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      Phoebe’s hair clip dug into the palms of my hand, biting against my flesh as I gripped it tightly. Worn so close to her skin, the clip still contained her essence, which I had used to track her to this location. Advanced psychometry meant I was able to trace not just her current movements, but her future ones too. It was a skill Beaufort never would’ve reckoned on when he’d forced her to give me the hair clip while I was in the Spirit Realm. But tracing her to this location was only half the battle - we still had to get her out. As usual, Beaufort had been smart. Hiding her in a Sprit Realm army barracks meant we were surrounded by trained enemy fighters.

      As I looked at Audrey, her eyes flickered with ill-disguised worry. Theo shifted from foot to foot as he crouched behind me.

      “There are more of them than we thought,” Hector whispered.

      He wasn’t wrong. We’d had to keep this operation small. Both to stop it from leaking out before we’d had a chance to enact it, and to make it easier to creep into the Spirit Realm without getting caught. I was public enemy number one here. Any Spirit Realm soldier who captured me would get a medal and a big financial reward too. Ishida had argued it was probably better I didn’t come along for that reason. But I was the only one whose psychometry skills were advanced enough to find Phoebe.

      “We can take them,” I breathed, wishing I felt as confident as I sounded.

      “Perhaps we should adjust our strategy?” Audrey said.

      “No. We stick to the plan.” When I saw her blinking at me, I knew I had to give her more. “If we break from the plan last minute, we’ve got more chance of stuffing it up.”

      “Are you sure you can cope with this many at once?”

      I shrugged. “We won’t know until we try.”

      “Trying could get us killed.” Scarlet’s eyes were watery, and her voice trembled.

      Brother Mateo’s voice was calm and measured as he used my formal Druid Realm title. “The Trionoide is right. We are surrounded by enemy soldiers. There is an above average chance that if we abandon our plans or deviate from them, we will get caught. And then death is certain. If we execute the plan, we have a greater chance of surviving.”

      “So, it’s certain death or maybe death.” Theo concluded, glumly.

      “That’s about the size of it, yes.” I slapped him on the back playfully, forcing a cheerful smile onto my face. “Welcome to my world.”

      Audrey took a deep breath as she gritted her teeth and lifted her chin. I knew her well enough by now to know that face. She’d made up her mind. “Alright then, let’s do this.” She rolled up the sleeves of her cloak and flexed her fingers, ready to do some fighting magic.

      I looked around at each of my coven members. “On my count. One…. Two… Three.” I flew into the air, casting my arms outwards in a huge sweeping gesture as I muttered a magic blocking spell. I was careful to direct it forwards, ensuring no magic touched my coven or Brother Mateo behind me. Powerful waves of magic coursed through the night air, knocking out the magic of every witch and wizard who met it. My magic was strong enough to take out the entire barracks. But no spell was perfect. And the limitation of this one was time. It would only last a few minutes and there were plenty more ways to kill a witch than magic - even the famed Trinity witch. Worse still, my magical signature was all over this spell. As soon as it came close to any of the soldiers, they’d know I was here, and they’d be after me.

      The effect was instantaneous. Bham, bham, bham. Gunshots flashed jagged white in the darkness.

      Angry voices shouted gruff commands. The sounds of boots running in my direction punctuated the night air. I dodged behind a large, grounded, flying machine, flattening my body against it as I whipped my head to one side and waited, biding my time. Because I wasn’t the main show. I was a diversion. While I was keeping these bozos busy, my coven would be rescuing Phoebe. That was the plan and we’d agreed to stick to it.

      Now I kept silent, watching as Audrey crouched down and scuttled under a fence, entering the barracks at the most deserted point. Brother Mateo ran at half mast, directly behind her, his hands outstretched, ready to do defensive magic on any spirit witch who crossed his path. Theo followed him. Hector and Scarlet stayed where they were, ready to assist me once the soldiers arrived.

      Their footsteps got nearer, I had less than a few seconds to act. Taking a deep breath, I took to the skies, swooping through the air in figure eight motions, in and out of the clouds in a hail of bullets. I was already too high for the bullets to reach.

      Uh oh.

      Looking down I saw a group of armed wizards flying towards me. The spell blocker had worn off. Increasing speed, I zig-zagged, trying to lose them yet ensuring they followed me. Hector and Scarlet were in pursuit, shooting out spell blockers at each soldier they could. The diversion was working, it was keeping the bulk of the soldiers busy, but we couldn’t keep this up forever. There were just too many of them. As soon as one dropped, another sprung up, hydra-like, in his place. Soaring into a thick cloud, I muttered an incantation, making the intricate hand gestures of a remote viewing spell. The spell would allow me to watch how things were progressing with Phoebe. An image of the room where they were keeping her flashed into my mind as clearly as if it was right in front of me.

      Moonlight streamed into the room and there, bound to a chair and gagged, sat Phoebe Davenport. Every time I saw her she was a little rounder, her pregnancy progressing by the day. Her witch’s sixth sense tingled, and her eyes widened. Although I’d cloaked my presence, with the close bond we shared, she could feel me watching. She started to squirm. My gut tightened. What was that on the floor? I zoomed my inner vision onto the crumpled heap and my breath hitched. Brown curls, a dark raincoat. Theo?

      It looked like him. But where was Audrey? Where was Mateo? I adjusted the spell, searching place-to-place for them. There was no sign, it was as if they’d disappeared into thin air. Time to put my druidic telepathy skills to use. Searching for Mateo in my mind’s eye, I called out to him wordlessly. Mateo, where are you?

      Bham! Another bullet whistled past my ear, and I ducked and barrelled into a wind tunnel. Damnit! It was impossible to communicate telepathically with all this commotion going on. I’d have to find Mateo and Audrey the old-fashioned way.

      Hector flew through a cloud into my vision. “Are you alright?”

      I shook my head. “Something’s gone wrong. I can’t see Audrey or Mateo. And I think Theo’s been hurt, he’s lying on the hangar floor.”

      Hector pursed his lips and furrowed his brow. “Merde!” He swore in French. “It could be a trap.”

      “I know that. I’ve tried to reach Mateo with my thoughts, but I can’t get a fix on him.”

      Scarlet flew up to join us. “What’s going on?”

      Bham, bham bham!

      The volley of rapid gunfire forced us upwards. Whooshing through the sky, we struggled to hear each other over the roaring wind.

      “I’m not sure.” I shouted. “But it looks like Theo’s hurt. And I can’t see Audrey or Mateo.” I swallowed, coming to the only conclusion I could. “We have to go in.”

      “That place will be swarming with soldiers.” Hector shouted back.

      “I know but we can’t leave Theo there.” I winked at him. “I’m the Trinity. If anyone can take on a room full of Spirit wizard soldiers, I can.” I looked at Scarlet. “Listen, as soon as we get in, me and Hector will focus on helping Theo. You hang back, wait until the shit hits the fan. Then, no matter how much trouble we’re in, you make sure you get Phoebe out, got it?”

      Scarlet nodded.

      I took a deep breath and nodded at Hector. “Ready?”

      “Ready.”

      “Alright then. It’s showtime. Let’s circle round and swoop down from the back, that way hopefully we avoid the gunfire.”

      It worked… a little too well. Sailing down to the ground with the barest of sounds, the aircraft hangar Phoebe was in was eerily quiet. If nobody was shooting at us here there could be only one reason - they wanted us to go inside. And yet, even with this knowledge, we had to go in. We simply couldn’t leave Theo.

      Audrey and Mateo had left the door wide open. Moonlight streamed into the vast space, lighting up the only occupant - Phoebe. She sat, squirming, her face turning red as she made unintelligible noises from behind the gag.

      Well, that was nothing a simple spell couldn’t solve. I waved my hands in the air and the gag fell from her mouth.

      “It’s a trap!” She shouted.

      At that moment, ‘Theo’ leapt up off the floor. Except it wasn’t Theo, it was an enemy wizard with the same dark, curly hair. This guy was broader and older. And he wasn’t alone. As a moon amplification spell matured, we saw the full might of our predicament. An army of soldiers, all pointing guns at us. They surrounded us and not just on one level.  The aircraft hangar had metal stairs leading up to two more floors which encircled the large central, ground space. Soldiers stood on every floor, hundreds of them. And from within their midst, the most sickening sight of all.

      Audrey and Mateo with their arms up and guns pointed against the sides of their heads.
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      I raised my arms in the air, walking forward cautiously. “I’m unarmed.” I shouted, keeping my gaze trained on Audrey and Mateo.

      “Me too.” Hector’s voice sounded beside me.

      Scarlet waited just outside the door, concealed by shadows.

      Audrey quailed, her face white as she bit her lip, trying to look brave. Mateo’s face was red, his teeth clenched. He wasn’t used to being vulnerable.

      A door opened on the top level and a grey-haired man stepped out. The uniform he wore marked him out as high-ranking and his breast was covered with medals. His thin lips parted at the same time his already narrow eyes, became cruel slits. “The infamous Bree Ryan. You’re the most wanted war criminal in our Realm.”

      “War criminal?” I spat out the accusation. “On what charge?”

      “Espionage, attempted abduction, treason, regicide…”

      I cut him off “That’s absurd and you know it. Your current leader wanted me to kill the Sanguirife. He planned and ordered it himself!”

      His eyelids flickered. “These excuses are immaterial to your guilt.”

      I rolled my eyes, layering my tone with as much sarcasm as I could. “Of course, they are.” Ignoring the fear fluttering through my insides, I set my face into a glare. I was the Trinity, I could get out of this. “As much as your accusations flatter me, I’m already getting bored. Give us Phoebe and we’ll leave without hurting anyone else.”

      He started to laugh. “You may think you can take us all on, but you can’t, not even with your powers.”

      I couldn’t stop my face from dropping slightly. “I’ll be happy to prove you wrong.”

      He cleared his throat, puffing out his chest in a way that breathed entitlement. “Here is what we demand - your surrender. Immediately and without conditions”.

      “Or what?”

      “Or we kill both of them.”

      The silence was pierced by the echoey dripping of a dank pipe in the corner of the room. Each drip felt like the ticking of a clock.

      I held the commander’s unflinching gaze as I considered our options.

      We were vastly outnumbered. The air was heavy with a rust-like, metallic scent, revealing the Spirit Realm had swelled their ranks with vampires - most likely Draculs. Yet I wasn’t deterred. Fear had been such a constant bedfellow over the past few weeks, I’d almost begun to thrive on it. That tell-tale coldness spreading through my belly and over my flesh was now barely distinguishable from the accompanying rush of adrenaline. But there was another reason for my calmness. Because, as I surveyed the scene it occurred to me that the Spirit Realm wasn’t taking any chances with me…. Or Phoebe. They must think I was really dangerous to have risked so many men on one petite Irish woman….

      A glorious rush of power shot up my centre and I arched an eyebrow, curling my lips up at one side. Because they were right. I was dangerous.

      “I’d like to see you try.” I replied, my voice gravelly as I cast both arms out wide. The spells were simple, executing both together, and ensuring they hit every soldier, was the complex part.

      But that’s why I was the Trinity.

      My magic engulfed the entire room, levitating the guns into the air as the other spell blocked only spirit magic. It only lasted seconds so I’d have to make it count.

      Soaring to the rooftop, I delivered a deadly dark magic arc across one group of soldiers, watching in satisfaction as they clutched at their necks and sank to the floor, their faces turning purple.

      With guns no longer pointed at them, Mateo and Audrey wasted no time in taking on their captors.

      Flexing her shoulders, Audrey inhaled a cloud of arcana. Only Arcane witches or druids like me, with arcane powers, could detect this arcana. The vampires Audrey had just stolen power from had no idea of the fury that was about to be unleashed on them. Like a supersonic she-devil, she bulldozed through the infantry, annihilating anyone she encountered. Necks were snapped. Hearts were ripped out of chests. Heads were pulled off bodies. It was an impressive bloodbath and so unlike her normal, ladylike demeanour.

      “That’s what happens when you get drunk on the arcana of Draculs.” I breathed. The arcana was as savage and evil as the vampires she’d taken it from and had filled her with the type of brute force and blood lust that was on another level.

      Beside me, Hector flew through the air, absorbing arcana before punching and kicking his way through soldier after soldier. Withdrawing his arcane knives from inside his designer trench coat, he effortlessly dispatched two vampires at once, his coordination and reflexes amplified to unnatural levels.

      I summoned an elemental fire spell, and it surged out of me in an incontrollable torrent, almost setting the entire hangar on fire.

      Luckily, Mateo was an expert. Tempering the blaze, he steered it across the room towards a group of spirit wizards on the third floor. They screamed, jumping over each other in their efforts to escape. One or two of them jumped over the balcony, their bones snapping as they hit the floor. Blood-curdling cries leaving their mouths.

      The smell of charred flesh filled the air, making me wretch. The scene of carnage sickened me, and I winced. Some of these soldiers were barely out of teenage. And they were fighting a war they’d get no benefit from winning. But I didn’t have time to ruminate. My magic blocking spell was wearing off. I could feel its essence dissipating.

      Whipping my head around, I saw Scarlet sneaking Phoebe out.

      But she was too late.

      The spell had worn off.

      I turned back to see the commander’s sadistic grin. I could only guess what would happen next. And I wasn’t wrong. Dark magic filled the air, sending shards of pain crackling over my skin like static electricity mixed with acid. The excruciating pain was all consuming. I fell to the floor, barely able to concentrate on my magic or keep my eyes open as I clawed at my neck. It felt like I was on fire. The sharp pain of my nails breaking skin was a relief compared to the dark magic assault. In the recesses of my mind, I knew this was what they wanted - to take me out, eliminate the most powerful one in the room. But I couldn’t do anything about it. Even with all my power, I was as susceptible to a dark magic attack as anyone else. And the enemy knew that.

      Gritting my teeth, I forced my eyelids open. Through a blurred haze, I saw the rest of my coven similarly incapacitated.

      Shit! Pull yourself together, Bree!

      I was the leader of this group. And I couldn’t let my coven down, they were depending on me. I had to get it together, right now!

      Taking a deep breath, I staggered to my feet, swaying as I tried to steady myself. It was torture. The magical waves grew more intense higher up.

      I could only imagine what this attack was doing to Phoebe. Didn’t the commander care that they could be harming the baby? I turned to check on her.

      Big mistake.

      The combination of dark magic and worry caused me to lose my grip on my levitation spell and the guns fell to the floor, easily retrieved by the soldiers who had wielded them. And what was worse, the spicy essence of spirit magic hit my nostrils. I immediately recognised the spell - it was a broad spectrum spell blocker. And it had hit me full frontal.

