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Serafina Valeon crouched in the shadows watching as the swarm of villagers rushed past the houses. Now what? I don’t need this today. I’m supposed to be starting on my next mission. Her large wings glistened, but she pulled them back inside her. No fey dared to show their wings anymore for fear of having them cut off.

She made sure her glamour remained in place, thankful it would disguise her true appearance. She rubbed the back of her neck, hating whenever she had to keep her wings concealed inside her body. In her vest and black leggings, she no longer appeared fey. Liana would be arriving soon, and she didn’t dare risk blowing her cover before her mission even began. Time to get to work.

She moved through the crowd of fey, wincing at their tattered clothing and skinny bodies. Despite being a place where fey and mages lived freely with each other, her people were still mistreated.

A shout rang out. Two mage guards dressed in dark red uniforms dragged a bald man with sharp green eyes through the crowd by his arms. Sera winced. Yosef, the village leader of the resistance. Oh no! Her hand went to her pack where she kept her potions and other gear. She wished she could intervene but didn’t dare. You have a job to do, she reminded herself. By the ancestors, why does this have to be so hard?

“No!” someone cried and another man lunged at the guard.

Here goes. She pulled a vial and hurtled it at the oncoming attacker. Smoke exploded as the vial shattered, making the man double over coughing.

Another guard made a move towards Sera as more shouts rang out. The tension from the crowd grew, and Sera feared they’d soon riot – the last thing she needed to happen was for the fey and mages to start having a go at each other again.

“Stop!” yelled another voice.

A man pushed through the crowd, dressed in a grey shirt and black trousers. He stood a head taller than the rest of the guards, with a mop of brown curls and electric blue eyes.

Sera’s heart skipped a beat. She’d known who she was supposed to come and meet but seeing him again stirred up a rush of long-buried emotions. Get a grip! You’re nothing to him now. The mission will always come first.

Why him? Why did it have to be him of all people? But she hadn’t protested when Alward had given her this task. They both knew only she was skilled enough to infiltrate the hunter’s guild.

Bastian Novare, mage prince and renowned fey hunter, commanded respect with his presence. Even the fey fell silent as they stared at him.

A redheaded woman with sharp emerald eyes and a burly man with long black hair came up behind Bastian. Both wore stunners and knives, marking them as hunters.

To Sera’s surprise, Bastian pushed his way through the crowd until he reached her.

She wished her glamour disguised her true appearance better as recognition flashed in his eyes. “Sera?” he gasped. “You’re the...”

“I’m the potential hunter Liana told you about.” She met his gaze head-on. “But I don’t think this is the place to talk.”

Liana waved to her; it eased some of Sera’s nerves.

“How are you alive?” he hissed, still staring at her wide-eyed.

“Bas,” she snapped. “Not now!”

He shook his head as if to clear it, then took her arm. “You were dead.”

“Well, as you can see, I’m alive.” She knew she should have expected this but part of her had hoped he wouldn’t make such a big deal about her arrival.

“How?” Bas demanded. “You were...”

Sera pulled her arm away, scowling at him. “It doesn’t matter. Now is not the time or place for this.”

“Sir, what do you want us to do with the prisoner?” asked one of the guards. 

“Send him to...” Bas started to say.

“Let him go.” She gave Bastian a pleading look. “Killing him will break the peace in this place. The last thing either side needs is more bloodshed.”

Bastian’s eyes darkened. “You want me to spare a fey? They’re the ones who killed you – or at least took you from me.”

Sera snorted, shaking her head. “I didn’t die now, did I? Now, if I ever meant anything to you, release him.”

Bastian’s jaw tightened. “Fine, but you owe me an explanation after this.”

Oh, she knew that well enough. She’d have to have with a damn good excuse too. She’d spent weeks wracking her brains trying to come up with a good excuse. None of them had sounded very plausible.

“Release him,” Bastian barked to the guards. “But see to it he spends a month down in the mines.”

Sera breathed a sigh of relief. She hated seeing any of her people suffer but at least Yosef would still be alive. Bastian took her arm and led her away from the crowd.

Liana grinned when they locked eyes, Sera returned her smile, happy to see her best friend again. “Bastian, this is Sera, the one I’ve been telling you about,” Liana said. “She’d make a great asset to the guild.”

Sera tried not to wince. She’d never expected to join the hunters or the guild as they were called, but her mission in working for the resistance now demanded it.

Bastian’s eyes narrowed as he let go of her arm. “Oh, we’ve met. Although your little stunt back there was impressive, why should I trust you?” 

Because I was your wife and you loved me once, she thought but doubted that would make a very good excuse. She tried not to sigh. Convincing Bastian to let her into his inner circle would be harder than she’d imagined.

“I proved I can be helpful,” she pointed out, not avoiding his gaze. “I don’t expect you to trust me – yet. Trust has to be earned. So, give me a chance.”

Bas frowned. “Being a hunter isn’t an easy job. Why do you want to be one?”

Because I need a good excuse to get into the citadel. I’d never want to hunt anyone, especially not my own kind, she thought. “I’m good at adapting to situations and with different magics. I know I can help your team,” she said with more confidence than she felt. “Let me prove myself.”

Bastian frowned. “Are you going to tell me why you disappeared ten years ago?” He motioned Liana and Niall away.

Sera bit her lip. “It was a long time ago. Why does it matter?”

“Of course it matters! I thought the bloody fey killed you,” he snapped. “I looked everywhere for you the next morning, but I never found any trace of you.”

“They didn’t. To tell you the truth, I don’t remember much about what happened,” she lied. “There was a fire, then I woke up somewhere else. A healer helped me.”

“What happened after? Did they hurt you?” The edge in his voice surprised her. “Why didn’t you try to find me again? You must’ve known I got out of there alive.”

“I didn’t. I thought even if you did survive, it would be better if we didn’t see each other. We were just kids, Bas, we weren’t ready for marriage and with a war going on I couldn’t come to Elmira even if I wanted to.” She’d longed to come and find him, but Alward had convinced it would be safer for everyone if she just forgot about Bas and moved on, so she’d tried to do just that.

Was this why he’d become a hunter? To avenge her? She hoped not. “I met a traveller, and he taught me potion craft,” she said. “I don’t dwell on the past. I look forward to a better future. A peaceful one.”

Bas gave a harsh laugh. “There can never be peace with the fey around.”

Sera felt her own anger flaring but pushed it down again. This wasn’t the boy she’d known and spent an entire summer with, then married. This was someone else. “Not all the fey are bad,” she blurted out before she could stop herself.

“You’re a sympathiser then?” he sneered.

No, he was not at all the eighteen-year-old boy she’d known. But then she wasn’t the girl she’d been then either.

