to try to talk to her.

The boy standing behind her bumped into her once, but she responded with a scathing glare before returning to her book. He didn’t so much as brush up against her again, allowing her a little relief, though she still felt suffocated between everyone’s eyes potentially looking at her, and the oppressive sound of chatter.

By the time Freya got the front of the queue, she bought herself a sandwich and a carbonated apple juice. She wanted something she could eat quickly.

She glanced around the room, finding it full. There were no quiet corners she could see, just cramped spaces jammed with other people.

She eventually spotted the end seat on a table become free as well as the seats next to and opposite as a group of three friends left. She sat on the end seat and put her backpack on the seat next to her. She then wolfed down the sandwich in three bites before downing the can of pop as swiftly as possible.

As soon as she finished, she got up and left, deciding to try to find the library. She wanted a new book to read that afternoon.

Freya left, only to see three girls follow her out. They hurried in front of her, blocking her path and trapping her in a corner. After a couple of moments, she recognised them as the girls that had been whispering in biology.

“Do you need something?” Freya asked, trying to keep her voice calm as panic rose through her.

“I just wanted to let you know,” the ginger girl in the centre said, “you shouldn’t eat that fast. That’s how you get fat, you know.”

The blonde at her right sniggered, and Freya figured it had been a jab at her weight. She rolled her eyes. The three girls in front of her were stick thin, but they were also barely five feet and as flat as cardboard. Yes, Freya was bigger, but that was only because she had a woman’s body, rather than a girl’s.

Or, at least, that’s what she tried to tell herself. But it didn’t stop the twisting in her stomach.

“Anything else, or can I go?” Freya asked, hiding her hurt behind a thick wall of nonchalant sarcasm.

The ginger girl looked a little put out by Freya’s rebuff but didn’t walk away. “So, Mr Thompson seemed to like you in biology.”

Freya raised an eyebrow. She’d thought she’d annoyed him.

“How did you get so smart, anyway?”

Freya froze, recognising the question. It wasn’t a real question, it was a trap. And one Freya hadn’t ever figured out how to get out of.

Freya shrugged. “I just am.”

“So, like, what? You’re some kind of weird genius?”

Freya shrugged once more, wanting them to let it go. They were making her claustrophobic, unable to get away from them. Every time she spoke, it was like defusing a bomb. One wrong move and they’d have all the ammo they needed. If she stayed silent, they’d accuse her of being rude, which would also give them the ammo they needed.

There was no winning, Freya knew. They would keep pressing until she slipped up, and they had their story about the freaky new girl.

“Well, are you?”

“Maybe?” Freya said, her mind caught between blind panic and trying to figure out an escape route.

The ginger girl snorted. “So you don’t even really know? You were going to let us think you were some kind of genius, weren’t you? How pathetic.”

“Genius isn’t even a real term anyway,” Freya blurted, her mind latching onto her first thought. “There’s no real measurement besides IQ tests, which are notoriously racist and can be gamed with training.”

The ginger girl kept laughing. “Sounds like somebody didn’t make the cut.”

“No, I’ve never been tested.”

“Yeah, like we’re gonna believe that. You’re just some freak who wants us all to believe you’re smarter than you are. I can’t believe you’re such a liar.”

“I am not a liar! I haven’t told any lies!” Freya’s hands were bouncing up and down, and she knew she was shouting.

The ginger girl stepped back, but quickly went back to smirking. “Looks like somebody’s off their meds. I can’t believe the new girl is crazy. Is that why you lied? Because you’re crazy? Was it for attention?”

Freya felt tears prick in her eyes and knew she had to run before she started crying.

She strode forward, doing her best to get past the girls without touching any of them. She had enough experience to know even the lightest of pushes would have her excluded for assault.

As soon as she had broken free from them, she legged it to the nearest bathroom, cursing the swing door for not letting her slam it.

Mercifully, the bathroom was empty, and Freya didn’t have to worry about anyone seeing her as she paced back and forth, tears streaming.

She was just so furious. She wanted to hit something or break something or do something to make herself feel better.

Freya jumped at a loud bang at her side. The tap closest to her blew apart, with water bursting forth to soak her. 

The next tap went as Freya jumped. Then the next one.

Soon enough, all five sinks were spraying water up across the room, soaking Freya.