      Now I was as vulnerable as a human, in an aircraft hangar packed with enemy soldiers who all had their guns pointed at me.
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      “You’re out of options Ryan,” the commander bellowed, his tone turning smug as he added, “now, we’ll execute all of you.”

      Fear immobilised me and I struggled to swallow as the air left my lungs. Icy wind blew through the open door, sending dust and grit billowing into the vast hall. But I kept my eyes trained on the enemy surrounding me, my mind racing. No matter which way I looked at it, the commander was right - we were out of options. A shiver ran down my spine as the terrible thought hit me.

      We’re all about to die.

      There was no way I was surrendering. The thought of that dickweed Beaufort getting his hands on me again covered me in cold, clammy sweat. I’d rather die than succumb to that fate. Bracing myself, I took a deep breath as I waited for the inevitable. What would being perforated with bullets feel like? I could only imagine it hurt like bejesus. Time slowed down. I thought about my family at home. I thought about Nik. And I thought about Mam, I’d be joining her soon. Well, if I was about to die, I may as well go out in a blaze of glory. Yeah, I’d move alright, I’d take out as many of these sons of bitches as possible before I breathed my last. Now… how to begin? Could I reach the silver daggers inside my jacket pockets and fling them at two soldiers before they shot me? …

      Bham, bham, bham, bham!

      “What the?…” I instinctively ducked as a volley of gunfire erupted from behind.

      Whipping my head around, what I saw made me almost cry tears of joy. Positioned behind steel columns, pieces of machinery and vehicles were Kevlar-clad fighters. I took stock of the guns they carried, the walkie talkies and boots and I recognised every detail. I knew exactly whose side they were on - ours. And one of them in particular was very, very familiar.

      Nik.

      The Spirit Realm soldiers returned fire immediately, but the intrusion had given us time to get to safety. I scuttled behind a parked truck, keeping my head down as I watched the fight.

      Wearing full bullet-proof armour including helmet and goggles, Nik ran from behind a steel column to where I was hiding, as another of the Ahimsas covered him.

      “Are you alright?” he asked, panting as he crouched down next to me.

      “Just about.” I nodded.

      Bham, bham, bham. A soldier opposite fired at us and we ducked.

      Nik waited until he’d finished then popped up and returned fire.

      “Aargh!” The soldier cried out before slumping to the floor, dead.

      Turning back to Nik, a surge of anger rippled through me. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Oh, that’s just charming, isn’t it. No ‘thank you for saving our lives, Nik’, no ‘thank God you arrived when you did’?”

      I swallowed, feeling my face grow warm. “You’re right, I’m sorry. Thank you. We were… in a tight spot, I must admit. I got hit by a magic blocking spell.”

      “Hang on.” He inched up and fired a few shots. “Damnit! I missed.” He dipped down again, and we both sank down further as the enemy returned fire.

      Once the assault was over, it was time for more questions. “How did you even know where to find us?”

      “I had a bad feeling about this plan, so I had Viv put a tracker and bug in your bag.”

      My jaw dropped open. “Some people would say that tracking and bugging your girlfriend is controlling behaviour.”

      He blinked at me, no hint of remorse on his face. “And I’d do it again tomorrow and every day after that, if it saves your life.”

      Bham, bham, bham, bham, bham.

      Another soldier started firing at us.

      “We’ve got to get out of here.” Nik took off his helmet and wiped his forehead, his eyes darting left and right. “I’ll be out of bullets soon.” He put his helmet back on, securing it under the chin with a strap.

      Some of my coven had already made it out. I couldn’t see Phoebe anywhere. In the chaos of gunfire, she’d disappeared. “Did you see Phoebe on your way in?”

      He shook his head. “If she’s not here anymore, maybe one of the others got her out?”

      I swore under my breath. “We can’t leave without her, that would make this entire mission a failure.”

      “I consider it a success you’re not dead.”

      “Well, I doubt Davenport will see it that way when I return home without his daughter.”

      Bham, bham, bham, bham.

      I cocooned my head with my arms, acutely aware that the truck was becoming less of a shield as it was filled by more and more holes. But as I straightened up again, I felt a blessed tingling in my fingers. I knew that feeling. My magic was returning. Right, time to find out where she was. Weaving my fingers in the air, I made a runic communication spell, sending out a general message to all my coven, including Mateo.

      Where is Phoebe?

      The response came swiftly. We have her. Get out of there.

      “Phoebe’s safe. Let’s go.” Sweeping my arms over the entire hall, I conducted two spells simultaneously. The left arm was a spirit magic blocking spell, taking out the spirit powers of anyone in the vicinity. With my right arm, I performed a malfunction spell. It would cause the weapons they carried to stop working either by jamming or backfiring for a few minutes. It wasn’t perfect, the vampires in their ranks would pursue us with lethal ground speed.

      But with Nik by my side, I was confident I could run faster.

      Sucking in his arcana, power rippled through my nerve endings. My muscles grew and my lungs filled with oxygen. I felt like a titan, stronger than any God.

      Arching an eyebrow, I looked at Nik. “Time to leave.” We locked hands and sprinted, reaching the door in less than a second, reaching the external fences in less than ten. With a running leap, I cleared the ten foot tall fence, hitting the ground with a thud that normally would’ve hurt. Armed with borrowed vampire power I barely felt it.

      Where are you? I reached out in my mind to Mateo, listening carefully for his reply. It was harder for me to interpret telepathic messages when I was stressed. Having a Spirit Realm army after me wasn’t exactly a walk in the park.

      We’re at the rendezvous point.

      I felt myself relax, nervous energy leaving my body. We’ll see you there.

      Sprinting through the night, with Nik by my side, I smiled, allowing myself to revel in the thrill of victory for a moment. We had set off to rescue Phoebe. And, against the odds, we’d done it.

      But we wouldn’t have done it without the Ahimsas.

      We made a good team. What they lacked in magic, they made up for in advanced technology - something neither the Arcane Realm nor the Spirit Realm had. Forming an alliance with them made sense to me. But I knew it would be a hard sell not just to the rest of the Arcane Realm populace, but to Davenport and Ishida too. Even my coven had taken a while to get comfortable with the idea of teaming up with vampires.

      But now they’d helped us rescue Phoebe, would that change? Could I convince the Arcane Realm authorities to let the Ahimsas join this war and fight on our side?

      Yet there was something troubling me even more than this question. The Spirit Realm had been ready for us in that aircraft hangar. How did they know we were coming?

      Bile rose up my throat as I considered the terrible possibility that we had a traitor in the group.
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      “I’m sorry, Bree. I can see how much this means to you, but my answer is still no. The Arcane Realm is not ready for an alliance with vampires, the voting public would never accept it.”

      I slammed my hands down on the desk, staring Davenport straight in the eyes as I narrowed mine. “That’s all you care about isn’t it? Your precious political career.”

      He raised his voice. “And the safety of the people I serve. How do you know these Ahimsas are vegans? You’ve got nothing to go on except what they’ve told you.”

      “I know what I’ve seen. And I know what my witch’s sixth sense tells me. These are the good guys. Their aims are the same as ours. And we wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for them.” I lowered my voice. “Your daughter wouldn’t be here either.”

      Davenport sighed, putting his head in his hands as he rubbed his temples. “Leave Phoebe out of this.”

      “How can I? She’s at the centre of this and has been from the moment Beaufort put a baby in her belly.”

      Davenport flinched, his fingers tightening on the armrests of his chair.

      I’d hit a nerve. Perhaps I should’ve chosen my words more carefully. But I’d never been one to pussyfoot around an issue. And if Phoebe’s Dad was feeling triggered, I could use it to my advantage. So instead of backing off I leaned in further. “She’s not safe as long as that man walks the earth. You know it and I know it. The only way to secure her safety is by annihilating the Draculs and all who support them. They are the real threat here, even more so than the Spirit Realm.”

      His eyelids flickered and a vein in the side of his head bulged. Oh yeah, he was feeling the pressure alright.

      Now I stayed quiet, watching him. This was a crucial moment. I felt like he was about to crack, but if I overdid it, he might change his mind. I had to make him feel like this was his decision.

      “I…”

      I held my breath, watching his face soften. This was it, he was about to agree. I could feel it in my bones.

      Knock, knock, knock

      “May I come in?” Ishida’s voice sounded through the door. Not waiting for a reply, he strode into the office.

      Damnit! I swore under my breath.

      “Agent Ryan.” He nodded to me before handing a file to Davenport. “This is the report you requested.” His gaze flicked from me to Davenport and back to me again. “Am I interrupting something?”

      “No.” Davenport replied.

      “Yes.” I replied simultaneously.

      Ishida’s brow furrowed, confusion clouding his features. “What were you discussing?”

      I looked at Davenport, waiting for him to explain.

      When he shifted in his chair and avoided my gaze, I rolled my eyes and blurted it out. “I think we should ally with the Ahimsas.”

      Ishida looked at me as if I’d gone mad, then when he realised I was serious, his eyes popped out before he burst out laughing. “You’re not joking.”

      “No.”

      His laughter continued. It was as if I’d just suggested abandoning all my earthly possessions to join an end-of-days cult.

      “What’s so funny? They have skills that we don’t have.”

      “Like what?”

      “Advanced weaponry, on-the-field vampire intelligence, advanced technology.”

      “All of those things we can easily replicate with magic.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Our magic didn’t tell us that the Spirit Realm was ready and waiting for us in that aircraft hangar.”

      “Did the Ahimsas know that?”

      I pursed my lips. “They knew where we were and if we’d involved them more from the start, they probably could’ve found out the Spirit Realm’s plans.”

      “How do you envision this working? We simply roll out the red carpet and let them into the Realm? How do you think that would go down with the local population?”

      “That’s what I told her.” Davenport chimed in.

      “We don’t have to invite them into the Realm until the final phases. We can do all our tactical planning and preparation in the human world.”

      Ishida steam-rolled on, ignoring my objections, “and they can’t fly. They’d slow us down.”

      “We have magical flying machines. They don’t need to fly. And what we can gain in strength and power by absorbing their arcana on the battlefield can give us the edge we need.”

      “We can already absorb the arcana of enemy vampires, the Spirit Realm always has plenty among their ranks.”

      I closed my eyes, sticking to my position. “If we get attacked by obsidian gas or magic blocking spells, we’re useless, more vulnerable than humans. Adding vampires to our ranks makes just as much sense as allying with other witches. It diversifies our powers, only making us stronger.”

      “The only reason you want to bring them in is so that you can spend more time with your boyfriend.”

      “How dare you!” I shouted. “I’ve risked my life again and again for this Realm. What I care most about is protecting those I love. That’s why I’m fighting this war. That’s why I’m determined to end Beaufort’s reign of terror. And that’s why I want the Ahimsas to join us. My relationship with Nik has nothing to do with this and never has.”

      There was a tense pause, filled only by the ticking of a wall clock.

      Davenport broke the silence first. “Bree, we’re never going to agree to this. Quite honestly it wouldn’t be our decision anyway.”

      My mouth dropped open. Was he seriously telling me I’d just wasted time on this conversation? “You’re the most senior officials in the land. If you can’t make a call on this, who the hell can?”

      “Something of this magnitude would have to go through the High Council and get sign off from the queen.”

      I inhaled deeply, clenching my jaw. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “We’re a nation of vampire-hunters. That is central to who we are. Changing that is not something that can happen overnight.”

      As I looked at him, a kernel of hope rose within me. Because he wouldn’t be telling me this if he wasn’t softening in his position. Deep down he knew he owed the Ahimsas big time for rescuing his beloved only child. He was still saying no but in a way that also offered me a game plan for what moves to make next. Basically, all I had to do was convince the High Council and the queen this was a good idea.

      But how would I do that when I knew next to nothing about each council member and even less about the monarch?
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      The next day me and my coven sat around the large, round, polished oak table of the Arcane Realm war room. This was where Davenport, Ishida and other high-level generals came to discuss strategy. I’d been summoned here a few times before, sometimes with Audrey but never with my whole coven.

      “It’s a bit rich, ordering us to get here on time and then being late themselves.” Theo protested, strumming his fingers on the shiny wood. The noise echoed through the sparsely furnished room.

      “It’s the way they operate.” Hector mused. “Powerful men prefer to keep people waiting. It’s a strategy of control.”

      Audrey rolled her eyes. “I highly doubt it. Davenport and Ishida are far too busy to play those kinds of mind games. They probably just got held up.”

      Mateo was the only one who seemed unconcerned about the time. When he’d first arrived in the Realm, I’d found it irritating having him shadow me, but I no longer minded. It was comforting, especially since I had more than a few enemies who’d love to see me dead…. Beaufort…. Conor…. Most of the Spirit Realm… It was a rapidly increasing list.

      Scarlet looked at her watch. “We’re going to miss the next lecture too at this rate and…” she broke off her sentence, straightening up in her chair as we all did, at the sound of approaching footsteps in the corridor outside.

      Brother Mateo immediately stood up. I made a half-hearted attempt to do likewise before sitting back down again when I realised nobody else was following suit.

      Davenport entered, accompanied by Muriel, his secretary. Immaculately dressed, in a beige twin suit and string of pearls, she carried a stack of files which she placed in front of the seat at the head of the table.

      Hector eyed her suit then leaned over to Audrey and audibly whispered. “Vintage Chanel, superb!” His French accent always sounded heavier when he was discussing designer clothing.

      Behind Muriel, two soldiers strode in, followed by General Ishida who closed the door behind him.

      Davenport picked up one of the folders and opened it, addressing us without looking up. “Good afternoon.” Lifting his gaze, he noticed Mateo still standing. “Please take a seat.” His gaze followed the monk as he sat down again.

      Davenport flicked through a couple of pages before turning to Muriel. “Very good, you may leave.”

      She nodded her head. “Thank you, Sir.” She left the room, her court shoes clacking into the distance in the corridor outside.

      “Thank you for coming. You must all be wondering what you’re doing here.” He looked at each of us before settling on me. “General Ishida and I talked further after our discussion with you yesterday and…” he paused. “We agree that the Realm needs allies.”

      My heart soared and I shot to my feet. “You’ve reconsidered my proposal!”

      He put his hand out, “not exactly.”

      My face fell and I sank back down again.

      “As you know the Spirit Realm has greater numbers. We need the other witch realms fighting on our side. We can’t hope to win this war without them.”

      Audrey cocked her head to one side. “You mean the Elemental Realm and the Druid Realm?”

      “Correct.” Davenport nodded.