“I just think there’s a better way. The fey and mages have been at war for centuries. What good has it done either side?” She folded her arms. “Arguing about this won’t change anything. Just because I’m a mage too doesn’t change my belief that all races should be free.” She swung her pack over her shoulder. “If you don’t want me, I’ll be on my way.” She turned to go.

“You can come, but you’ll need to go through some training first,” Bas said, his jaw clenched. “Maybe once we’ve established some trust, you can tell me what the hell happened to you.”

“We can’t change the past, Bas. It’s best left alone.”

His eyes flashed. “If I’d known you were alive, I would never have stopped looking for you. Hell, I did look for you every time I had to help carry bodies back to the city.” He sighed. “Did you know I was still alive?”

Sera winced, biting her lip. “I hoped you would be.”

“Then why didn’t you come back? Unlike you, I told you who I was and where I came from. You could have come here; I would have taken care of you. We might have just been kids, but I didn’t marry you for the fun of it.”

She looked away then, feeling a rush of feelings best left forgotten, then forced herself to look at him. “We were at war, Bas. With so much chaos I couldn’t just come waltzing in here and expect you to look after me. I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time now,” she said. “Like you said we were just kids, we weren’t ready for marriage and I didn’t want you to wake up one day and realised you made a mistake. So, I stayed away and let you live your life.”

“I never thought of you as a mistake,” he hissed. He stared at her a moment before striding off in the opposite direction. She watched him go, letting out a sigh of relief. Seeing him again felt much harder than she’d expected it to be.

Liana raced over, hugging her. “Gods, I missed you.”

Sera smiled, returning her embrace. “It’s good to see you too.”

“What’s up with you and grumpy over there?” Liana inclined her head to Bastian.

Sera sighed. “It’s a long story.”

Sera followed Liana and the others out of the village to where an airship waited for them. Sera’s heart pounded. Although she’d known of mage tech, she’d never been on one before since ships were city transport. She flew of course, thanks to her wings, but that was from her own ability, not from mechanical beast. The door slid open, Bastian and Niall headed straight inside, but Liana caught her hesitation. “Come on, it doesn’t hurt,” she said. We used to fly together all the time.

Yeah, but I’m an Ithereal and you’re a dragon. That’s very different to this thing.

Rule number one of being hunter, never show fear, Liana told her. That’s Bas’s rule anyway.

Sera took a deep breath and stepped into the back of the strange machine. You’ll have to tell me more about Bas’s rules.

The door rose and closed behind her. Bastian glanced back as he sat in the driver’s seat. “Buckle up,” he said.

Niall sat beside him. There were two more seats in the back. Sera took one and fastened the belt. An engine whirred to life as the ship rose and took off. Sera braced herself, expecting the worst, yet it felt much smoother than expected. Still she didn’t like the feeling of being closed in. The fey felt more at home in nature than anywhere else.

Relax, Ada, Liana said in thought. These things are much safer than they look. The mages are good for some things.

She smiled. Ada was dragon tongue for “sister.” She reached over and squeezed Liana’s hand. Despite being different races they’d both been orphans and had been raised together by the Sera’s father, Alward. 

I hope I can do this, she replied.

Of course, you can. We spy on the mages all the time. We’re good at it.

This was different. She hadn’t been married to any of those mages.

Sera shook her head. No, he hadn’t been hers, not even ten years ago. Now she couldn’t allow personal feelings to get in the way either. She had a job to do and nothing could get in the way of that. If it did, it might mean death to all her people.

The grey stone walls of Elmira ran around the citadel. The place looked more foreboding than Sera had imagined. The citadel had been built on top of the cliff that gave way to the roaring ocean below. The ship – or jumper as Bas called it – flew over the city’s towering walls, landing a few metres away from the citadel. Elmira had been built two hundred years ago during the last great war between the mages and fey. Since then the fey, or Ithereals as they called themselves, had been enslaved to them.

The jumper’s door slid open. Sera breathed a silent sigh of relief when her feet hit solid ground, and swung her pack over her shoulder. People bustled everywhere, mages wearing the robes of the city’s famous mage academy, others wore normal clothes. They were bright and unnatural colours, unlike the cool, earthy colours of her own people.

She spotted a dwarf pounding away at metal, noticed then a fey girl carrying heavy bags. Both of them were slaves. Sera knew fey here were considered property to mages who thought themselves as the dominant race. She turned away, following Liana and the others through the cobblestone streets as they headed towards the citadel.

“All potential hunters have to be tested before training can begin,” Bastian told her. “Your test will be conducted tomorrow morning. You can stay at the inn. I’ve arranged –”

“Why can’t she stay with us?” Liana interrupted. “You have a spare room.”

Sera bit her lip. Seeing Bastian again was one thing, but she didn’t feel comfortable with the idea of living with him. They’d never even lived together as a couple – not that they’d ever had the chance to. “The inn is fine,” she added. “It will do until I can find my own place to stay.”

“That room’s for the fourth member of our team,” Niall pointed out. “She’s not one of us yet.”

Sera got the impression he didn’t like her, not that it mattered. She was here to work, not make friends. Alward always said friendships were a means of getting useful information, and personal feelings got in the way.

Working for the Ashran – the fey resistance – didn’t allow much time for a personal life either but Sera loved her work.

All Ithereals dreamed of one day being free and living in their own communities as they once had. After centuries of war, the fey and mages had formed an uneasy peace, but Sera knew it wouldn’t last forever. The mages wanted dominion over all races, but they feared the fey the most.

“Let Sera stay with us,” Liana pleaded. “She’ll pass the testing; I know she will.”

Bastian’s gaze bored into Sera, but she didn’t look away. “Fine, you can stay. Liana will show you where to go.” He stormed off without saying another word.

“What’s up with him?” Liana muttered.

“Maybe he knows your friend won’t make the cut,” Niall suggested.

Liana thumped him on the shoulder. “Hey, be nice. She just got here.”

“Whatever you say, spitfire.” Niall chuckled and left.

Bastian’s townhouse had four bedrooms, a large lounge with a flat-screen, a dining room, and a basement that had been turned into a gym, a study, and a small room where the team sometimes performed experiments, plus a small library.

Li opened the door to the spare room. Inside sat a single bed, a chest of drawers, a table, a chair, and an empty bookcase. The white-washed walls looked stark, giving the room an unlived in feeling, but she’d slept in far worse places than this. She never stayed anywhere long enough for it to feel like home. 

“Me too. I hate not being able to see each other for months on end,” Sera agreed.

Sera took a small piece of crystal out of her pack and placed it on the table. It hummed with energy and flashed as she activated it to stop anyone from listening in on them. “Alward sends his best. I can’t believe you’ve been here eight months already.”