Freya knew that should only upset her further. She’d have to change her clothes, and explain to the teachers that it wasn’t her fault, despite her being the only one in there. And yet, all she felt was a strange sense of calm. She was almost numb, in fact, as she looked over her jumper, thankful she had bought a new one.

“Are you okay, Freya?”

Freya jumped at the voice, having not heard the door open. As she jumped, several streams of water from the ground jumped up to coil around her, as one lashed out towards the voice.

The owner of the voice dropped to the ground as the water hit her, and Freya recognised her as Ms Pearson.

Before she had a chance to ask why Ms Pearson was at her school, or why the water was acting so strangely, she heard a different voice behind her.

“Well, that’s unfortunate.”

Freya spun around, another stream of water lashing out at the new woman, but it went straight through her.

The strange, new woman looked to be in her mid-thirties, and she was about Freya’s height, though she was much slimmer. She had brown eyes, olive skin, and black hair tied in a ponytail. She was wearing a green, silk shirt, and black trousers.

The strange woman simply ignored the water, walking back around from Freya to Ms Pearson.

“Well, she doesn’t seem harmed, at any rate,” she said as she looked the unconscious woman over. “You just scared me out of her body.”

Freya frowned. “Who are you?”

“I’m Amber,” the strange woman explained before stepping back towards Freya.

Freya took a step back, the water coming around more to protect her front than her back. Despite the water in front of her, she still got a good enough look at Amber to see that she didn’t even really seem there. She was translucent.

“Freya, I need you to relax,” Amber told her. “Everything’s fine.”

Somehow, Freya believed her. She didn’t know why, but she felt as if she had known Amber her whole life.

As soon as Freya relaxed, the water around her fell back to the floor. A combination of exhaustion and nausea swept over her, and she struggled to stay standing.

“You’re okay,” Amber assured her as Freya leaned heavily over one of the sinks, trying to stop the room from spinning. “You just overexerted yourself.”

“I... What?” Freya asked, thinking over what had happened. What the hell had been up with the water? Why had it sprung up around her? “What’s going on?”

Amber sighed. “I thought this might happen, but I hadn’t realised it would be so soon. I should have predicted the stress of your first day in a new school would speed things along.”

“Speed what along?” Freya demanded, tiring of Amber’s vague answers. “You haven’t told me what happened yet.”

“What do you think happened?”

Freya shook her head. She didn’t know because it was all so impossible. The water had exploded from the taps when she had been angry. And then it had sprung up around her, almost defensively, when she was startled.

And now she was talking to a woman she could see through.

Explanation number one: She was crazy.

While not appealing, it seemed the most likely. Even if the adults around her had brushed off her behaviours as ‘quirks’, she knew she was probably autistic like Alice. And she also knew getting such extreme anxiety around people wasn’t normal. Chances were she was at least a couple of flavours of crazy already. Adding psychosis to the mix didn’t seem that farfetched.

Explanation number two: It was some kind of trick.

While usually paranoid that everything was someone trying to hurt her, Freya thought that this whole situation was a little too much effort.

Explanation number three: The water was somehow responding to Freya’s needs. She was controlling it.

That was the most absurd explanation. Mostly because it was impossible.

But then, the water had reacted exactly in line with how Freya was feeling. And she was now talking to a woman she could see through.

“Did I control the water?” Freya asked, anxiety pricking at her as she realised how absurd it sounded.

“You tell me,” Amber said with a shrug. “I wasn’t doing it.”

Freya reached a hand out towards the water on the ground, willing it to move.

Nothing happened.

Amber gave her a kind smile. “How do you feel?”

Freya frowned at the question. “Exhausted. Like I had to participate in the longest race on sports day with no warning.”

Amber nodded. “You need time to recharge. You’re flexing these muscles for the first time. You can’t expect to run right away.”

“So... You’re saying that I did control the water?”

Amber nodded.

“But that’s crazy.”

“You’re talking to a ghost,” Amber reminded her.

Freya frowned. “Wait, so you’re actually a ghost. Like, a ghost ghost? Space Ghost Coast to Coast?”

“What?”

Freya shook her head. “Sorry, that was just... a thing that I do when I’m tired. I said ghost too many times and my mouth just... Anyway, not the point. You’re a ghost. As in dead person.”

Amber nodded.

“As in dead person who is still roaming around on earth through supernatural means?”

Amber nodded.

“As in magic?”

“How do you think you controlled the water?” Amber asked.