      Brother Mateo raised his hand. “If I may…”

      “You don’t need to raise your hand to speak in here, just say what is on your mind.”

      “Thank you, Sir. The Druid Realm will never agree to join a war outside of its borders.”

      “Why not? Surely they know that the Spirit Realm won’t stop at us. If they defeat us, they’ll move onto the other witch realms.”

      Mateo shook his head. “It’s impossible to enter the Druid Realm unless a witch carries druid blood.”

      “That’s not true.” I interrupted. “The Spirit Realm ambassador used dark magic to enter the Druid Realm more than once.”

      “But he was a dark wizard of unmatched skill and experience. It is unlikely there are others who share his level of mastery.”

      “I agree, he was one of the best, if not the best. But I can think of someone else who already shares his skills - his former student, Conor McGinty. The same scumbag who now sits on the Spirit Realm throne.”

      Mateo blinked at me. “I do not disagree with you. But the clan matriarchs of the Druid Realm will never agree to sending their warriors off to fight in a foreign war between two foreign witch nations. They would rather wait until the Spirit Realm attacks them directly - if that day ever comes.”

      I sighed. “That’s pretty bloody selfish. What about if the Trionoide herself petitions them?”

      He thought for a moment. “Your word adds weight, that I admit, but it is not enough.”

      Ishida leaned forward, looking the monk in the eye. “What would be enough?”

      Mateo scratched his chin. “Perhaps if this was a witch world war.”

      The general raised an eyebrow. “You mean if all the other witch nations were involved.”

      Mateo nodded. “Then the matriarchs would see that they are directly threatened. They would feel compelled to pick a side.”

      “And surely the side they’d pick would be the one that had the Trinity in it?” I asked.

      “Yes I believe so.”

      Davenport clapped his hands together. “Then all you need to do is convince the Elemental Realm to ally with us.”

      Audrey’s face blanched. “What do you mean, all you?”

      “That’s why you’re here, Agent Lavery.” He raised his hands, gesturing to all of us. “You are our most talented agents.”

      Scarlet’s face was one of bewilderment. “We’re not really agents. We haven’t even finished academy training yet.”

      “That doesn’t matter. There’s more to this than experience.” He sat down, squaring his expression. “The mission you recently completed to rescue Phoebe….” His eyes became dewy. “I’ve never seen such synchronicity in a team before.” He turned his gaze on me. “Your coven functions as if with one mind, one heart.”

      I had a distinct impression he was flattering us, and I had a horrible feeling I knew why. “All the other squads have turned you down, haven’t they?”

      He sucked his teeth as his face settled into a scowl. “Those other useless scrubs haven’t got half the heart you youngsters have.”

      Audrey looked aghast. “Can agents do that? Can they turn you down?”

      Ishida shifted uncomfortably. “They get court-martialled but…”

      Her eyes widened. “They can!”

      Hector’s voice was dry. “You’re sending us on a death mission, aren’t you?”

      “No! Not at all. No more so than rescuing my daughter was.”

      Theo raised a finger. “That did almost get us all killed.”

      “Almost but not.” Davenport interjected.

      Audrey pursed her lips. “I’m not doing it. Court-martial me if you like. I’d rather be in prison than dead.” She folded her arms, turning her face away.

      I was genuinely impressed by the strength of her feeling. Especially since she was such a rule-keeper. If she wasn’t prepared to do this, there was no chance the rest of the coven would be. Even I had my doubts, and I was the Trinity!

      Davenport paused, weighing up his words carefully. “What do you think will happen if we don’t get allies on our side, hmm? Just picture it now. The Spirit Realm wins, tanks roll through our land, Conor, bloody McGinty ascends to the throne. Sanquistism is installed as our national religion! Hugh Beaufort sits at his right hand!”

      The very name sent a spear of hatred shooting through my centre and I sprang to my feet as blood rushed to my face. “He’s right, we have no choice.”

      My entire coven knew just want a powerful reaction that man created within me. I couldn’t control it. When I thought of him, rage consumed me.

      Theo walked over and touched my forearm gently. “I’ve read up on the Elemental Realm extensively. They have been trade partners with the Spirit Realm for years. Their economy is deeply bound up in the fortunes of the Spirit Realm.”

      I breathed deeply, relaxing my jaw to take in what he was saying.

      “Theo’s right,” Audrey agreed. “There’s a good chance the Elemental Realm are already helping the Spirit Realm behind the scenes. They’re concealing it to avoid an open conflict with us but…”

      Davenport shook his head. “Our assets on the ground in the Elemental Realm assure us that the territory is still neutral. They trade with the Spirit Realm, but they haven’t joined them in this conflict.”

      “So why would they join us?”

      “The fact they are trade partners makes them even more vulnerable to conquest than we are. Yes, we’re historic enemies of the Spirit Realm but as soon as we’ve been conquered, the Elemental Realm will be next. Sultan Abir is no fool, he will be well aware of that, and he’ll already be considering his options.”

      Ishida took over. “All you need to do is show him that allying with us is his best option.” His voice grew sombre. “God forbid they do decide to ally with the Spirit Realm before we get to them. Then we’re doomed.”

      His words sent a chill down my spine and my throat went dry. Because he was right. The future of the entire world rested on us winning this war.

      “Will you accept the assignment?” Davenport’s shoulders slumped, a look of defeat in his eye.

      I already knew what my answer was, but I wasn’t the one who needed convincing. “I’m in.” I answered, assuredly.

      “I go where you go,” Brother Mateo replied.

      I looked at Audrey. Between us, she was the most senior agent. But as the Trinity, I now ranked higher. Since my arrival in the Realm, she’d become almost like my partner. And I needed her as my second in command. Plus, I knew that if she agreed, the rest of the coven would follow suit.

      “Come on Audrey. You know what the stakes are here.”

      “This could get us all killed.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe. But we’ll die anyway if the Spirit Realm wins.”

      She breathed in deeply, looking at the ceiling. My logic was unavoidable, and she was an intelligent woman. “Fine. I’m in.”

      The rest of the coven fell in like a row of dominoes, muttering their begrudging acceptance of the most dangerous and difficult mission to date.

      This was it. Time to finally take down the Spirit Realm and Beaufort…

      …Or die trying.
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      The next day, Mateo had agreed to give me and my coven training in how to connect with our familiars. Summoning familiars had become a lost art in the Arcane Realm but in the Druid Realm it was so common that everyone had a familiar. This spirit, which normally took on animal or insect form, acted as an intermediary between the subtle and physical worlds, creating stronger magical powers in witches. As we were preparing for the most dangerous mission we’d done to date, we needed all the power we could muster. Plus, after getting the Elemental Realm on our side, we’d have to travel to the Druid Realm. A bunch of witches walking around without familiars would attract too much attention there.

      “To connect with your familiar is to reach into the deepest recesses of your mind and discover who you really are.” Mateo stood in the middle of the circle we’d formed, pacing slowly with his hands behind his back. “And in your case Trionoide, it will make you invincible even against spell blockers.” His hard-heeled boots clipped on the floor, echoing through the training hall we sat in. The hall was the largest of the rooms at the Internal Investigations Unit secret underground headquarters. A moon amplification spell lent an eerie bluish light to our faces.

      Audrey clapped her hands together, giggling with delight as a pure white peacock appeared on the ground in front of her. It shook out its tail feathers, tickling her nose before it receded into the darkness again. Trust her to get this right first try.

      Scarlet wasn’t as lucky. She sighed exasperatedly and opened her eyes. “This is too hard! If familiars are so important, where is yours?” She blinked pointedly at Mateo.

      He arched an eyebrow and breathed, “Llewellyn.” Giant wings unfurled out of his back and a reptilian head crested behind his own. Black, slitted eyes blinked at us, and a forked tongue hissed as the dragon reared up from within my monk mentor.

      Scarlet recoiled. “Jeez! Is that thing always inside you?”

      Mateo nodded. “I keep him hidden in this realm, so I do not attract attention, but Llewellyn is always with me. He reveals his form when I call for him.”

      “Does he breathe fire?” I asked.

      “No but he is the reason I am adept at elemental magic. I draw my strength from him. Conceal.” Mateo breathed the command and Llewellyn’s form melted back inside his master’s body.

      I looked around the room. Scarlet’s jaw was still slack. Hector’s eyes were wide. Theo looked like a boy who had just been given a real-life light sabre for his birthday. Even Audrey was impressed. Joshua sat across from me. I caught his eye briefly and felt myself blush before looking away. As he’d been to the Druid Realm with me before, and had experience of the culture and location, Davenport had insisted he join the mission from the start. I would’ve preferred he didn’t. I could do without the distraction of our complicated relationship. Everything had changed with that kiss. It had happened in a cellar, hiding from enemy bombs at the start of the war, just before I’d left to go on the mission to the Spirit Realm.

      That kiss…My mind instantly went back to that moment, the feel of his warm lips so soft and full. The sweet smell of his breath. His stubble brushing against my cheek. His chest pressing against my….

      “Well?” Mateo stood blinking at me.

      Oh shit! He’d clearly asked me a question and I had no idea what it was. I reached out into his thoughts, trying to get a clue and hit up against an impenetrable wall that gave me an instant headache.

      “Ow!” I rubbed my temples.

      “Attempting to use telepathy to disguise the fact you were not listening is incredibly impolite Trionoide!” His face was thunderous. If there was one thing Mateo couldn’t stand, it was rudeness.

      “How did you block me like that? I didn’t even know that was possible.”

      “And now you are trying to change the subject.” He sighed. “Have you noticed an animal frequently appearing in your dreams, since you began the practice of conscious dreaming?”

      Ah, that was why he was asking me not the others. I was a conscious dreamer. Since teaching me how to become aware I was dreaming within the dream, Mateo had often helped me analyse the messages that came to me in dreams. But this was the first time he’d asked this question.

      I thought for a moment. “I don’t think so.”

      “Are you sure? Perhaps this animal is not obvious. It may seem to be so commonplace that you have dismissed it as irrelevant.”

      Now it seemed like he was reading my mind. “If you know what it is, why don’t you just tell me?”

      “I do not know what it is.”

      I crossed my arms. “Then why the insinuations?”

      “I suspect what it might be. But if I make a suggestion there is a danger you will leap upon it when it could be wrong. You must unearth your familiar yourself, with no help from another. Perhaps you should read your journal and…”

      “Wait a minute.” I held one finger up. Because it had suddenly come to me. “There is one animal I’ve seen several times in dreams.”

      Mateo’s face perked up. “And is this creature one you have also encountered often in real life. Perhaps you feel close to it - an affinity even?”

      I cocked my head to one side. “I wouldn’t say I have an affinity, but I do see it often - but then so does everyone. Cats are very common to see around.”

      Mateo’s eyes flashed. “The cat! Yes, it makes perfect sense.”

      “It does?” I raised one eyebrow.

      “Yes. You may not see it in yourself. Perhaps the rest of your coven can illuminate you.” He turned to the group. “What qualities does a cat have which Bree shares.”

      “She’s reckless but always seems to land on her feet.” Audrey replied, dryly, the corner of her mouth turning up with the hint of a smile.

      “She definitely has nine lives alright,” Scarlet joined in.

      “But cats are small and puny, not powerful at all.” I objected.

      Theo shook his head. “You’re wrong. Relative to their small body size, cats are very strong, agile and stealthy. I think you’re all those things.”

      “And they guard their territory fiercely. Cats are independent but they can be very protective of their owners.” Hector had shared with me how fond he was of cats. It was no surprise to hear him jumping to their defence here.

      “Protective of their source of food more likely,” I chuckled.

      “Which is something else you have in common.” Audrey replied dryly.

      I gave her side eye. I wasn’t sure I wanted this animal as a familiar. “Is there any way of changing my familiar?”

      Mateo’s face was as if I’d sworn at his mother. “Changing? Absolutely not. That is impossible and deeply insulting to the animal spirit that has so graciously offered itself to you.”

      “But you’ve got a dragon! That’s so cool! Why can’t I have something like that? Or at least a lion or jaguar… Domestic cats are… well, they’re boring.”

      “The Ancient Egyptians didn’t think so,” Audrey began. “They worshipped cats as physical representations of the god Baal. And they believed cats were magical creatures that could walk between Realms, kind of like how you flit between the human world and witch realms, don’t you think?”

      “All witches do that.”

      “Your reluctance to accept this creature and welcome it into your life is the reason why it has not manifested into your physical reality yet.” Mateo’s voice reverberated through the room. “Animal allies are a gift from the mother goddess. Open your heart to the cat and it will imbue you with its magical riches.”

      “I already have magical riches, I’m the Trinity.” I muttered under my breath. But I knew there was no sense in arguing with him. Mateo had decreed the cat was my familiar and that was that. And as much as I hated to admit it, the guy had an annoying habit of turning out to be right about things.

      His tone darkened and his eyes met mine. “Ignore it and it will desert you and never return.”

      An empty dull ache spread across the pit of my belly. It was the feeling of anticipated grief. Despite my objections, the thought of the cat abandoning me horrified me on a level deeper than what my conscious mind understood. It was as if I was a young child again, thinking of what it would feel like to lose a parent. I now knew the pain of that and didn’t want to experience it ever again. I swallowed back the knot that had formed in my throat. “Alright. I… I’ll give it a try.”

      “Start tonight. Before you go to sleep, ask cat to come to you in a dream. Then embrace it.”

      “Now, onto you Scarlet.”

      Mateo’s voice burbled away in the background as I retreated into my own thoughts. Another day, another magical feat to achieve. When would life start to get easier? The answer came to me immediately - when I’d defeated the Spirit Realm and killed Beaufort. I couldn’t rest until that day. But was I up to the task? Now that Beaufort had Conor firmly within his ranks, and an army larger than mine, he was stronger than ever. That’s why I had to make this mission work. Without allies bolstering our numbers, the Arcane Realm would be finished - and the human world with it.
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      A couple of days later, I hadn’t yet managed to summon cat in my dreams. I had to keep trying but tonight I had other things on my mind. I was back in the human world at Nik’s flat. He’d invited Frank and Agota around for dinner. I still wasn’t sure if this was the best or worst idea I’d ever had. But I was fed up with keeping the two most important men in my life apart from each other. After almost losing Frank, I’d decided enough was enough. Nik could easily pretend to be human - he’d spent decades perfecting it and had fooled me for weeks when we’d first started dating.

      “Nice place.” Frank looked around the hallway as Nik led him and Agota through to the lounge.

      “Thanks, I like it.”

      I followed Nik, smiling to hide my nerves.

      “How long have you lived here?”