Liana shrugged. “He needed someone in the guild to provide intel. But I like my job, I help our people when I can.” Despite not being an Ithereal herself, Liana considered herself one of the fey. “So, what did he send you here for?”

Sera hadn’t been able to give Liana details of her mission when they’d spoken by link a few days prior. They never did openly share mission details unless they thought it was safe. Sera knew her crystals would stop any kind of magic or tech from breaking through. “He believes the mages’ guild has the keystone hidden here in the citadel,” Sera explained. “Most likely in the prince’s house. We know it’s somewhere in the city, but we haven’t been able to track its exact location yet. Alward thinks me being a hunter will help me find it.” Sera ran a hand through her long blonde hair. “I wonder if he knew about my connection to Bastian?”

Liana gave her a questioning look. “What connection? I wondered why Bas acted so weird earlier. It’s like he knew you.”

Sera bit her lip. “Bas and I were friends when I spent the summer in Aldrin. I saved him from drowning.”

“Wow, he’s the boy you –”

“It was a long time ago. I never told him what I am,” she said. “We were just friends – not that it matters now.”

Li arched a brow. “Bas seemed to think it does. I’ve never seen him react like that. Maybe now you can...”

Sera shook her head. “I’m here to find the keystone, we’re different people now.”

Liana smiled. “I meant you could use it to your advantage.” She chuckled. “He meant a lot to you, didn’t he?”

Once he had, yes, but now she didn’t know him. “I’ll do whatever I can to find the keystone.” Sera pulled several vials out of her pack. “But first I have to make sure I pass the testing.”
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Sera woke the next morning, checking her formula once again. She had to pass the testing. Only those considered worthy got to join the guild. If she failed, she’d never get the chance to get close to the guild again.

Liana knocked on her door then came in. “Ready to go?”

“As I’ll ever be.” Sera slipped a vial into the pocket of her jacket. 

“Will your potion work?”

Sera nodded. “I think so. It’s similar to others I’ve created to disguise fey before.”

“This is different. You’re not walking through a scanner; they’ll be testing your blood. No Ithereal has ever passed testing before.”

“You did,” Sera pointed out. “And you’re a dragon.”

“Yeah, but I’m half mage. That helped. You’re full-blooded fey.”

“I’ll pass.” If Sera had faith in one thing, it was her experiments. She’d always been good at making things, especially potions and formulas. Her skill had helped many fey over the years and Alward valued her skill.

“Do you have a backup plan?” Liana asked. “If something goes wrong –”

“I can’t risk taking anything else with me. I’ll be searched.”

“If they find out what you are...” Liana protested.

Sera squeezed her shoulders. “I may not be a skilled fighter, but I’ll get myself out of there if I have to.” She gave her foster sister a quick hug. “We’re not kids anymore.”

Liana laughed. “No, but you’re still my sister.”

She found Bastian waiting for her downstairs. Dressed in black trousers, a grey shirt, and a vest with pockets in, she could still see remnants of the boy she’d known. But his body looked stronger, far more muscular, and his eyes held a hardness he hadn’t had before. “I’ll take you to the meeting,” he said, expression neutral.

No, not the smiling, carefree boy she’d known. “I’m ready.”

Bastian said nothing as she followed him through the city through the hustle and bustle of people and the whir of ships passing overhead.

Sera felt out of place among the chaos and coughed at the smoke-filled air, but she forced herself to stay calm as they moved. She wanted to talk to Bas more but didn’t know what to say. He didn’t seem keen on conversation either, so she focused on her surroundings. She’d need to know all possible escape routes. In all her years of spying for the resistance, she knew plans could go wrong and had done so previously. But she’d never give up her mission to see the fey free.

The mage’s high council led by Prince Anton and different mage leaders had governed Elmira and the country of Amana for centuries. They created the law and the hunters enforced it.

“Why are you doing this?” Bastian stopped outside the doors to the guild’s chamber. “You’re not a fighter. You hated even killing bugs.”

Sera’s eyes widened. “I’m not a girl anymore. Between Li and Niall, I doubt you need another warrior.”

“No, but I need someone who knows how to take care of themselves. Being a hunter isn’t sitting around reading books; it’s physical, mental. One decision can mean life or death.”

Sera crossed her arms, annoyed that he’d question her abilities. “Bas, if you remember anything about me, you should know I can take care of myself. As I recall, I saved your life, not the other way around.”

“Why you want to be a hunter?”

I don’t. Hunting people is wrong, but I have a much more important job to do here.

“Because I believe I can do some good here,” she admitted. “Give me a chance. Didn’t I prove I can be helpful yesterday?”

“One angry crowd of fey is nothing compared to –”

“Nothing you say will change my mind. So either jump on board or get out of my way.” She clutched the vial in her pocket for support.

They’d bickered like this as teenagers too and the memories brought up feelings best forgotten. To her surprise, Bastian smiled. It lit up his handsome face, making him look like the boy she remembered.

“The tests aren’t easy,” he told her. “You will be assessed for both physical and mental strength.”

The mental part didn’t worry her, and the physical one she hoped she could overcome. It was the scanning and blood tests which caught resistance members out. Only mages could become hunters and live in Elmira. Anyone with fey blood disappeared. Sera suspected they were either imprisoned or more likely killed. But she knew her formula would work and keep her true identity a secret.

Bas led her down the hall past the rich tapestries depicting battles of mages on horses and later in airships as they swarmed over winged creatures below. Sera ignored the pictures of her people being slaughtered, glancing instead at the armoured statues. Some of them held real weapons that had been stuck in places. The mages loved to show their military strength but Sera preferred not to use violence unless she had to.

Sera noted all the possible escape routes from doors to windows, along with anything which might help. 

“Answer all the questions honestly,” Bastian hissed. “They will sense if you lie to them.”

“Why would I lie?” she said, keeping her voice level. Although, lies were part of her life, her work, her world. Lies were a necessity that kept her people alive.

“Just be careful.” Bas touched her shoulder. “The council are becoming much stricter. The fey will strike at us in any way they can.”

Can you blame them after everything the mages have done to us? Sera shook away such thoughts. War and violence never solved anything. Peace was the only way forward.

Sera took a deep breath as they stopped outside the double doors to the council’s meeting chamber. These next few moments would change her life forever. She could feel it. This didn’t feel like any of her other missions.

“I will be.” She shrugged off his touch, disliking the tingling sensation it had caused.

“I’ll be watching from the balcony,” Bas said, then paused. “For what it’s worth, I hope you can stay here.”