“I hadn’t thought that far ahead,” Freya admitted. “I’m still busy debating whether or not I’m going crazy.”

Amber disappeared, which Freya took as a sign that she had, indeed, been a product of her imagination. One that couldn’t take too much scrutiny.

But then Ms Pearson got up from the ground, brushing herself off. The water had mostly pooled around Freya, so it had barely touched her, apart from the section of her shoulder where the stream had hit her.

“I can assure you,” Ms Pearson said, “you definitely aren’t crazy.”

Freya blinked, realising what Amber had meant about being scared out of her. Amber was possessing Ms Pearson.

“I mean, I am probably crazy,” Freya replied, too dazed to really acknowledge anything else. “I’m just not currently experiencing a psychotic episode.”

Ms Pearson smiled before reaching into the large pocket of her cardigan, bringing out a bottle of Lucozade.

“Here,” she said, passing it to Freya. “You need to get your energy back up.”
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​Ms Pearson left Freya alone, and Freya quickly downed the Lucozade before examining herself in the mirror.

The water seemed to have drained itself, leaving her hair and clothing only a little damp. She figured that wasn’t the end of the world, and she’d probably dry off completely before her next lesson started.

As if brought on by her thinking of her next class, the bell rang. Freya threw the empty pop bottle into the bin before heading out of the loos.

But as she hurried out, she ran right into someone else, sending her staggering back.

She glared at him as she struggled to keep her footing. He was a little shorter than her, with paper-white skin and jet black hair that fell to his shoulders. Though it was his eyes that caught her attention. They were brown, but under the fluorescent lights, they looked almost crimson.

As he straightened up, she could see that he had a stout figure, though he stood awkwardly, looking down at the floor with nothing more than a glance at her.

“You... You are the new girl,” he managed, finally managing to look up at her. She noted he had a slight accent, but she couldn’t place it. “Freya, right?”

Freya nodded, folding her arms tight across her chest. “Why?”

“I just... I saw the other girls corner you. I was going to come over and see if you were okay, but you ran off. Are you? Okay, I mean. Are you okay?”

“Why?”

He blinked, frowning a little. “Because you looked like you might not be. Do I need more of a reason to be concerned for a fellow student?”

“In my experience, yes,” she said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me... Um...”

“Damon.”

“Well, if you’ll excuse me, Damon, I have a class to get to.”

She walked towards her ICT classroom, only for Damon to keep walking beside her.

“Why are you following me?” she asked.

“I have ICT down here now. In room 105.”

Freya suppressed a groan, realising they had the lesson together.

“You know, I am new too,” Damon told her as they continued towards the classroom, dashing any hope Freya had that he would leave her alone.

She didn’t have the energy to analyse why he was being nice to her, and that left her vulnerable.

“I thought we could, you know, be new together,” he continued.

Freya frowned. That didn’t seem like the worst logic in the world, and she had no reason to suspect him of lying. But she still didn’t want to be caught out because she was missing something vital. If she let him get close to her, and he then turned out to have less than pure motives...

“Look, Damon, if you’re new too, I can guarantee you don’t want to be associated with me. It’ll only make it harder for you to make other friends.”

Damon shrugged. “I’d rather start with one friend than none.”

They arrived at the classroom before Freya had to answer, and she chose a computer in the corner, right up against the wall. She hoped no one would sit at the one next to her.

Damon, however, came right over, plonking himself down next to her.

She chose to ignore him as the teacher entered, starting the lesson. Thankfully, Damon didn’t seem to want to talk, listening to the teacher with rapt attention.

Freya, on the other hand, had spent years listening to Alice infodump about programming. The basics the teacher was going over were second-nature to her at this point.

Instead of listening, she logged onto Facebook, circumventing the school’s safety blocks.

Hey, she messaged Alice.

Hey, Alice swiftly replied. How is your first day of school going?

Freya found her fingers hesitating over the keys.

How was her first day going?

She’d been called out by her biology teacher, already selected as a target by some of the girls in her class, had possibly caused the bathroom taps to explode, had met a ghost, and now Damon was following her around like a lost puppy.

She had no idea how to sum all of that up without sounding crazy. Even omitting the magic stuff wouldn’t paint a pretty picture.

Before she had time to consider what she would type, however, Damon nudged her in the side.

“What?” she hissed, just in time to see the teacher coming over.

She
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