      “Five years. Although I don’t spend as much time here as I’d like.”

      “Nik’s working hours at the hospital…” I explained, my voice squeaking awkwardly at the end.

      “What are you cooking? It smells nice.”

      Nik’s eyes lit up. He loved cooking, even though he wouldn’t eat any of it. “It’s a special lamb curry dish from my hometown. Served with saffron rice and lady fingers.”

      Agota blanched. “Lady what?!”

      Nik laughed, realising his mistake “I mean okra, that’s what you call them here, right?”

      Agota laughed nervously. “Yes, I think so.”

      Frank chuckled and kissed her forehead. He was so affectionate with her, it was sweet. Worlds apart from how I’d seen him with previous girlfriends.

      “Can I get you something to drink? Wine, beer, water?…”

      “I’ll have a glass of wine please.” Agota replied.

      “Just water for me please,” Frank replied.

      “Still or sparkling?”

      Frank looked surprised. “Sparkling please, would be great.” Frank raised his eyes at me with a look that said, ‘impressive’, as Nik walked out.

      “Wine please.” I sure needed it tonight.

      Nik returned with the drinks and handed one to each of us. Then he walked back to get his own water.

      “Cheers.” Frank clinked his glass bottle of mineral water against Nik’s, maintaining eye contact like a police detective assessing his witness. “You’re not drinking?”

      “I’m not really a drinker. The occasional whiskey, nothing more than that.”

      “Why’s that then?”

      “I’m just not into it. I like to keep myself healthy. I’ve seen what alcohol does to the body - take a seat.” Nik gestured to the couch and armchairs.

      “Oh yeah? Have you actually operated on people who…” Frank’s voice trailed off, not sure how to finish his sentence.

      “Who have cirrhotic livers? Oh yes. Alcohol is a very common reason people end up in the O.R unfortunately. And when I was at medical school, we did dissections on people who had lost their lives to alcoholism.” He sipped his water pensively.

      Frank’s expression grew sombre. I knew his mind was returning to our childhood with an alcoholic father. We’d both made a fragile sort of peace with Dad but the path to forgiveness hadn’t been easy, for either of us. Frank’s eyes were far away as he murmured. “It causes so much suffering. That’s why I don’t drink.” He sipped his water. “We only get one body and I intend to keep mine in the best shape possible for as long as I live.”

      “Very wise.” Nik replied. “I understand you’re a Personal Trainer. Do you also compete?”

      “At body building, you mean?”

      Nik nodded.

      “No. I’ve thought about it. But it’s too extreme for me. I’m more of a functional trainer. You lift weights, right?”

      “Three times a week. I even dabbled a bit in body building when I was younger.”

      “No way! Have you got photos?”

      Nik blushed and batted his hand away. “Not anymore. I lost them when I moved over here.”

      Frank frowned. “Didn’t you back them up?”

      “I lost the drive too.” Nik replied a little too quickly.

      Most likely the photos had been physical hard copies… in black and white! He changed the subject. “Bree tells me your client base is full, with a waiting list.”

      Frank gave a crooked smile. “Yeah, I do alright. But it’s lots of very early mornings and late evenings. It makes it hard finding time for…” he looked at Agota briefly and then back at Nik, “… well, for things like this.”

      “I know the feeling.” Nik’s eyes met mine before looking back at Frank. “In a way, we’re both shift workers.”

      Frank broke into a warm smile. “I guess you’re right.”

      As the conversation flowed, I felt my shoulders relax. This was going far better than expected. I was right, this had been a good idea. Now Frank would see Nik as totally normal - which he was… if you didn’t know about the vampire part.

      “I’ll just go and stir the food.” Nik got up, leaving us alone.

      “He seems nice,” Frank commented. He was being unusually accepting. Something seemed to have changed in him since his recent brush with death and since Dad had come back into our lives. Frank seemed less protective of me now. Maybe he’d finally realised I was a grown up and could look after myself.

      My gaze settled on the table and my thoughts shifted to how me and Nik had made use of that table for an entirely different purpose earlier in the day. I felt a blush spread across my cheeks and suppressed a giggle as I brought my mind back to the present. While I’d taken a nap, Nik had set it up beautifully with elegant matching plates, flowers and candles. A wooden bowl filled with chopped, fresh salad was already on the table. He was going all out to impress. A warm, fuzzy feeling washed over me. He wouldn’t go to all this trouble if he didn’t love me.

      The delicious smell intensified, and Nik walked back in holding a large casserole dish which he placed on the table. Then he walked back to get another dish full of steaming rice. “Dinner is served.” We all got up and moved over to the dining table.

      Nik sat down next to me. “I’ll let you serve yourselves as I don’t know how hungry you are. Take as much as you like, there’s plenty.” Nik took my hand and twinkled his eyes at me.

      I smiled back at him. “Nik has a tendency to overcook.”

      Agota chimed in. “That’s good. There’ll be lots leftover tomorrow when you’re able to eat again.”

      I smiled at her, silently thanking her for helping us maintain the lie.

      Frank picked up a serving spoon and ladled a large helping of rice onto Agota’s plate, before doing the same again for himself. “I’m not going to hold back, I’m starving.” He looked at Nik. “What kind of surgery are you getting again?”

      “Dental.” Nik replied without blinking. Then he smiled sheepishly. “I’m a real wimp at the dentist. I have a phobia.”

      Frank served Agota some of the curry before serving himself. “You’re able to cut open human bodies but you’re scared of the dentist?”

      Nik shrugged. “I know, it doesn’t make any sense. I’m able to detach and view people as medical subjects when I operate on them. But with the dentist…” He shuddered convincingly. “I can’t stand people messing around with my teeth.”

      I marvelled at his acting skills. He was amazing. I couldn’t believe how well this was going.

      “Mmm, this is sooo good.” He looked up. “You not eating, sis?”

      “What?” He disturbed my thoughts. “Oh yeah, course I am. I wouldn’t miss Nik’s amazing lamb.” I heaped a spoonful of rice and then curry onto my plate.

      “Bree tells me you grew up in India and then moved here to work as a doctor. What was that like?”

      Nik thought for a moment. “It was hard, leaving my friends and family and starting over again in a new country. But there are so many more opportunities here. I make more money than I would’ve done back home.”

      “Is it very different? I haven’t been to India.”

      “Well, these days it’s a thriving global economy. But I’d say inequality is still entrenched. If you’re not born to a rich, influential family, it’s harder to succeed in life.”

      “Not that different to here at all then.” Frank joked.

      Nik chuckled alongside him. “No, I guess you’re right.”

      Frank put his empty bottle of water on the table.

      “Would you like another one?”

      “I’ll get it, just show me where the kitchen is and…” Frank moved to get up and as he did, his elbow knocked the bottle. It smashed on the floor. “Oh, I’m sorry, let me….” He bent down to pick up a piece of broken glass.

      “Don’t touch it!” Nik’s eyes flashed a warning, but it was too late.

      Frank sliced his finger on the sharp edge of glass. Blood blossomed from the open wound. “Ah,” he held up his finger as blood trickled down the sides. “Fuck that hurts!”

      Nik’s eyes widened and his face flushed as his Adam’s apple bobbed. “I… I’ll get the first aid kit.” But as he was about to turn away, his fangs popped out of his mouth. Nik clamped his hand over his mouth, his eyes filling with shame as he turned his face away.

      My eyes darted towards Frank to see if he’d noticed.

      “What the?…” Frank’s mouth hung open. His head whipped from Nik to me and back to Nik again.

      Oh yeah, he’d noticed alright. The look on his face said it all.

      I thought quickly. “It’s… it’s a joke, they’re fake!” My voice was pinched, raising to a squeak at the end. “He likes to play pranks, don’t you babe.” I looked at Nik, helplessly.

      Frank folded his arms, staring at Nik. “Go on then, take them out of your mouth.”

      Nik hung his head, dropping his hands in defeat. “I can’t.” His voice was weary. As he looked up, his fangs gleamed in the candlelight.

      There was a long silence.

      Frank’s face clouded in confusion, then disbelief, then horror. “What the hell are you?”

      “I’m a vampire.”

      Nobody spoke. The sound of a car zooming through the rain outside competed with a city fox, barking in the distance.

      Frank’s eyes filled with revulsion, then he turned to me. “Vampires are real? … “His tone turned thunderous. “…and you’re dating one?!”

      I opened and closed my mouth a few times, my throat going dry. Then my eyes lit upon his finger. “Look, you’re still bleeding.”

      “Yes, let me clean and dress your finger,” Nik reached out to him.

      Frank backed away. “I don’t want you anywhere near me.” He looked at me. “And you, don’t change the subject.”

      Desperate to escape, I blurted out. “I’m going to get the first aid kit.”  I rushed out in the direction of the bathroom. This was a colossal cock up.

      “I’ll come too.” I heard Nik say behind me.

      As soon as the door was closed, I narrowed my eyes at him. “Why couldn’t you have controlled yourself?”

      “Sorry, I was nervous.”

      “But you seemed so calm.” We reached the bathroom, and I grabbed the first aid kit.

      “I was faking it. It’s harder to control the fangs when I’m nervous.”

      “You dress patients every day at work. Are you telling me there’s never been a time you’ve been nervous?”

      “There has been.”

      “Then how?…”

      “I’ve glamoured the memories away.” He paused. “And that’s what I’ll have to do here.” He turned to go back but I grabbed his wrist.

      “No! You are not glamouring my brother.”

      “Why not? It’s the only solution. Or would you prefer him to know I’m a vampire?”

      I looked up at the ceiling, clutching the first aid kit against my chest like a teddy bear. I didn’t know what I wanted. Allowing my boyfriend to use vampire mind control against my brother felt instinctively wrong. But allowing Frank into the real world - my world of vampires and witches and magic….. That seemed wrong too. Maybe it was time he knew the truth? But letting humans in on the secret was a big taboo, in both witch and vampire circles. Agota already knew, perhaps it was time Frank knew too. He wasn’t a blabbermouth, and I knew I could trust him not to tell anyone else. But would knowing about my world put him at risk? Or would it do the opposite and keep him safer? If he knew what I was really doing in Germany, he’d be so angry. He’d spent his life trying to protect me and now I was basically on the hit list of every spirit witch and dracul vampire on the planet. And could I ever come clean with him about why he’d really gotten so sick? Would he forgive me? Oh hell! This was too much of a big decision to make in a rush. I needed time to think about it - preferably sleep on it, weighing up the pros and cons. But I didn’t have that luxury. Frank and Agota were expecting us back in the living room right now. And we had explaining to do one way or another.

      Nik took my chin in his hand, turning my face towards his. His fangs had retracted again, and his eyes were soft and kind. “You don’t have to decide right now. We can tell Frank the truth, just for tonight. And I can still glamour him later, if that’s what you decide is best.”

      I breathed out a sigh of relief. Nik was right. This wasn’t a decision to make in a rush. “Alright.” I whispered.

      We walked back to the living room, ready to tell my brother everything.
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      When we got back to the living room, Agota and Frank had gone. The lonely dinner sat, growing cold with no one to eat it.

      Nik looked at me then rushed to the front door, his vampire speed getting him there in the blink of an eye. He opened the door and looked down the road, the pitter patter of rain sounding louder as wind whistled through the door.

      When he came back I looked at him hopefully. But his face told me everything I needed to know, and I felt mine drop in response.

      “No sign of them. They must’ve left as soon as we went to the bathroom. Damn it!” He cursed under his breath.

      “Why didn’t you stop them? You must’ve heard them go.” My tone was accusatory.

      “I was distracted. We were talking. I spend my life deliberately ignoring all the extra sounds my enhanced hearing sends my way. It’s not an easy habit to give up.”

      I pursed my lips. The one time his vampire skills could’ve been useful, and he’d not used them. “It’s your fault we’re in this mess in the first place, if you could’ve just controlled yourself…”

      Nik turned his face away. “My fault, is it? You act like it was my choice to become a vampire. When you know full well it wasn’t.”

      “No but you seem very capable of keeping your fangs hidden when it matters to you.” I spat the last word out.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Suddenly when it’s important to me, when I’m introducing the person in my family who means more to me than anyone else, then you can’t be bothered to…”

      Nik cut me off. “I bent over backwards to make your brother welcome. I cooked a lovely meal, cleaned the flat, even bought candles. What more do you want from me?”

      I shouted. “I want you to be normal!”

      Nik’s face withered into a mask of pain and understanding as he dropped his voice. “You want me to be human.” He backed away, his face ashen.

      I grabbed his forearm. “No, that’s not what I meant.”

      He looked at my hand, on his arm, as if it was covered in poo. I dropped it guiltily.

      “It is what you meant.” His voice was quiet and full of hurt. He gave a bitter smile. “You’re not so human yourself, you know.”

      “But I can fit in among humans. I don’t have fangs to hide.”

      “Is that what’s important to you? Fitting in among humans?”

      I swallowed back my tears, knowing where this conversation was leading to. “I guess so.”

      “I’ve been fitting in among humans for decades. Long before I met you.” He paused and looked me in the eye. “But it’s not enough for you, is it.” He sighed. “I’m not enough for you.”

      “I thought you were. I wanted you to be. I wanted it so much. But now…”

      “Now what?”

      I bit my lip. “I just don’t know.”

      He straightened up, squaring off his chest as he looked me in the eye. “I love you Bree Ryan. Do you love me too?”

      I felt my heart breaking. “I… I…”

      “It’s a simple question.”

      “I thought I did but I just don’t know anymore.” Tears streamed down my face. “I’m sorry Nik, I’m so sorry.”

      He sighed and turned away. “Why don’t you come back to me when you’ve figured it out.”

      “Are we breaking up or?…”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “I don’t know what I want.”

      “And that’s the problem.” He turned away and started clearing up the rest of the broken glass in silence.

      There was no question of finishing dinner now. The food I’d already eaten was churning in my stomach as I grabbed my coat. I rushed into the night, sniffing and shivering. Walking through the grey, dark streets, heavy rain pelted my face, blending with my tears as I hugged my chest. I did love Nik, didn’t I? But what I’d said tonight… the words had slipped out before I’d even realised what I was saying. Words that had bubbled up from within, the utterance of thoughts I’d been denying for so long. My boyfriend was a vampire and I wished he wasn’t. Our conversation had felt like a breakup. But I knew Nik would take me back if I wanted. The trouble was I didn’t know what I wanted. I needed time away from him to figure this out.