The thought that he wanted her to stay made her heart skip a beat. Stop it, she told herself. You’re here to work, not to behave like a lovesick teen.

Sera nodded and headed inside. She felt her heart pounding as the gazes of the mage leaders of the high council all fixed on her.

Prince Anton, Bastian’s father sat in the centre. With his mop of brown hair, dark intense eyes, and military bearing, he looked different, harsh compared to his son. Sera met his gaze head-on; she wouldn’t look away from the man who’d slaughtered hundreds of her people.

Next to him sat McGregor, the chief of the hunters. He enjoyed torturing the fey and had a sadistic reputation. Her wings fluttered inside her back as they did whenever she felt nervous. But she couldn’t afford to show fear. Pride wouldn’t let her.

The others were Dantalia, McGregor’s rumoured mistress and chief alchemist, Layana, the chief healer and Lohan, the chief of history and culture. Sera had learned everything she could about each of them when Alward had tasked her with this mission.

“This is Serana Leon. Bastian has recommended her to become a hunter,” McGregor announced. “Step forward, girl.”

Sera made her way up to the podium, feeling the heat of their gazes. With her long blonde hair, green eyes, and lanky build, she knew she’d never look like a warrior. Alward often said she looked too pretty to be taken seriously. But looks could be deceiving. No one ever viewed her as a threat which often gave her an advantage.

Prince Anton laughed. “You can’t expect me to believe this petite young thing wants to be a hunter. She’s just a girl.”

I’m twenty-six. Hardly a girl.

“I assure you, my lord, I do intend to become a hunter,” Sera spoke up.

Anton’s eyes widened as if shocked she’d dare answer him back. She regretted her mistake, opened her mouth to apologise.

“Looks can be deceiving.” Dantalia played with a lock of her long, luscious raven hair. “Let’s find out. There are too few women in the guild.”

“That’s because the guild is no place for women,” McGregor snapped. 

“It was agreed that would change,” Layana argued. “You have some fine women in the guild.”

“And your numbers are diminishing,” Lohan pointed out.

McGregor glowered at him. “That’s because those blasted fey keep killing my people. I told you we need to take more forceful measures to –”

Anton cleared his throat. “Step forward, girl. State your name, age, and race.”

“I am Serana Leon, twenty-six, and a mage.” Sera’s heart rate slowed. She’d learned to keep cool so their scanners wouldn’t detect any signs of deceit.

Dantalia glanced at her scanner, nodded then rose. “The testing should begin now,” McGregor said. “Your life will change from this day forward, should you become accepted. If you have any doubt, leave now.”

Sera didn’t budge and Dantalia held up a scanner. “To complete the first test, I must scan you, then take a sample of your blood.”

Sera nodded, unmoving. She felt a prickle against her skin as the mage raised her scanner. It bleeped as she stared at it. “It says she is a mage. No signs of enchantments,” the chief alchemist announced. “Hold out your hand.”

She held out one hand and with the other pulled out her vial and gulped down its contents. “Drink,” was all she said when the other woman’s eyes narrowed. 

Danny pricked her finger, placing a slide in her scanner. It bleeped again. “Interesting,” Danny remarked.

“What?” McGregor shot his feet, hand on his stunner. “Is she fey?”

“No, she passed the test. She is a mage – at least one half.” Danny’s dark eyes fixed on Sera, making her uncomfortable. “What is your gift?”

“I can manipulate air.” That was one thing she hadn’t been able to prevent them from seeing in her blood. “A little.”

“Show me.”

Sera’s eyes widened. She hadn’t expected to have to show anyone her magic. Raising her hand, the papers on the table in front of them flew into the air, then landed again in a jumbled mess.

Danny smirked. “Rare to find an elemental mage.”

Elemental magic was common among Ithereals, some could even control more than one element.

“Onto the next test,” McGregor barked and rose, holding a wooden staff. He threw it at Sera. She caught hold of it, almost dropping it in the process. McGregor sneered. “Hunters must be able to master all weapons. The fey are cunning and use many tricks against us,” he said. “You won’t last long if you can’t fight, girl.”

She held up the staff. “I can do this,” she muttered.

He raised his own staff and lunged towards her. She parried the blow. Physical strength wasn’t one of her gifts. Instead, she watched his every move, blocked and parried. Spotting an opening, she hit him in the stomach.

He grunted, glaring up at her as he doubled over and then lunged at her again. Sera skidded out of the way, moving whenever he was about to strike. Tiring a stronger opponent was the easiest way of weakening them.

McGregor grew angrier, his blows becoming unfocused. Sera saw her opening, hit the back of his knees. McGregor crumpled to the floor, cursing. A rumble of laughter echoed from the balcony above. Sera looked up to meet Bastian’s gaze.

Next came another test, the simulation one this time. The room around her faded as she appeared in a darkened forest. Sera saw the black, twisted shapes of trees all around her. An owl hooted, making her jump. It’s just a test, she told herself. It’s not real. 

A shadow moved behind her, making her spin around. Sera stood her ground. She’d survived attacks and battles; she wouldn’t scare so easily.

Mist formed in a shadowy silhouette. Still, she didn’t run. Instead, she grabbed a fallen branch, and muttered something. The branch flared with fire; she swung the torch around as the creature came at her. It burst into flame.

Light blinded her as the hall shifted back into focus.

“Impossible,” McGregor boomed. “No one could have escaped the simulation so fast.”

Danny gave her a smile. “You used your mind, not physical strength. Impressive. Most hunters try to fight the creature – and fail.”

“Strength can fail,” Sera replied. “I passed the tests.”

“Indeed, you did,” Anton agreed. “Well, I suppose the guild can find a use for you but perhaps you’d be better suited to the alchemy division.”

“No, I want to be a hunter,” Sera insisted.

McGregor glared at her. “Your fighting skills leave a lot to be desired, girl. You can’t outwit every opponent like you did earlier. I need warriors in my guild.”

Bastian hurried down the steps and stopped beside her. “I need a fourth member of my team – it’s been months since you’ve given me a recruit who shows any potential,” he said to McGregor.

“You want another girl on your team?” McGregor scoffed.

“A girl who kicked your arse,” Bas shot back.

Sera bit back a smile.

“I want her on my team,” Bas added. “Sure, her fighting skills need some work, but I can change that.”

Anton’s jaw tightened as he rose and walked straight up to Sera, cupping her chin. “There’s something strange about you.” He turned away from her to address the others. “I think we should send her away. I don’t like strangers in my city.”

Bas crossed his arms. “Father, she passed the damn test. I choose who comes on my team, not you.”

Anton continued to stare. “Very well, son, but she is your responsibility. If she screws up, she’ll be out of my city and shipped off to...”