      I had a simple choice to make. Accept him as he was or never see him again.
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      I flew through the night, rain buffeting my face, howling wind whipping strands of hair around my face. I spat the strands out, narrowing my eyes to shield against the storm. A shrouding spell kept me hidden from sight over the parts of sky not cloaked by clouds. I was glad of the flight, glad of the feeling of freedom as the wind coursed over my skin, glad of the release the physical activity leant my overburdened mind. But the release was only partial, memories of the evening’s fiasco assaulted my consciousness. Frank’s shocked look as Nik’s fangs popped out. The look of disgust on my brother’s face. Even now it sent waves of shame through me. My brother was the person whose approval I wanted more than anyone in the world. And what I’d seen from him tonight was worse than disappointment - it was horror. I had to find him and make it right, explain to him that Nik wasn’t a bad guy, that I wasn’t an irresponsible fool for choosing to date him despite knowing what he was. But did I really believe that? Because the more time went by, the more I started to question that choice. I owed Nik and the Ahimsas my life, they’d saved me so many times. Was that why I stayed with him? Was it love or a sense of duty and payment of debt?

      Spotting Frank’s apartment block in the distance, I shook the thoughts from my mind. I could decide my feelings for Nik later, right now, I needed to explain things to my brother. And I couldn’t be in two minds about it. Frank knew me better than anyone. Maybe that’s why I felt so scared as I descended to the ground, softly landing with barely a sound outside his flat. Frank would call me out on my lies, even if those lies were to myself. And there was no way I was ready for that.

      I pressed his doorbell, hopping from side to side, partly to warm up from the chill of the flight and partly to ease the anxiety that coursed through me.

      “Come on up.” Frank’s voice crackled through the intercom.

      His face was taut and pinched as he opened the door. His expression, the weary resignation of a parent or teacher who is fed up of rescuing an errant child from yet another scrape she has got herself into. Part of me bristled. I wasn’t an idiot, and I wouldn’t let him patronise me. I knew what I was doing when I discovered Nik was a vampire and decided to continue dating him anyway. Now I just had to convince Frank my judgement was sound.

      The inside of the flat was warm and slightly humid. Agota was humming along to soft music as she cooked in the kitchen. I guess nobody had finished their meals tonight, small wonder that they’d started dinner over again.

      Wordlessly, I took off my shoes and coat, eyeing Frank carefully as I considered how to start. It wasn’t like me to be lost for words. He seemed to understand though and shook his head, his features colouring in shades of disappointment. A knot formed at my throat as I followed Frank through to the lounge. It was open plan with the kitchen, and I smelt the tell-tale fragrance of Agota’s salmon pasta. Ordinarily my stomach would’ve growled but it was too tied up in knots for me to tell.

      “Hey, would you like some?” Agota breezily asked. She was acting like nothing unusual had happened. I didn’t know if I was grateful or annoyed.

      “She’s told me everything you know,” Frank butted in.

      “Frank!” Agota gave him a look that told me she’d asked him not to discuss it.

      “Well, that’s what she’s here for, isn’t it Sis?” he blinked at me. “You’ve come to smooth everything over and make me think you dating a vampire and being some kind of vampire hunting witch is all fine.”

      My jaw dropped open as I looked at Agota. “Wow! You really have told him everything, haven’t you.” I paused for a moment. “You didn’t have to tell him about the witch stuff.”

      Her words came out as a rush and her cheeks reddened. “Yes I did. He asked me how long I’d known and what else I’d been hiding from him and… and.”

      It made sense. I wasn’t the only one here trying to smooth over my relationship with Frank.

      “I didn’t know he was a vampire when I started dating him.”

      “But then you found out and you carried on dating him?”

      “Yeah but he’s different. He’s kind and gentle and he’s never put me in danger - he’s saved my life more than once.”

      “And that’s the other thing.” Frank’s face was going red now. “Why has he needed to save your life? This whole fake social media job in Germany… the one that is actually you training to be a vampire hunter….” His voice trailed off as he threw his hands up. “How could you Bree? How could you put yourself in danger like that?”

      “It’s not as if I had a choice you know.” I snapped. “I didn’t ask for this power. This is who I am. I was born this way.” I lowered my voice, remembering that I’d come to make things with him better, not worse. “You’ve always known I was different, deep down. Hell, the whole of Dunmoney knew I was different.”

      “Yeah but I thought you were just wired differently up here,” he tapped the side of his head.

      I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms, blowing air out of my mouth. “Oh, great! So, you thought I was crazy like everyone else did. It’s nice to know my own brother had such great faith in me.”

      “No, I didn’t think you were crazy, just different…. Like autistic or something.” He looked flustered. “Look, I dunno. But that’s beside the point. Look, I’m not going to stand back and watch you go out and get yourself killed for some misplaced cause.”

      “Misplaced?!” I opened my mouth wide and looked at Agota and back at him. “I don’t know how Agota explained it to you or even if she understands the stakes properly herself. But this battle I’m involved in… it’s not just some localised dispute between vampires and witches. If the bad guys I’m fighting win, they’ll take over the human world too.” My voice rose. “And turn you all into blood slaves.”

      Frank’s face paled. He was an intelligent guy and could work out for himself exactly what was meant by that phrase when applied to vampires. But now he walked forward, cocking his head to the side. “But isn’t that what you are to your boyfriend?” He spat. “Don’t tell me he’s never drunk from you.”

      I felt my features settle into a shocked look, heard the appalled tone in my voice. “Of course not! Nik is a committed vegan. He hasn’t drunk from a human in years.” I shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other as the memory of him feeding on a poor spirit witch just a few short weeks ago flashed through my mind. It wasn’t a lie - spirit witches weren’t human. And Nik had been desperate. I’d put him in that position, and I couldn’t judge him for it now. I wouldn’t let my brother judge him for it either. “Nik would never drink from me.” I held my chin higher to disguise the feeling of doubt that crept into my heart. Because ever since I’d seen him feeding from that spirit witch, I’d wondered if he could ever do the same to me one day - if he was desperate enough.

      Changing the subject, I asked, “why did you rush off like that? Why didn’t you stay and give us a chance to explain? You must’ve known I’d come after you.”

      Frank sniffed and looked away. “I… I guess I was a bit freaked out.” His voice dropped to a whisper and trembled. It wasn’t an easy thing for a big guy like him to admit. “I needed fresh air and space to think. It’s a big shock you know, seeing something like that. Like out of a horror movie.”

      Yes, I remembered well. The first time I’d seen Nik’s fangs I’d done exactly the same. The fear that had washed over me had been beyond explanation. It was a primal fear, bypassing logic and reason. The night I’d found out he was a vampire, I too had rushed off, acting purely on instinct. Frank hadn’t even been thinking clearly. He hadn’t been listening to the rational voice that would’ve told him I’d come looking for him anyway. All he’d heard was the beating of his own heart, the rush of blood in his veins. What drove his actions in that moment was the all-consuming terror of prey running from a predator.

      “At least now it all makes sense.” His voice was quiet, resigned to the craziness of a new world that had opened up to him suddenly.

      “What makes sense?”

      He looked at Agota. “I’d never understood why Agota said you’d attacked her.”

      Ah yes, the lie we’d concocted to explain why she’d gone to the police after Derek had attacked me that night in my flat. Derek had glamoured her into believing I’d attacked her. Then later, once it was all over, Agota had told Frank her memory had been sketchy, and Tallulah had convinced her I’d attacked her. Tallulah had claimed it was a false memory caused by concussion. A weak lie, no wonder Frank had always been suspicious. But in the absence of any concrete proof to the contrary, he’d gone along with it, all the while his mind working in the background to find a better explanation.

      I looked down, ashamed of the lies we’d told even if there’d been nothing else we could do at the time. “My position in the witch realms…. It’s important. I’m important. I can’t just walk away. I must see this battle through. I have to destroy the evil monster who started all this.” Beaufort. Even now rage bubbled under my skin at the mere mention of the man. “But I’d feel better about it if I had your blessing.”

      Frank snorted. “You’re waging war against an army of witches and vampires, and you expect my blessing?!”

      I bit my lip, feeling like a little girl seeking her father’s approval. “If this is too much for you, there’s another alternative.” I paused, my heart sinking at the look of hope that lit my brother’s eyes. He thought I was offering to give it all up. But I’d never do that. I had vowed to see this thing through, and I wouldn’t rest until Beaufort was dead and the Spirit Realm was defeated. No, what I was offering was something else entirely. Oblivion.

      “Nik can glamour away your memories. Or I can do a memory wiping spell.”

      The hope in Frank’s eyes was extinguished, replaced by revulsion. “Is that what you see as an acceptable solution? Magic it away or get your freak boyfriend to…”

      “He’s not a freak.” I was surprised by the anger in my voice. “He didn’t choose to become a vampire.”

      “But now that he is, it sure comes with its perks, doesn’t it? Whenever he offends someone or makes a mistake, he can just glamour away the memories.”

      “Nik isn’t like that. He’d never abuse his powers in that way.”

      “Everyone is like that in the right circumstances.”

      A cold feeling sank into my stomach. Because Frank was voicing the same concerns I’d had. What was Nik capable of really? He was a vampire. He might be a good man, but he was still a vampire. And that made him fallible to blood lust, as I’d recently seen all too clearly. What else might he stoop to?

      I took a deep breath, brushing his comment aside. “So, your choice is to know about my world and keep it a secret - as Agota does?”

      She looked at him, she’d kept very quiet up until now. Choosing her words carefully, her voice was calm and measured. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re making the right choice.”

      Frank’s face was bitter, his voice low. “Yeah, well. I’d rather know what is really making me sick next time I’m at death’s door.”

      It was like he’d sucked all the air out of my chest. I looked at Agota, narrowing my eyes into pointed daggers.

      She had the good grace to turn away, her cheeks flushing.

      But I had no right to turn on her. Frank had asked her for the truth, and she’d given it. Every.single.bit of it. I couldn’t be angry at her. Frank’s illness hadn’t been her fault. It hadn’t even been my fault. But it had been because of who and what I was. If I wasn’t a witch, my brother never would’ve been targeted by the Ambassador. His illness had almost broken me. If he’d died, I would’ve been lost forever. Perhaps it was for the best that he now knew everything. He was in danger just by virtue of being related to me. It was only fair that he knew that. But tonight, I’d seen just what my relationship with Nik was costing me. Frank would never accept him, not really. And I was starting to wonder if I had any fight left in me to keep it going with him.

      How could I stay with Nik when the whole world seemed to be against us?
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      I crouched low, aware that an attack could come from any direction - or from all at once. It was so dark I couldn’t even see my own hands. But a moon amplification spell was out of the question. That would render me as visible to my attackers as they were to me. And walking or running to the target would create too much noise. Instead, I rolled. But I wasn’t quiet enough. That particular scent of arcane magic swept through the air with a rich, familiar signature I knew all too well. But she wouldn’t get me that easily. The spell skimmed my head and I waited until it had passed before springing up onto my haunches and spreading my arms wide. It was a specialised arcane magic blocking spell.

      Hah! Let’s see them get through that one.

      Now it would be easy. Abandoning all caution, I sprinted towards the target.

      Pow! Something hard struck me in the face, sending me hurtling backwards through the air to land on my back. A second later the lights came back on, and Joshua stood astride me with his rooticon spear pointed at my neck. “You’d be dead,” he said, no victory in his tone.

      “It was pure arrogance that lost you that round. You know that, right?” Audrey chastised me.

      It was the latest in a series of training exercises designed to mimic the conditions of what real stealth battle against the Spirit Realm might be like. Our near brush when rescuing Phoebe wasn’t something we could let happen again. And as part of our preparation to travel across the witch realms, my coven, Mateo and Joshua were training together daily. Audrey was right. I had been too confident that time. Because, even with my advanced powers, I could still be simply outsmarted and taken out.

      Joshua leant me a hand and I took it, hauling myself to standing. “No, I think it was more than that. You’ve been distracted these past couple of days Ryan.” His emerald gaze held a touch of concern as he searched my eyes.

      “Have I?” I laughed awkwardly.

      Theo walked over, scratching his head as he looked at his clipboard. “The data speaks for itself. Your reaction times have been slower, and your percentage of wins is dropping when it should be increasing.”

      I rubbed my head sighing. “I think I’m just tired.” It was a lie. My head was all over the place. My fight with Nik, followed by the conversation I’d had with Frank… two days had passed but it still had me tied up in all sorts of knots.

      At that moment General Ishida entered the training hall. He’d been watching from the viewing gallery above. His dark brow seemed heavier than normal, the hard angles of his face more severe, his jet black hair gelled into perfect symmetry. “Tired?! TIRED!!” He bellowed, his jaw clenching. “Do you think the Spirit Realm will wait for you to take a little nap before attacking you?”

      I straightened up. “No Sir.”

      “We can’t afford for you to be making mistakes like this Agent Ryan. Now I don’t know what’s wrong with you and I don’t care. Get your head in the game.” He pointed his finger at me, his dark eyes like missiles. “Do I need to remind you what the stakes are here? For the Arcane Realm… for the human world.” He lowered his voice. “For your own family.”

      He was right. This type of sloppiness for a witch of my powers, at this stage in our preparations was unacceptable. “Sorry. I’ll make sure I do better next time.”

      “You do that.” His face softened. “That’s enough for today. Go and get an early night. And make sure when you come back tomorrow, you’re ready to show why you’re the one leading this mission.”

      I swallowed, unable to stop the kernel of fear that worked its way into my throat every time I thought about the weight of that responsibility. I’d accepted it but it was a lot to carry.

      Everyone started packing up the training gear.

      “Anyone fancy a drink at the Cauldron?” Scarlet suggested.

      Normally I would’ve jumped on it but tonight I wasn’t sure. I knew I’d get an interrogation as to what was on my mind, and I just wasn’t ready to share it yet. Not with any of my coven and definitely not with Joshua.

      When I hesitated Joshua chimed in, “go on Ryan, you know you want to.”

      “You may actually need to.” Hector added.

      “Or are you scared I’ll drink you under the table again, like I did last time?” Joshua goaded.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Not a chance. Alright, let’s go,” I caved.

      As the others led the way, I trailed behind, waiting for Brother Mateo who’d been watching from the gallery. He met us outside the room, keeping his voice low as he took me to one side. “Have you been practicing your craft during conscious dreaming?”

      I felt my face flush. “Erm…”

      His face dropped. “Do not tell me you have allowed your practice to lapse?”

      I rubbed the back of my neck, avoiding eye contact. Because that is exactly what I’d done. The stress and constant rumination of the past few days had played havoc on my dream recall and I’d even forgotten to write in my dream journal for several days on the trot. Recovering quickly, I added, “I’ll get back onto it. I’ve just been a bit distracted recently.”

      “What could distract you from preparing to battle the Spirit Realm? Nothing could be more important. You have said yourself that the fate of the whole world rests on your victory.”

      I groaned. He didn’t need to remind me. “I know, I know. I’ll do better, I promise.”

      Mateo cocked his head to one side, his gaze searching. “I do not pretend to understand the machinations of this world Trionoide. But I do know you. And I know you will never forgive yourself if you do any less than your best when the final battle arrives.”

      “I won’t have time to get angry at myself because I’ll be dead.” I muttered under my breath.

      “Well stated,” Mateo nodded. He strode forward to ask Joshua a question about the rooticon. I hung back, desperately needing space to brood. This thing with Nik was taking up way too much emotional energy. Maybe I should just break up with him. That was where our relationship was heading ultimately anyway. Why delay the inevitable? But whenever I thought of the finality of that my heart felt like it was being torn from my chest. Why did he have this hold over me? Was it love or was it the touch of his blood that I knew flowed through my veins, making me part vampire? I’d learnt that vampires always felt a strong connection to the vampire who had sired them - a connection similar to the bond between mother and child. Had that been why he’d given me his blood? To keep me bonded to him?

      I shook the thought from my mind. That was a ridiculous fear. Nik was a doctor. His motive that night had been saving my life. He’d never use his own blood to control me. But still a small voice inside of me wasn’t sure. Vampires could be manipulative and ruthless. Maybe this whole relationship had been cooked up as a way to get the Ahimsas allied with the Arcane Realm. And his blood had been part of that ruse. Again, I shook my head. His close friend Carlotta, the former leader of the Ahimsas was now my spirit guide. She would tell me if anything like that was true. The Ahimsas were good people… no, they were good vampires. And that was the problem. Because despite all my protestations about being more liberal than other arcane witches, there was still a part of me that recoiled at the idea Nik was a vampire. I couldn’t help it. As much as I tried to deny it, it was true. He was a vampire, and I was an arcane witch. We were natural enemies.

      I’d barely been aware of our walk through the Unit HQ, during which time my coven had dropped our equipment at the storehouse. But now as we walked outside, the cool air hit my face, waking me from my reverie. Following Audrey’s lead, I took to the skies, flanked by, Joshua and Mateo. Flying during times of war was a whole different experience. It was impossible to feel the thrill of soaring effortlessly through the clouds when an enemy air ship could come towards us at any minute. The Arcane Realm’s early detection magic was good but not infallible. And at some speeds and altitudes, we wouldn’t be able to hear the sirens down below. I kept alert, looking left to right as I flew with caution. The rest of my coven did likewise, flitting through the clouds in the direction of our favourite pub.
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      We reached the Cauldron without incident and as soon as my feet hit the ground outside the tavern, I felt grateful I’d allowed my friends to goad me into coming. Hector was right. I did need a drink. I needed the distraction of music and conversation that a night out would bring. Being so wrapped up in my own repetitive thoughts the past few days had been exhausting. That was why I was so tired. Nothing to do with the training.

      “First round is mine.” Joshua stated, pushing the door open in front of me.

      Theo’s head turned from left to right. Taking in the entire space, his gaze zoned in on an empty table. “There,” he pointed, marching over to claim it before anyone else did.

      We’d got here earlier than usual, and it was a good thing too. Soon this place would be heaving, and we wouldn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of getting a table.

      “Same as usual?” Joshua asked.

      “Yep, double please.” He knew I rarely deviated from my standard drink of Irish whiskey with a dash of water. I took my coat off, hanging it over the back of my chair before slumping down next to Audrey.

      She waited until she’d carefully smoothed out her own jacket and sat with her legs tucked under the chair before looking at me. “Are you going to tell me what’s on your mind?” She raised her eyebrows, but her expression was one of concern.

      I frowned and started picking my nails. There was no sense in keeping it from everyone. They all knew something was up. “I introduced Nik to my brother the other night.”

      “You did?” She arched one eyebrow. She’d made no secret of her disapproval of my relationship with Nik. Audrey was a rule follower. She’d never consider dating a vampire and thought I was crazy for doing so. “And I can only imagine it went as badly as could be expected.”

      I winced. “We invited Frank and his girlfriend round to Nik’s house for dinner.”

      “This just gets stranger and stranger.” She tucked a strand of hair around her ear.

      Ignoring the comment, I ploughed on. “Nik’s actually a great cook.”

      She didn’t look convinced, so I explained further. “We’d concocted a valid reason for why he couldn’t eat anything - he was due to get surgery and had to keep an empty stomach. It was all going so well but then…” I paused, the memory flooding back into my mind. I swallowed, feeling my chest get tight at the mere thought of what had gone down. “Frank cut himself on some glass and…”

      Audrey sucked in air as her eyes widened. “Say no more. Nik’s fangs came out didn’t they?”

      At that moment Joshua returned with the drinks and he’d overheard only Audrey’s last comment. “What’s this? Did Nik expose himself inappropriately?”

      Hector and Theo both guffawed at the double entendre.

      I rolled my eyes. “Very funny. My life is not just one big joke for you to laugh at you know.” I crossed my arms, my cheeks blazing as I huffed and looked away.

      He had the good grace to look ashamed as he put the drinks down in front of each of us. “Sorry but you walked right into that one.”

      I put both hands over my face and shook my head. “It was beyond awful. Frank was as shocked and terrified as you would expect.” I took a big gulp of whiskey, finding comfort in the warmth that spread through my chest and into my belly.

      Scarlet sipped her drink. “Why did you invite your brother round for dinner at Nik’s in the first place? It was bound to end badly.”

      “I thought it would make him seem normal.”

      “How did you fix it? Memory wiping spell?”

      I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. “Erm actually…”

      Audrey’s face paled. “Don’t tell me you told him the truth.”

      “I didn’t feel comfortable with telling him more lies.”

      Audrey blinked at me. “Why not? That’s what we do - we tell lies to fit into the human world.”

      I felt my blood pressure rise. “He almost died recently, and it was hard enough keeping the truth from him then. I can’t keep this from him forever.”

      “Yes, you can. Morgana would go ballistic if she found out.”

      I sipped my whiskey. “She won’t find out.”

      Audrey picked up her sparkling water and sipped through the straw. “I hope for your sake you’re right. You could get expelled for something like this.”

      Joshua came to my defence. “Well, it’s not exactly like she needs to be at the academy anymore anyway. She’s there mainly for show. In fact, they need her there more than she needs to be there.”

      “Is that why you’re starting to act recklessly?….” Audrey paused and then added. “…More recklessly than normal?”

      “No, of course not! I don’t think I’m acting recklessly. It’s a big adjustment you know. And I’m not used to hiding things from Frank. I’ve always shared everything with him. I guess that’s another reason I thought it was better for him to meet Nik.” The whiskey was going down very well, and I was almost at the bottom of my glass.

      Joshua was eyeing me carefully and I got the impression he was choosing his words wisely. “So how did Frank take the news that your boyfriend is a vampire?”

      The question felt strange coming from him. We both knew he had feelings for me. And I had feelings for him too. It had made our relationship strained and awkward in a way that it hadn’t been in the past.

      Everyone around the table was looking at me, waiting for my response. As much as I would’ve liked to avoid the question, I had to give him an answer. “He wasn’t thrilled.”

      Joshua lifted his glass to drink, a second too late to hide the slight smile that graced his lips.

      Part of me wanted to wipe that smug smile off his face with a cutting remark. Another part of me agreed with his sentiment - I was crazy for dating a vampire. Still a deeper part of me wanted to linger on his upturned mouth, remembering the last time we were alone and how I had devoured those lips. The complicated knot of emotions worked their way to my face, and I grabbed my glass, downing the last of my whiskey to disguise the blush that I felt deepen on my cheeks.

      At that moment, the door to the Tavern swung open and three guys walked in. Normally this wouldn’t have caught my attention but there was something about these wizards that was different. The one in the centre was very tall, with shoulder-length dark hair, a heavy set brow and broad shoulders. Leather trousers, rock slogan t-shirt and a leather jacket scarcely hiding the knives he carried in his inside pockets. The two men either side of him were slightly shorter, but equally hard looking, albeit in different ways. On his right was a barrel-chested man, also dark-haired with a squashed nose that dominated his face, dark eyes receding into deep-set sockets. Hitching his trousers up, he turned slightly, the ivory handle of an ornate, antique pistol was not-so-discretely tucked into the waistband at the back of his trousers. Turning back, he looked at me and half smiled. On the left was a fair-skinned black man with dreadlocks tied in a top knot. His large hands rested on the hilt of a sword which swayed against his loose fitting jeans, poking out of his knee-length wool coat. His heavy-furrowed gaze met mine and flashed a warning, lips pursed together.

      As I looked from one man to the other, all three of them had their eyes locked squarely on me. What I saw in those eyes made my stomach churn. It was more than simple malice and it was more than murderous intent - it was purpose. These men looked like they were on a quest, and not a good one.

      And it was very clear their target was me.
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      Keeping my eyes trained on the men, as I put my drink down, I murmured to Joshua. “I thought weapons weren’t allowed in here?”

      “They’re not.” He replied, his voice displaying the same level of concern as mine.

      I sensed the magical signature before witnessing its effect yet too late to act. A magic blocking spell that engulfed the entire tavern, knocking out the moon amplification spells and my own powers.

      Gasps and screams were interrupted by one of the barmen calling out. “It’s alright, we’ve got backup oil lamps.”

      It’s alright?!  Couldn’t he feel the magic that had caused the blackout? But then as I sensed further, it was clear this was spirit magic - harder for arcane witches to detect. I was possibly the only one in here who knew what was really going on. Next they would come for me. There’d been no mistaking the ill-intent in their eyes. Without my powers I was just a small, slim woman, against three big, strong men. Sure, I had my fight training. But would that be enough? These guys looked like they could handle themselves. Plus, they all carried weapons. Tired and sore after a day of training, I was in no mood to take them on. Nor was I confident I even could after the large, swift whiskey I’d just drunk.

      I had to get out of here and fast.

      Scuttling under the table, I pushed past legs, crawling on my hands and knees, the mud and spilt drinks of the pub floor soaking my trousers. Padding the floor in front of me to check for broken glass, I winced as I touched a piece, and it lanced my flesh. Ordinarily this would’ve opened my spirit magic abilities but not now. A thousand spells could’ve got me out of this predicament. But with the magic blocking spell still in place, my mental rolodex of spells was useless. Above me, a few swishes and thuds. The assassins were rooting through the tables, seeking me out like stray cats, chasing a rat cornered in an alley.

      The darkness of the tavern was oppressive. Above me, I heard the barman fumbling with the oil lamps, swearing under his breath as he struggled to find matches.

      I crawled on, almost reaching the side entrance. Emerging from under a table, I lunged for the door and froze as a large male hand gripped my shoulder.

      The man leaned forward, close enough that his breath stroked my skin with warm, rancid air. “Going somewhere, Trinity?”

      I pursed my lips, tensing my body in readiness for the fight. Whiskey-fuelled adrenaline pulsed through me, numbing my earlier fears. If these guys thought I’d be easy to kill, they were sorely mistaken. “Oh, nowhere really.” I replied breezily, shaping my hand into a fist. “Just outside for some fresh air because the atmosphere in here really stinks.” On the last word, I flicked my hand upwards, in a rotating movement that sent the back of my fist thumping into his larynx.

      He coughed and spluttered, staggering backwards to crash into a table.

      Out of nowhere, Joshua was next to me, his familiar form outlined in the faint glow of moonlight cast from the window. He delivered a powerful right hook to the guy who’d just grabbed me.

      A few feet away I heard what sounded like Hector and Scarlet, both fighting with one of the guys.

      Next, came the bone-chilling screech of a sword being taken from its scabbard. But at the same moment, I felt the magic blocking spell recede. Flying into the air, I retrieved my arcane daggers from the inside pockets of my jacket.

      The moon amplification lights came back on just in time for me to see Joshua standing right in front of the dreadlocked wizard who had his sword lifted. He swung it round towards Joshua’s neck.

      I gasped, with the instant realisation that I was too far away to change the direction of fate. In that same moment I felt my heart breaking, all air left my lungs and I understood with shocking clarity that I was in love with Joshua.

      Joshua!

      I flew towards the swinging sword, knowing I’d reach it too late, feeling the impending weight of grief already crushing my soul.

      Suddenly, a hurricane wind whipped the sword-wielding assassin off balance and changed the trajectory of his slash. His sword hit a nearby table instead, slicing a deep grove into it.

      Joshua gripped his chest, taking in the near miss he’d just had as his face blanched.

      Tasting the unmistakeable scent of druid magic, I looked at Mateo. I was so grateful, tears prickled at my eyes. But I didn’t have time to thank him. All three assassins were still very much alive and very much after me.

      Joshua ducked as the tall, long-haired wizard he’d just punched, took a swing at him. But then as he stood up and tried to block, his opponent swerved and landed a punch. Blood splayed out of Joshua’s split cheek, and I gasped. Rage flowed through me, and I swooped down, aiming my dagger at the assassin’s neck.

      But this man was well-trained. In a lightning-speed movement, he twirled, causing me to swipe uselessly at the air. Then, artfully whipping knives out of his pockets, he turned to face me in one fluid movement. His eyes were hard and determined. The lack of emotion was unsettling. This was just a job for him, and I could tell he was very, very good at it.

      I dodged out of the way but not quickly enough to avoid being nicked. One of his blades lanced my shoulder, slicing through my jacket and into my shoulder at the same time.

      I winced, sucking in air through my teeth as a dark stain spread over the sleeve of my jacket. It was a shallow cut, but it hurt like crazy.

      Turning back to my opponent, I clenched my teeth. He’d beaten me at that round. But there was one thing nobody could beat me at.

      Magic.

      The magic blocking spell could only last for a few minutes and once performed, couldn’t be done again by the same witch for a while. But that still meant the other two could perform one. If I was going to use my magic, it had to be now. I didn’t have time to think. Seizing on the first spell that came to mind, I stretched out my fingers, allowing elemental magic to flow through my veins and out of my hands in a vibrant burst of flame.

      The wizard crouched down, holding his jacket over his head.

      Damnit! That thing must be flame retardant!

      No matter, I had other spells to use. Although I hated using dark magic, it was the quickest, most effective way to end a life. Facing the assassin, I locked eyes with him and formed my hands into a circle, closing tighter.