“I won’t screw up,” Sera assured him.

Sera didn’t breathe again until Bastian led her out of the room. “You did good in there,” he told her. “Love the way you stood up to them. You’ve got some balls.”

“Thanks,” she muttered.

“You don’t seem happy. You seemed so damn determined to pass,” he observed. 

“Oh, I am. I’m just... tired,” she lied.

“Let’s go tell the others the good news.” He turned on the transporter to teleport them back to his house.

Niall and Liana sat on the sofa waiting for them. Liana shot to her feet. “How did it go?” 

Sera forced a smile. “I passed.”

“Yeah, I knew you would!” Liana hugged her. “I promise you, Bas, you won’t regret this.”

Niall didn’t look so impressed as he grunted something and headed out of the room.

“Li, go and find some wine. We’ll celebrate tonight,” Bas told her. “First we have to get work.”

“Right.” She headed off towards the kitchen.

“I saw your test results,” Bas remarked. “Your energy signature is strange. Were both your parents mages?”

She nodded. “Yes, but they died when I was very young. I don’t like to dwell on the past.”

“Sera, we were friends once, I hope we can be again.”

“We will.” She nodded. “But I hope you know that’s all we can be. Just friends, nothing more.”

“I didn’t –”

An alarm sounded, making them both jump.

“What is that?” she asked.

“It means we’re on duty now. Grab your stuff and meet me outside in the ship. Hurry!” He rushed off.

“I’ll be right there,” she called.
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Bastian commanded the ship to take off. He interacted with it using his mind as if he and the machine were one being. He glanced back to see Sera settling into her seat. It was odd seeing her there with his team, but it still felt good having her back in his life.

“What’ve we got?” asked Niall, dragging Bas’s attention away from Sera.

Bastian looked at his data tab. “Don’t know yet. We just received a report there was an attack just outside the city. No further details were sent.” He wished the guards would learn to submit more intel. He hated going into a situation without knowing what the hell they were up against. But sometimes it had to be that way.

Bas tried to get his mind focused on the mission and drag his gaze away from looking at Sera to see if she was real or not. But it proved more difficult than he’d expected. Part of him wondered if he were dreaming and would wake up to find out he’d imagined it all. Worse still, he’d be dragging her into a potentially dangerous situation without the chance to train her. Yet somehow he knew she’d handle herself. She proved herself capable from what he’d seen so far.

The ship flew over the city with its towers of stone and headed out to the lands that fell under Elmira’s domain. 

Bas landed in a small clearing. The guard station was a couple of miles away, but the trees were too dense for him to land the ships there. “Gear up,” he told the others. “We’re close to the border and this area is common for fey attacks.” He clipped on his stunner and weapons belt as he headed out. He checked his tab again but still found nothing new.

They moved through the dense woodland. Bas noticed no sounds of wildlife around, even the wind seemed silent as it rustled against the leaves. It made him uneasy. “The guard station isn’t far from here,” he said. “We should split up. I’ll go up to the guardhouse with Sera. Niall, you and Li check the surrounding area. I don’t have a good feeling about this place.”

Liana pouted. “Why am I stuck with him again?” she grumbled.

Niall smirked at her. “Come on, spitfire, you love me really.”

Li scowled at him. “I’d like a blow to the head better than you.”

“Cut it out,” Bas snapped. “Li, stop pouting. I know you want to hang out with Sera, but this is a mission, not a social.”

Liana arched an eyebrow as Niall headed off. “Sure you don’t just want an excuse to hang out with Sera more yourself?” she hissed at Bas.

Bas rolled his eyes. “She needs training. Last time I checked, I’m still in charge.”

Liana groaned and headed after Niall. Bas sighed; he knew the pair enjoyed winding each other up but their bickering irritated him at times.

Sera said nothing, he guessed she’d overheard everything.

“Sorry about that,” he muttered.

She shrugged. “Li and I have known each other a long time. I’m used to her.”

Bas continued along the trail; Sera followed behind him. Dressed in black trousers and a blue tunic with her vest and pack on she looked out of place among them. He couldn’t decide if it was her long blonde hair or pretty complexion, but she didn’t look like a hunter. As the others had said, she looked too pretty.

She looked different from the girl he’d once known; her figure had filled out and her eyes held wisdom beyond her years. Those same green eyes held secrets behind them, secrets he’d love to learn.

Bas wanted to question her more. What had happened the night he thought he lost her? What had she done since then? But he knew answers wouldn’t come so easily. She’d been guarded as a teenager but now even more so.

Branches caught against their clothing as they moved, but she didn’t complain. A vast improvement over Liana who always complained when her clothing got messed up. Still, that girl could fight better than half the hunters he knew. Bas glanced at Sera again. He hadn’t trained a new hunter for a while and most of them asked questions about everything – to a point he had to tell them to shut it.

Sera’s silence felt strange to him.

“Er... you don’t have any weapons,” he observed. No hunter went anywhere without carrying some kind of weapon.

“I can take care of myself,” she replied.

Somehow, he didn’t doubt that. Despite her lack of physical strength, he suspected she could handle herself. She always had, even the first time they’d met when he almost drowned.

Bas pulled out his backup stunner. “Here.” He held it out to her. “Hunters aren’t issued their own weapons until they’ve completed their training, but I want you to keep this.”

She eyed the weapon but took it and slipped into her belt.

“Don’t be afraid to use it,” Bas added. “Keep it on you at all times too.”

She nodded, again saying nothing. Silent and observant. He should have liked that; new recruits were usually a pain in the arse, and he wasn’t much of a conversationalist either.

He sighed. “Sera, hunters have to protect themselves. You can’t be shy about using weapons or you won’t last long.”

“I’m not shy about using weapons. I’ll do whatever I must, to ensure everyone’s safety.”

“Good.” Bas shut his mouth, unsure of what to say next. Up ahead he spotted the small stone building. The door to the guardhouse stood open. He drew his stunner. “Stay behind me,” he ordered. His eyes scanned everything as he crept inside.

“There’s no one in here,” Sera hissed.

Bas gave her a hard look. “How do you know that?”

“I can’t hear anyone.”

Bas opened his mouth to speak, then swore when he saw the bodies of two men lying on the floor. Both had their eyes frozen open. Their skin had turned pale and wrinkled. He knew they were dead but bent to check for pulses just to be sure.

“What the hell caused this?” He’d stared down at death countless times but had never seen anything like this.

Sera knelt beside the other body, examining it. She pulled open the guard’s shirt. “There are a few puncture marks here. Look.”

Bas opened the other man’s shirt and saw the same tiny pink incisions. “Must be a new fey trick.”

“Why are you so quick to blame the fey? There are other forces in this world and not all of them come from the fey.”