      His eyes bulged as he clutched at his neck, strangulated noises coming from his throat.

      As much as dark magic disgusted me, I couldn’t help the feeling of satisfaction that bubbled within me at the ease with which I bested these chumps. If this was the best the Spirit Realm could do, winning this war would be easier than I thought.

      But then I felt the smile slide from my face.

      Because the wizard was doing something I’d never seen before. Moving his lips in silent incantation, he chanted a spell so ancient, I couldn’t bring it to mind straight away. Although I had access to every spell ever created, this one was so old, I struggled to sense it. But I felt what it was doing. Rebound magic. My spell was being turned back on myself. In horror I felt my throat constrict, my eyes begin to bulge as I coughed and lost the power of flight, landing with a thud on the floor.

      The wizard strode forward, lifting his dagger above my chest. He brought it down, in a death blow. But Joshua’s own blade clashed against it, flicking it out of the way before he swiped his other dagger to slash at the guy’s thigh. He made contact and blood oozed out over his leather trousers as the man inhaled sharply and swore loudly.

      The pain distracted him, releasing me from the grip of the dark magic spell he’d rebounded on me. But the brush with death had left me shaky and insecure. I didn’t have it in me to fight anymore. Exhausted after a day of training and reactions dulled by alcohol, I wasn’t confident I could win if I continued. Even with my whole coven behind me, these assassins were good - too good. Flying into the air, I rushed at the side entrance, incanting a magic spell to open it as I flew into the night sky. Joshua followed me up above.

      All three assassins took after us.

      In the air, I got my vanishing potion out of my waist pouch and drank a single drop, rendering me invisible. Behind me, Joshua did the same.

      The assassins spun around, trying to seek us out before realising what we’d done. “Come on,” said the dreadlocked man. “She can’t hide from us forever, we’ll get her next time.” They flew off into the night sky.

      Rubbing my neck, I struggled to breath. That dark magic spell had almost crushed my windpipe and now it felt sore and hoarse. Beside me Joshua whispered. “Are you alright?”

      “I think so.” It hurt to speak. “They were Spirit Realm assassins.”

      “I know.” He paused. “I have somewhere we can go. Clean our wounds and work this out.” He’d been about to say something else, and I had a feeling the thing he’d wanted to say was the question that was on my mind too.

      How did they know where I’d be?
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      Joshua led me to a derelict building on the outskirts of town, performing a moon amplification spell to light the space. It looked like it had once been a storehouse of sorts. A square brick building with smashed glass windows, decorated in cobwebs, ivy and mildew. Weeds grew between the decaying floorboards and a couple of house martins had made a nest in the eaves at one corner. The peaceful atmosphere was a welcome relief from the fight we’d just had. Knowing he’d be worried, I closed my eyes and sent a quick telepathic message to Brother Mateo, telling him I was holed up somewhere safe and to meet me back at the Academy. I wasn’t ready to go straight back yet. I was badly shaken up. It wasn’t so much the assassination attempt as the world-shattering realisation that I was in love with Joshua. How had this happened? When had this happened? As my mind scanned over our interactions, I saw that it had been growing ever since that first night at the Ambassador’s winter solstice party. But I’d denied it, pushing it to the back of my mind.

      Why?

      Was it because I knew how serious this could be? Was that why I dated Nik? I knew with him it could never get that serious. He was a vampire so our relationship would have a natural ending sooner or later. But with Joshua, we could go all the way… Marriage… Children. My tummy fluttered and I felt like I needed to sit down.

      “Are you sure you’re alright?” Joshua asked. “You look a little pale?”

      I avoided eye contact. “Fine. Just a little shaken from the fight, that’s all.”

      “Understandable. Let’s sit down for a bit before we go back.” He looked around, his eyes lighting on a long, flat wooden palette. Walking over to grab it, he dragged it over. He dusted it off and placed it on the most stable-looking part of the floor. “Your sofa, madam.” He did a theatrical bow, imitating Hector’s French accent perfectly.

      A childish giggle escaped my lips and I blushed. Oh God! Now I was starting to act like a lunatic around him. This was actually the last place I wanted to be. I wanted to be alone, figuring out my feelings. But if I insisted we leave right now, he’d want to know why and explaining that or figuring out a lie would be even worse. I’d just have to suck it up and try to not act like an idiot.

      Regaining my senses, I looked at his swollen, bloody cheek. “I can do a healing spell on that if you like?” I’d already healed the cuts on my hand and shoulder, and they felt a lot better. Healing was a magical calling not all witches were drawn to. Although all had the capability, if not developed it would be weak. As the Trinity my powers were stronger in all magical disciplines.

      His eyes met mine, softening in the way they always did when he looked at me. “Thanks, that’d be great.”

      I walked over and sat on the palette, patting the space next to me.

      He swung one leg over, so he was facing me, his legs astride.

      I closed my eyes, knowing I’d be able to concentrate on the spell better if I wasn’t looking into the twinkly gold-flecked emerald trap that was Joshua’s eyes. As the healing magic welled up inside me, my hands warmed and tingled. I opened my eyes and reached out to touch his cheek, cupping my hand around the cut. The soft, warmth of his upper cheek contrasted with the hard definition and stubble of his jaw, and I gritted my teeth, struggling to concentrate on the magic instead of how I felt this close to him.

      “Wow! I’ve never seen you work so hard at a simple healing spell,” he chuckled, his eyes studying me.

      I unclenched my jaw, relaxing my shoulders as I cleared my throat. “Sorry, I didn’t know I was…” My voice trailed off as I realised how awkward I sounded.

      For God’s sake Bree, get it together!

      He frowned, cocking his head to one side. “What’s wrong? You seem a bit…. Out of sorts.”

      I paused, lifting my hand from his face as I allowed my gaze to drift to his. “You almost died back there.” I whispered, fighting back tears that had treacherously welled up in my eyes, betraying just how shaken up about this I really was.

      “Yeah well, I didn’t, did I.” His voice was soft, his gaze held mine.

      “But you almost did.” I repeated.

      “And?” He raised his eyebrows, his gaze travelling up and down my face.

      “And… and…” I felt lost, my face twisting into so many expressions of anguish and confusion, I didn’t know what to say or how to say it. I looked at him hopelessly, my mouth opening and closing without any words coming out.

      He didn’t wait for an explanation. Leaning forward he put both his large hands on either side of my face and kissed me. Gently at first then he leaned in further and kissed me harder.

      I didn’t hold back. Sinking into his body, I leaned into his chest.

      His lips were so soft, so warm, so generous. I could spend all night tasting those delicious lips.

      One of his hands cupped the back of my head, the other travelled down my back, pressing himself further into me. He smelt like pine and magic. He smelt like home. This felt right. It wasn’t the intoxication and danger I felt when I was with Nik. It was love, real love. He was my soul mate, the one I’d searched for my entire life. And now I’d found him. My heart filled with joy as my entire body came alive. My whole world had shifted the moment I’d realised he was about to die and now nothing would ever be the same again.

      Joshua pulled back, kissing down my neck as he breathed my name. “Bree. I want you, I’ve always wanted you.” His lips worked down my chest as he inched my top to one side. “I can’t hide it anymore.” He reached one hand into my bra and massaged my breast, his breathing ragged.

      “It’s okay, you don’t have to hide it.”

      “What?” He lifted his face, his eyes full of disbelief mingled with hope. “Do you mean?..”

      I nodded. “I love you Joshua. I didn’t realise it until now but…”

      He didn’t wait for me to finish, instead, leaning forward and devouring my lips, his tongue searching mine. Pushing me backwards onto the palette, he covered my body with his. His weight felt so welcome. The palette creaked and groaned as we writhed on top of it. I was desperate for him.

      He pressed one of his legs between mine, swiftly parting my thighs. My groin pulsed as I felt how hard and ready he was. When I began to unbutton his shirt, he scrambled to sit up and lifted my top over my head. He muttered an incantation, and my bra flew off, causing me to giggle. “Useful skill that.”

      “Indeed.” His roguish grin made me melt. A second later his lips were around one of my nipples, sucking and teasing.

      Waves of desire coursed through me. I threw my head back and moaned.

      In the back of my mind the voice of my conscience asked what about Nik? We were on a break, weren’t we? That’s kind of what we’d decided at his house the other night. But guiltily I knew that wasn’t true. I hadn’t given him a clear answer so technically, this was cheating.

      But then Joshua sucked my nipple again and I silenced that questioning voice. I was tired of wondering if I was making the right decisions, tired of the pressure of being the Trinity, in charge of saving the world. Just for once, for tonight, I wanted to follow my desire to its conclusion. I wanted Joshua. He wanted me. It didn’t have to be any more complicated than that - at least for now. Because as I kissed him again, loosening more clothing to get skin-to-skin, I sank back into the acceptance that this was happening, right here and right now. Even if deep down I knew this was wrong. Nothing had ever felt more right.
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      The next day at the Unit headquarters Ishida explained plans for our upcoming trip to the Elemental Realm. “As this is an official diplomatic visit, you will be hosted by the Sultan at his Western palace, as is customary.”

      I tried to concentrate but it was pretty hard with Joshua smouldering at me every time I so much as glanced in his direction. And now his foot was tapping mine.

      I shifted, moving my foot further away as he thinly stifled his mirth.

      Brother Mateo raised his hand.

      “Yes Mateo.” Ishida looked surprised.

      “Is it wise to stay somewhere so prominent? We were attacked by assassins only yesterday.”

      Ishida nodded. “Your concerns are valid however the Sultan has assured us that he will double the guards surrounding the palace and station personal guards at every room. We will be safe there.”

      Now Joshua’s foot was travelling up my calf. He could be really juvenile sometimes. But I loved his playfulness and I had to admit it was a real turn on. I cleared my throat, feeling a blush spread up my face as I lowered my gaze, hiding my smile behind my hand.

      “Do you have something to add, Agent Ryan?” Ishida’s voice was stern.

      Everyone’s attention turned to me.

      I straightened up in my chair, wiping the smile from my face as I blinked to attention. “No, it all makes sense, thank you.”

      “In that case it would do you well to concentrate on the schematics of this mission rather than whatever is going on under the table between you and Agent McTavish.”

      My blush deepened as I bit my lip. “Yes Sir.”

      He turned back to the blackboard.

      Audrey gave me a pointed murderous glare.

      I flicked my eyes away guiltily.  She’d always had the hots for Joshua. This was going to be extremely awkward. Audrey was a smart woman, there’d be no explaining this away. I avoided her eyes, wishing the ground would swallow me up whole.

      The briefing came to an end at last and we all filed out.

      “I want a word with you.” Audrey hissed, her arms crossed and her eyes slitted.

      I sighed but followed her into a smaller briefing room. It was best to get this over and done with. Chairs and tables made it look a bit like a classroom and I certainly felt like I was about to be reprimanded by a school Ma’am.

      She barely waited until I’d closed the door before turning on me. “What is going on between you and Joshua?”

      “Nothing!” The lie popped out of my mouth before I’d even really thought it through properly. It was automatic. I felt like a child who’d been caught raiding the biscuit tin and tried to blame it on teddy.

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh please! He never could keep his eyes off you but now he’s not even trying to hide it. And you’re acting like a lovesick, giggling schoolgirl. It’s obvious you’re sleeping together.” She moved a step closer to me, tilting her head to one side as she narrowed her eyes and lifted her chin. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

      I lowered my head. I didn’t want to lie to her. “You’re not wrong,” I whispered.

      She threw her hands up into the air. “I thought you had a boyfriend – Nik, remember him?”

      “Yeah but we’re sort of… taking a break.”

      “Taking a break?”

      “Uh huh.” I nodded, ignoring the thread of guilt that wormed its way into my stomach. Because I still wasn’t totally sure that Nik knew we were taking a break. And even if we were, I knew he wouldn’t be fine with me sleeping with other men while I worked out my feelings for him.

      Her anger turned to pain as she lowered her voice, and a whiney tone entered it. “Why him? You knew I liked him - everybody did.”

      “I didn’t plan for it to go this way. I… I tried to resist him for so long but we just… it just happened.”

      “No!” She wagged her finger, her expression defiant. “Things don’t just happen. There was a moment when you decided to do it, when you gave in to it. In that moment, didn’t you give my feelings a single thought?”

      My eyes shifted from side to side. Because, as my memory scanned over the sequence of events, I realised I hadn’t thought of her at all. But what did she expect here? It’s not as if she and Joshua were a couple. He’d never even expressed an interest in her. “How should I have dealt with it? Come to ask your permission?”

      “Well, not exactly but sort of. If I’d known you liked him too then…” Her voice trailed off. “…I don’t know, I thought we were friends and friends have a code, don’t they?” She slumped down in the chair that was next to her, her eyes weary and bewildered.

      I nodded slowly, sighing as I took the seat next to her. “You’re right. I should’ve discussed it with you first. You shouldn’t have had it sprung on you in the briefing like that. It’s just… the truth is it all happened so fast. It was after the attack at the Cauldron. I guess because we’d almost died…”

      She didn’t wait for me to finish. “It made you realise how short life is.”

      I nodded, feeling my eyes widen. “Yes! Yes, that’s exactly what it was.” I hesitated, wondering how best to say what I wanted to say to her. “The thing is Audrey, I consider us friends too - good friends… in fact…” I paused, feeling weird about expressing this during what was a pretty awkward conversation. “…You’re my best friend in this Realm.” I looked her in the eyes. “I don’t want to lose you and if me and Joshua being together means that much to you, I’ll end it with him.” As soon as I said it my gut clenched. It would break my heart to do that. Joshua was my soulmate. But I couldn’t survive here without Audrey. She was my right hand woman and if push came to shove and I had to choose between her and him, I’d choose her. I almost couldn’t believe it. When I’d first arrived here she’d been my archrival. But she’d turned from enemy to frenemy and eventually just to friend - best friend. We were so different but that’s what made us work. She had the qualities I lacked, and our contrast made us a great team. I needed her beside me in any mission I undertook and beating the Spirit Realm would be so much harder without her, I wasn’t even sure I’d be up to the task.

      She studied my face. “My God, you really mean it, don’t you.”

      “Is that so surprising?”

      “Considering how much we hated each other at the start of term,” she started chuckling.

      Her laugh was infectious, and I joined in. “If you’d have told me back then that we’d be friends.” I shook my head, my laughter deepening.

      Audrey was in stitches, great gales of laughter bringing tears to her eyes. She struggled to get herself under control. “I remember when we were first assigned to work together, and we had that massive row outside the prison.”

      “I actually thought you might hit me,” my mirth subsided as I looked at her, the warm glow of friendship heating my insides.