He frowned, surprised by her words. “The fey killed my mother, and they took you, don’t expect me to sympathise with them,” he snapped. “They started the wars, too.”

“There’s blame on both sides,” was all she said. She placed her hand over the marks.

“What are you doing?”

“They look like they were made by fingers,” she remarked. “If I can do a few tests I might be able to figure out what made them.”

“Later. Come with me. I want to make sure whatever it was isn’t still around.” He touched his comm crystal on his vest. “Niall, have you found anything so far?” 

“Not a damn thing,” Niall replied.

“We’ve got two dead guards back here. Most stations are controlled by three. Look around for the third. Sera and I will keep searching around here.”

“Right.”

He and Sera moved through the station. She picked up a fallen data tab. “Looks like someone dropped this.”

“We’re on the right trail then.” Bas raised his stunner again, his gaze sweeping along the woods and path outside.

“Do they have a security system?” Sera asked.

Bas shook his head. “No, the only recording equipment would be in the interrogation room. This place was set up as an outpost to watch the border,” he replied. “I told the council – argh, never mind.” He didn’t have time to complain about his misgivings with the high council and the way they ran things.

Bas moved through the clearing; tracks were scattered along the trail by only one set of them. He knelt, examining them. “Standard issue boots,” he muttered. “The guard went this way but there’s no sign of whatever chased him. Definite sign of the fey.”

“Don’t all the fey have their wings cut off?” 

“I wish, but no. There are groups that lived outside our borders. Bloody resistance do their best to thwart our attempts. Flight is one advantage I wish they didn’t have.”

Sera snorted. “I doubt they can fly as well as your ships.”

The trail became steeper, the tracks scattered in every direction. Branches had been broken in places. Bas gripped his stunner tighter, prepared for anything. His blood pumped faster. God damned fey, would they ever stop killing innocents? He sped up, from the look of it the guards hadn’t been dead long. Maybe they’d still find the other guard live and could take down the bastard fey who’d killed them.

“Bas, stop!” Sera called.

He back at her. “We don’t...”

“This way.” She took off down the ravine, rocks falling as she slid down into the canyon.

“Sera, wait!” Bas skidded after her, almost tripping over.

She moved with a lithe grace, not losing her footing once as she ran.

Sera? He reached out with his mind.

Some mages could talk in thought if they learned how. The comm crystal allowed them to do just that but Sera didn’t have one nor did she have a tracker on her either if they became separated. Damn it, I should have been more prepared!

Bas raced after her, surprised by how fast she moved. He staggered down the steep bank, stumbling until his feet met flat ground as he puffed to catch up with her disappearing form.

I don’t need to worry about her running away from stuff. He spotted her kneeling by the crumpled body of the third guard. The man’s face looked ashen and leathery, but he still lived. Sera pulled off her pack and took out a small jar. Bas remembered her always carrying strange concoctions when they were kids.

“Guard, what the hell happened to you?” Bas crouched down as the man’s washed-out blue eyes met his. “What did this?” He leaned closer to hear the man’s rasping words.

“Mist... It came out of the mist,” the man said.

Sera shoved Bastian back. “Let me work. His wounds need tending.”

Bas looked down at the man’s weathered form; it looked like something had drained the life out of him. “Can you save him?”

Sera’s eyes flashed. “I’ll do what I can to help. Go get the ship, we need to get him back to the city to see a real healer.”

Bas glanced around, there would be enough room to land the ship. Damn, he wished he’d had the sense to bring more travel dust with him but it wouldn’t be enough to transport them all.

As if reading his thoughts, Sera said, “Go. Dust won’t work. It could injure him more. Hurry!”

He gave her a look. “You and I are going to have a chat when this is over.”

“Go!”

Bas took off, struggling back up the cliff face. “Niall, we found the other guard. How close are you and Li to the ship?” he asked through his comm crystal.

“We’re about a mile from the guard station. Spitfire thought she saw something and I had to make sure she didn’t get her pretty self hurt.”

Static crackled through the comm. No doubt Li probably hit him for that comment.

“I did see something!” Liana snapped. “It was a mist thing; it had a face and sharp claws.”

“She may be onto something,” Bas puffed as he climbed to the top of the embankment, then raced back towards the ship.

“What are your orders?” Niall asked.

“Keep searching but watch your backs. I want that thing put down,” Bas replied. “I’ll get the ship; Sera and I will drop the guard back to the city and then come back for you two.”

“You left the new girl on her own?” Niall remarked. “She only just started!”

Bas gave a harsh laugh. “Yeah, she’s working on the guard. That friend of yours is full of surprises, Li.”

“Spitfire and I can handle it while you and blondie help the guard. If we don’t find anything, we’ll start doing a sweep of the station.”

“Blondie?” Liana snapped. “What kind of name is that?”

Bas disconnected and spotted the ship a few metres away. With its cylindrical shape, it would get back through the clearing. He’d get on board and fly straight back to Sera. With the engines at full power, it would only take about ten minutes to get back to the city. He could have a healer team ready and waiting for them.

As Bas made his way to the ship, mist formed around him, and giant balls of energy came straight at him. He ducked, pulled out his stunner, and fired a blast of red light, which passed straight through the mist.

What the hell? In his decade of hunting fey, he’d never seen them do something like that. He fired again, channelling his own magic through the weapon.

A screech rang out, making his ears ring. Clawed hands formed out of the mist; black hollowed eyes stared out of a face so white it became almost translucent. It made a grab for Bastian’s chest. He rolled out of the way, the stunner falling from his grasp. Damn! He rolled again, this time drawing magic as he threw a strike at his attacker. The blast of light shot straight through it.

Bas’s heart pounded. Even the fey didn’t possess this kind of magic. He muttered words of power, hitting the strange entity with every defensive spell he could think of but all of them seemed to pass straight through it.

Bas scrambled up and headed straight for the ship. Maybe once inside he’d be safer. He hated to run from anything, but he knew better than to fight a battle he couldn’t win. He felt ice creeping down his spine as he reached the ship’s door and pressed the panel to open it.

Another screech, claws cut his back, ripping through his shirt, cutting into flesh. Bas threw himself to the ground, just out the way of the ship’s door as it opened. Scrambling up, he made a run for it. Claws slashed against his back. Bas rolled over to see the skeletal face staring back at him. He grabbed his knife, slashing at his assailant. The blade passed straight through it. Claws came at him again. Bas prepared to fight back. It had to be solid to strike, and he’d be ready for it.

A blast of air sent the creature flying with a loud screech.

Bas looked up to see Sera standing a few feet away. How did she get here so fast?

“Move!” she yelled.

Bas shot up but didn’t move. “What about you?” he called back.

“Get inside the ship!”

Bas’s jaw clenched but he ducked inside. Gods, he couldn’t just leave Sera out there. Even if she could handle herself, he doubted she’d stand much of a chance against that thing either. Bas brought the ship online and found Sera on screen. He was surprised when he saw her blasting the creature with her currents of air and it seemed to be working.

“Sera, get in here!” He used the ship’s comm system. Sera ran towards the ship, closing the door behind her. The engines whirred to life as the ship rose off the ground.

“Stop, you’re hurt,” she said, touching his arm. “Let me tend to that.”

“We need to find the others and get the hell out of here,” Bas snapped, shrugging her off. “Where’s the guard?”

“He’s dead. I couldn’t save him.”

Sera gripped his wrist. “The creature’s gone. Let me tend to your wounds.”

“Sera...”

She put her hands on her hips, raising her chin. “You can’t fly if you pass out from blood loss.”

Bas hovered the ship, glanced around. Whatever had attacked them seemed to have vanished. “Fine, patch me up. Then we are going to figure out what the hell that thing was.”
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Sera sat rubbing ointments over Bastian’s back as she tended to the deep gashes. “Are you done yet?” He sighed, glancing down as she rubbed something else over his injuries.

“You always were impatient,” she remarked. “Li and Niall are examining the station. This is just as important.”

“How did you know your powers would work against that thing?”

“I didn’t, I just reacted,” she admitted. She rubbed more ointment on, running her hands over his skin. It felt odd to be touching him again, but she knew he’d be too damn stubborn to do it himself.

“What was that thing?” Bas muttered.

“It looked like some kind of wraith. I remember reading about such things in stories of the old world.” In truth, she’d never encountered such a creature either.

“Must have been a fey creation.”

Sera frowned, why did everything that went wrong in their world have to be blamed on her people? Didn’t the mages take responsibility for anything? They were the ones who polluted and destroyed things.

“The fey don’t look like that.” She rubbed something else on and felt a smug sense of satisfaction when he winced.

“Of course it’s fey,” Bas grumbled. “There’s different kinds, remember?”

No, there’s not. Only Ithereals are left and even then, our numbers are dwindling. Sera pulled her hand away from him, reminding herself to not let emotion get in the way. She had a mission to do.

Bas pulled on another shirt from out of the storage compartment. “Let’s move. We’ll do what we can hear then get back to the city.”

“What about the bodies?” Sera put her things back into her pack.

He rubbed his chin. “We’ll take them back to the city for proper burial.”

“I’d like to examine them further.”

His eyes narrowed. “Only black mages do that, and they’re forbidden in Elmira.”

Black mages used dark magic including blood and death magic. Sera knew she had to be careful, being suspected as a black mage could get her thrown out of the city or worse.

She crossed her arms and raised her chin. “If I run some tests, I might be able to figure out what that creature was.”

“The alchemists will do that. You’re a hunter now.”

“If I know what they are, I’ll have a better way of defending against them.” She felt a rush of excitement at the thought of finding out what the creature was but reminded herself not to get distracted.

“Fine, you can look but watch yourself. You’re not a full hunter yet and there are rules.”

She smiled. “Since when do you play by the rules?”

“I just want you to pass your training.” Bas smiled back. “But first, you need this.” He held out a comm crystal. “Don’t lose it.”

She clipped it onto her vest and nodded.

“Also, you and I need to be able to talk in thought,” he added.

Sera hesitated. Speaking in thought came naturally to Ithereals but mages had to form mind links to do so. She’d have to let him into her mind and that was risky.

Bas held out his hand. “I won’t hear your thoughts if that’s what you’re worried about.”

She grasped his hand, felt him at the edge of her mind as she closed her eyes.

Sera?

Bastian, she replied, surprised how easily their minds connected.

Good, it will be easier for us to talk now. He let go of her hand and Sera suddenly missed the feel of contact. 

Bas headed back inside the station. Sera could still feel her skin tingle from his touch. She brushed her palm against her trousers and tried to ignore it, reminding herself it didn’t matter as she headed after him.

“What have you found so far?” Bas asked the others.

“Nothing on the data or comp units,” Niall answered from where he stood by one of the desks.

“Those mist things left no trace,” Liana said. “No tracks, no scents either.”

“How do you smell so much?” Niall wanted to know. “Are you part bloodhound?”

“God knows, given how much you stink! And no, I’m just too much woman for you to handle.”

Sera chuckled, making everyone stare at her. She knelt by the first guard. “We may learn more from these strange wounds.”

“Bas, shouldn’t you see a healer?” Niall suggested. “You could be infected by something.”

He waved a hand in dismissal. “I’m fine. I’ll go and scout round the perimeter then Li and I will bring the other body back here. Let’s go, Li.”

An awkward silence followed when she and Niall were left alone. Sera focused instead on the wounds. Five marks made by talon-like fingers.

“Are you a black mage?” Niall broke the silence.

She stared over at him, shaking her head. “Nope, but I’m good with alchemy.”

“Why did you join the hunters then? You’d fit in better with the other know-it-alls.”

Sera laughed. “Alchemists bore me after a few minutes.”

To her surprise, he grinned. “Me too.”

Maybe he didn’t despise her – not that it mattered.

She took a powder from her bag, one used to show energy signatures. She dusted it over the wounds, hoping something would appear.

“Careful, the council are very picky about what we can and can’t do,” Niall warned. “Going against them is suicide.”

“Then why haven’t you and the others reported in yet?” She raised an eyebrow.

Sera had memorised all the guild and high council’s rules and knew the council enforced its laws too. She thought all their stupid rules were too restrictive, but she’d abide by them whilst working this mission. She’d be careful, but she needed to know what kind of creature had caused the deaths.

“McGregor only cares if we get the job done,” he replied. “Bas doesn’t force rules on us – except for his own.”

“So, I’ve noticed.” She waited for the powder to change colour.

“For what it’s worth, be careful around Bas.”

Her brow creased. “What do you mean?” She hadn’t done anything to Bas.

“You’re the girl, aren’t you? The one he lost?” He stared at her as if trying to read her reaction.

Sera kept her expression cool. “We knew each other once, yes. But we were friends. Nothing more.” She didn’t want to discuss, or even think, about her past relationship with Bastian and hoped Bas hadn’t revealed how close they had been. Don’t think of the past. Nothing can change that. Plus, it’s not like Bas would still have feelings for me.

Niall frowned. “He cared for you – a lot more than he’ll ever admit. Part of him never got over losing you,” he said. “Losing you affected him more than you know.”

Sera looked away, feeling an ache in her chest. She prayed Bas hadn’t revealed the true nature of their former relationship. “Why are you telling me this?”

“You have secrets, I can tell. If you’re not here to stay then...”

“I’ll stay. I have a job to do.” Finding the keystone would take time, maybe even months. She’d do whatever she had to do to complete her mission. “As for Bas, I have no control over his feelings. I’m here to be a hunter – he knows that.”

“Well, just thought you should know.” Niall turned his attention back to his data tab.

“Odd,” she muttered, frowning at the body in front of her.

“What?” Niall glanced over.

“The dust hasn’t changed colour. That creature has no traces of energy.” She did another quick examination just to be sure.

“Another fey trick, no doubt.” 

Sera bit back a retort. She couldn’t change people’s beliefs or how they felt. Only time could do that. She made a quick mental note to be more careful with her experiments. Revealing too much knowledge might give herself away.

“They have energy signatures,” she corrected. “It’s like the creature was...”

“Dead?” Niall grimaced. “Couldn’t be. The dead stay dead.”

“I can’t explain it.” Sera shook her head.

“We have to report this to McGregor.”

Sera felt relieved when she didn’t have to be present to tell the guild’s leader about the wraith. The way McGregor had looked at her made her skin crawl. Instead, she focused on finding out what the wraith had been.

Over the next few days, Sera started training with Bastian and the others. Bas seemed keen on teaching her distinctive magic such as strikes and spell words. Sera had to read a lot about how mage magic worked and had learned enough over the years to mimic it. She still wasn’t very good when it came to physical defence, nor did she like weapons much, but she knew she’d have to put her feelings aside to pass as a successful hunter.

Alward appeared in her dreams that morning. “How goes your progress?”

Sera glanced around the room with its purple glass floor and misty dark walls. “Slow,” she admitted. “I’m not a hunter. I can’t fight the way they can.”

He chuckled. “No, you’re not. That’s why I chose you for this mission.”

Sera sighed. “What if I can’t gain their trust?”

“Since when do you doubt your skills?” He frowned at her.

“I’ve never had such a mission. Perhaps someone...”

Alward’s eyes flashed. “You have never backed out of a mission before. What’s changed? Is it Bastian?”

“No, I’m worried. The creature that killed those guards is unlike anything I’ve seen before.”

“Another mage creation gone wrong no doubt. The use of forbidden magics and destructive technology is what caused the war.” He leaned forward. “Find the keystone. Get as close to the Novare family as you can, do whatever is necessary. Bastian is attracted to you, yes?”

“Li and other Ashran operatives may seduce information out of others but I won’t.” Sera folded her arms. Yes, she’d do anything for the Ashran but not that. She’d never be able to bring herself to that.

“Do you doubt you can find the keystone?” asked Alward.

“No,” she said without hesitation. “Forgive me – I had a moment of doubt.” Some of the training Bas had subjected her to had been exhausting and made it harder to concentrate.

“Good, then don’t call me again until you have something useful to tell.”

“Why do the mages hate us?” She’d wondered that more than once over the years. War seemed so senseless despite this peacetime she knew it wouldn’t last much longer. He probably wouldn’t answer her question. He never liked speaking of mages unless he had to. She suspected because he himself had been tortured during the last war.

His jaw tightened. “They despise any race who can challenge them. Such is the way of the mages,” he said. “They’ll never change. We will overthrow them or they will destroy themselves. Either way, their rule will end.”

Sera woke feeling uneasy. She dragged herself out of bed and headed for the shower. Running water was something she enjoyed being in a mage city. Living with the Ashran and moving around so much as she often did, didn’t allow her such luxuries. The heat washed away some of the fatigue and aching. Fey healed fast but Sera doubted she’d reached full power yet.

Sera pulled on leggings, a tunic dress, and boots. Ithereals didn’t feel the need to cover up their bodies so much, but she didn’t mind the clothes. Her back tingled as her wings itched to come out. She felt uncomfortable the longer they stayed in. Bone popped as she let them out, her long wings uncurling, they shimmered as she stretched them, waving back and forth.

What she wouldn’t give for a quick fly around, but she knew she’d have to remain grounded throughout her stay in Elmira. She wouldn’t risk being seen by anyone unless it was necessary.

Someone knocked on the door. “Sera?” Bastian called. “Are you up?”

Her wings shuddered from her panic. “Yeah, just a minute,” she yelled. She ordered her wings to retract. They flashed changing from the usual pink to an almost translucent silver. Her wings reacted to her emotions. The more nervous she became the harder they were to conceal. Go back in!

“Hurry up, I want to show you something.” His footsteps retreated back down the stairs.

Yeah, and I don’t want to show you these. Oh, why did I let them out? She flexed her wings, hard, causing papers to scatter over the floor from the currents of air.

“Sera, do you want breakfast?” Liana yelled from downstairs.

Her wings continue to flap. What if she couldn’t retract them? No, she wouldn’t think of that. Back, go back.

“Yes, I’ll meet you downstairs.” Sera scrambled through her pack, searching for something that might help.

If he saw her wings, Bas would kill her on sight. She went into the bathroom, turned the shower back on, ordered cold water. She yelped as icy water range down on her. Bone popped again as her wings finally retracted, and she let out a breath.

Bas stood waiting for her at the courtyard. Sera ran a hand through her damp hair that she’d pulled back into a loose knot. “What are we doing today? More training with staffs?” she asked.

Bas shook his head. “No, come with me. There’s someone I want you to meet.”
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Sera still felt her wings fluttering against her spine as she followed Bastian to the mansion lived in by his family. The gleaming white-washed walls of the Novare Manor gleamed in the early morning sun. She couldn’t tell if it was nerves or excitement making her wings flutter. Finally, she’d gained access to the place where she might find clues to the keystone – without even trying to. Excitement yes, but nerves too. She hadn’t brought any of her equipment with her.

“Why are we here?” Sera asked, tucking a lock hair behind her ear.

“You asked me why I hate the fey so much, so I thought I’d show you,” Bas replied.

Sera’s stomach knotted, and her wings vibrated against her spine and rib cage. Why had she asked that? Must keep my emotions in check, she scolded herself. Bas led her through the house. Beautiful stone statues, oil paintings, and weapons adorned the corridors as he led her upstairs, down the hall and into another room. The walls here were decorated with flowers and a mural of the sun rising over the citadel.

A girl sat propped up in bed, her skin so pale it looked almost translucent. Her dark hair fell in loose waves, and she had the same electric blue eyes as Bastian.

Bas smiled, bending to kiss the girl’s forehead. “Morning, sweetie.”

Sera stood unsure of what to do. She could sense sickness wracked the girl’s body yet she
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