      “I thought about it,” she wiped her eyes then sighed. Her expression became serious as she met my eyes. “It means so much to me that you offered to end it with Joshua.”

      I held my breath.

      “But I would never expect something like that. Besides…” she threw her hands up. “He’s not into me anyway, sadly. I hope you realise how lucky you are.”

      “Oh, I do, I really do.”

      “Come on, shall we get out of here? I’m sure you and loverboy can’t wait to start your evening together.” She got up and started heading for the door.

      I followed her. “It’s not like that.”

      “Oh really? That’s certainly the way it looked during the briefing. That is one hot look he was giving you. I swear the temperature rose several degrees.”

      “I actually have a lot of work to do tonight.” I closed the door behind me, following Audrey into the Unit corridor.

      “Right, like that’s ever stopped you from having a good time before.”

      “But I’m a more responsible adult now. I’m learning to…”

      Boom!

      My comment was cut off by a massive explosion that flung me off my feet, hitting the ground with a thud as the walls shook. Dust and debris rained down on me, my ears ringing as I covered my head. Dazed, I lay on the floor trying to work out what was happening. Lifting my head slightly I searched for Audrey. She lay a few feet away from me. Was she hurt? No, she was getting up to a crouching position.

      “What’s going on?” My voice sounded muffled.

      Bomb attacks were frequent above ground as the Spirit Realm attacked the city, but they never affected us down here.

      Boom! Another ear-splitting sound and more debris and dust. This time cracks appeared in the walls. I flicked my gaze to Audrey’s and saw her eyes widen at the same time as mine. Because we’d both realised the same thing.

      If we didn’t get out immediately, we’d be buried alive down here.

      The realisation sent a rush of adrenaline through me, snapping my mind into focus as I scrambled to standing.

      Audrey sprang to her feet. “Quick! The escape hatch.”

      She didn’t need to explain further. During my first day here I’d been shown the evacuation procedure for immediate and safe exit in emergencies. The escape hatch was really intended as a fire exit. Nobody ever expected the Unit’s secret underground war headquarters would be attacked. The location was such a closely guarded secret. But I didn’t have time to ponder how this had happened right now.

      Running beside Audrey I searched the faces of other agents running or flying in the same direction, each one terrified and bewildered but none who I was looking for. Where was Joshua? Where was the rest of our coven? Had they left before this attack? Me and Audrey had been in that room for a while. The others had probably left as soon as the briefing finished… hopefully…

      Some of the panicked agents we passed shouted garbled messages about going to look for colleagues, wild looks of terror on their faces. Strange rumbling noises accompanied tremors in the floor as the building lurched and groaned. Each shift made my insides liquify. And all the while, the cracks in the walls deepened as the entire building shook. Of all the many times I’d faced death since arriving in the Arcane Realm, I’d never thought that my eventual end would be as a witch pancake, crushed alive by the weight of rock, earth and cement above me. I cast my gaze upwards, tracing the widening cracks with my eyes as I ran faster, now in a flat out sprint, my feet pounding the ground, my breath coming out in gasps.

      Audrey took to flight, and I followed suit, we’d reach the hatch quicker this way. Zipping through the air, another sickening grating sound filled the air, and the walls shook more violently.

      We had the hatch in our sights.

      Something came loose from the ceiling. “Audrey watch out!”

      She swerved to the side just in time as a large chunk of cement crashed to the ground beside her.

      That was way too close.

      But now she’d grabbed the hatch door and was pulling.

      Other agents were clustered below us, waiting for her to open the door and lead us to safety.

      Audrey’s expression was stricken as she looked at me. “I…. I can’t…. It’s stuck!” her voice faltered. Panic had wiped all magic from her mind.

      “No, it isn’t.” The spell came to me instantly, determination forcing my mind to focus. I muttered an incantation, and the trapdoor flew open.

      We rushed out, flying as fast as we could, scores of other agents following us.

      Boom. This time it wasn’t an explosion. It was the sound of the entire underground base collapsing.

      My stomach flip-flopped. We’d got out but many others would be trapped inside.

      I looked at the ones who’d got out. They stumbled around, dazed, dirty, some bloodied. In a moment I’d start helping with healing them, but I was still in shock and couldn’t call the magic to mind right now. I needed to clear my thoughts first. I couldn’t believe we’d been attacked. The regular Unit headquarters was an obvious target and had been bombed right at the start of the war but the secret base… If the Spirit Realm had found out where it was, there was only one explanation - somebody had been feeding them secrets. My thoughts went to the mission during which we’d rescued Phoebe. I’d had the terrible thought someone must have told the Spirit Realm we were coming. Then last night in the Cauldron…  how had the assassins known I was there? Only my coven, Mateo and Joshua had known we were going there. And only my coven, Mateo and Joshua knew about the mission to rescue Phoebe which meant…

      …One of my coven was a mole.
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      “But what do you really know about Brother Mateo?” Ishida’s brows were knitted as he gestured with his hands. “He could be here with the express purpose of destabilising our nation.”

      Me, Audrey, Davenport and Ishida were at the Academy, in a locked lecture hall, having a crisis talk. We were the only members of my coven who they trusted with this. We needed to get to the bottom of who the mole was.

      “Not much I admit. But if he had a dark agenda, don’t you think it would’ve surfaced during our mission to the Spirit Realm?”

      “Not necessarily. He could’ve been playing a long game. Gaining our trust first before setting the wheels in motion.”

      I blinked at him. “You’re forgetting that I can read his mind. He’d need to have such meticulous concentration levels to keep his thoughts hidden.”

      “I thought that’s exactly what monks had.” Audrey cut in.

      I flattened my eyes. “He’s not the Buddha. I don’t think it’s him.”

      Davenport sighed. We’d been here for almost an hour, and we were still no closer to working out who the traitor was. “The truth is, I don’t think we’re going to figure it out here which means we need a plan B for the mission to the Elemental Realm.”

      Ishida met his gaze. “We’ll have to slim down the team. Only those who you absolutely trust.”

      “I trust all my coven though!” And that’s what made this hurt so much. One of them was betraying me - betraying the whole Realm. My coven was the closest thing I had to family here. Although I’d only met them recently, the bond we’d forged, by learning magic together… it was hard to explain. It was more than friendship. We were energetically entwined, a soul group who had travelled together during previous incarnations. In some ways the bond we shared was deeper than family.

      Davenport’s tone softened as he looked at me. “I understand how hard this is. Hell, my coven were groomsmen and bridesmaids at my wedding. But we’ve got a whole nation depending on us.”

      Ishida was brisk. “Pick your top three and they’ll accompany you on this mission. Nobody else will know anything from here on out.”

      I took a deep breath and looked down. But I didn’t have to think too long about the names. They came to me instantly. “Audrey, Joshua and Mateo.”

      Davenport looked surprised. “Are you sure about McTavish? He’s not even a member of your coven.”

      “I’m sure.”

      He shrugged. “Fine, I trust your judgement.”

      “What will you tell the others?” I asked.

      “The truth. That we want to slim down the team to ensure no further information gets handed to the Spirit Realm.” Davenport was unflinching. “Maybe that way whichever bastard is selling our secrets will develop a conscience and stop.”

      “That’s not likely.” Ishida muttered.

      Davenport ignored him and changed the subject. “Now, you also wanted to discuss addressing the High Council before your departure?”

      “Yes.”

      “May I ask what you plan to present to them?”

      I shifted uncomfortably in my seat but then corrected my posture and looked him straight in the eye. I had nothing to feel embarrassed about. “The same idea I tried to present to you - that of forming an alliance with the Ahimsa vampires.”

      Ishida guffawed. “You’re still wedded to that nonsense?”

      “It’s not nonsense. It’s a sound, tactical move.”

      “It’ll be a bit harder now you’ve broken up with Nik.” Audrey whispered so quietly that only I caught what she said.

      “What was that, Agent Lavery?” Ishida asked.

      She coughed. “I said it’ll be harder than Bree thinks to convince the council of this idea.”

      “I couldn’t agree more. I think you’re wasting your time.”

      I looked at Davenport, crossing my arms as I raised my eyebrows and waited for his judgement to waft over to me.

      Instead, he surprised me. “Well, as much as we may disagree with her logic, it is Bree’s right, as a citizen of the Arcane Realm, to present to the High Council as she wishes.”

      I softened my features, grateful for his tacit support as I smiled at him.

      “But please,” he added, “keep our names out of this. I don’t want the council thinking we’ve endorsed this. You’re alone in there, understood?”

      My smile dropped from my face. “Of course.” Davenport never changed. He was still trying to protect his political career and his image. That still mattered more to him than pretty much anything else.

      “Submit your petition to Muriel and I’ll have her draw up the request and book your slot in tomorrow’s meeting.”

      Ishida took over. “I believe that wraps up today’s meeting. Meet us back here tomorrow, at the same time and bring Mateo and Joshua. We’ll go through the details of how to adjust the mission to just the three of you.”

      “Will we stick to the same schedule?” Audrey asked.

      “We’ll have to. The Elemental Realm is expecting you on Friday. If we change our plans it makes us look weak. We can’t afford that. Image is everything in these types of negotiations.” The look of concern which flashed over his face was fleeting but it sent an arrow of anxiety shooting to my centre. He was trying to hide from us just how much this mission stood on the precipice of disaster. The reality was, if we didn’t secure an alliance with the Elemental Realm, this whole war was as good as over and the Arcane Realm was finished.
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      Knock, knock, knock.

      The sound of the gavel knocking on the wooden block echoed through the lecture hall. Since the High Council hall had been blasted to smithereens in the first attack the Spirit Realm made on central Bourgania, the meetings had been moved to the Arcane Academy. It had halls big enough and as it was on the outskirts of town, it was less likely to be targeted by bombs.

      The Grandchairmaster cleared her throat, her neck waddle wobbling as she looked down over her glasses at her papers and then back up again. “I declare this meeting open. Welcome Grandministers, opening the floor today is Grandminister Sachs. Please proceed Grandminister.”

      A petite woman stood up. “My lady, we propose an amendment to clause six of the agricultural dispersal act so that it extends past the boundaries of outer Frithnes.”

      I inwardly groaned, scarcely able to believe that I had to sit through another of these meetings. Although I had to admit that the last one I’d attended had ended on an unexpectedly entertaining note. I suppressed a giggle as I recalled the giant fist fight between Spirit Realm representatives and local ministers. I doubted today’s would be anything like as dramatic.  Instead, I would have to sit here, trying not to fall asleep as the ministers waffled their way through debating and passing new laws, before my moment arrived.

      I couldn’t help but think back to that day. I’d been at the meeting with Conor and immediately afterwards he’d introduced me to Ambassador Bell. If only my witch’s sixth sense had been better developed, I might not have missed the warning signs. Now, as I cast my mind back, it was obvious they were dodgy. The way their eyes had communicated some silent knowing, the small smiles and shifty glances. But I couldn’t blame myself. I was new to my craft and used to a lifetime of hiding and ignoring my inner warning system. And as much as Conor liked to blame me, and my rejection of his advances, for the traitorous pond scum he’d become, it wasn’t my fault. He’d made his own choices and he’d chosen the dark side. His lust for power and glory had got him to where he was, not me. It was hard to believe he had been my oldest childhood friend and now we were fighting on opposite sides in this war. And if it came to a final battle, there was a good chance that one or both of us would be killed. Despite Conor’s treatment of me, I couldn’t help but think of his family and how devastated they would be. His Mam in particular had always overindulged him. What would she think about his actions in the witch realms? Did she know what he was up to?

      I shook the thoughts from my mind. My purpose here was way more important than ruminating over what my shitbag ex-friend had done to me. Securing the backing of the High Council to ally with the Ashimsas, would mean everything. It would take some of the pressure off the upcoming mission to the Elemental Realm. I’d be able to tell the Sultan and his advisors we already had allies on our side, and they’d be more likely to join us as a result. Elemental witches didn’t share the same aversion to vampires arcane witches did. And it would mean so much to Nik - I owed him that much. The familiar kernel of guilt I felt when thinking about Nik wormed its way into my stomach, forming knots that added to my anxiety about presenting at today’s meeting. What would it be like allying with the Ahimsas now that me and Nik weren’t together? Or when we weren’t together… because I still needed to have that particular conversation with him and close things off properly. I gulped, dreading the day I had to do that. He’d take it well - too well in fact. That was one of the problems between us, we were so different. Not just the vampire versus witch part. He was measured and wise and calm. I was an impulsive hot head. He was forgiving. I was vengeful… but would his forgiveness extend to me once he found out I was sleeping with someone else?

      “Bree Ryan.” The Grandchairmaster called out, startling me from my wandering thoughts.

      I jumped to my feet, scattering the papers that I’d brought all over the floor. I crouched down and started gathering them up, then changed my mind - it would take too long, and everyone was looking at me. Straightening up to standing, I bumped my head on the hard wooden table. “Ow!” I rubbed my head and stood up, blushing profusely. Well, this was about as undignified a start as it was possible to make. “Yes my lady, I mean Ma’am. I’m here.”

      She blinked at me, unfazed by my klutzy behaviour. “Well, go on then dear.”

      “Right, yes.” I cleared my throat. It felt dry and sandpapery. “I’ll get straight to the point.”

      “I wish you would,” one of the ministers muttered under his breath, eliciting a few smirks and chuckles from those around him.

      The Grandchairmaster’s eyes narrowed onto the culprit, and he wiped the smile from his face, straightening up in his chair as he looked at me with theatrical concentration.

      “I propose that we bolster our numbers in battle by allying with a group of vegan vampires known as the Ahimsas.”

      There was a deathly silence filled only by the buzzing of a blue bottle fly which landed on the desk in front of me before flying off again. Ministers sat staring with slack jaws. An older minister stuck a finger in his ear and wiggled it, frowning, as if trying to dislodge something that had obviously made him mishear. But nobody was objecting yet, so I ploughed on.

      “We are vastly outnumbered by the Spirit Realm, as you all know. Right now, we’re trying to secure witch allies. But even if we do - which isn’t a given, we’d benefit from allying with this group. They have advanced technology and vampire intelligence in the human world. They’ve been following the Draculs for years and have moles inside the organisation. Plus, we could draw on their Arcana during battle.”

      The Grandchairmaster frowned. “And how many of these Ahimsas are there internationally?”

      “Around half a million.”

      A wiry man opposite me stood up. “This is preposterous. How is this proposal even allowed to be presented? The electorate would never accept this.”

      “Will they accept being conquered? Having their sons and daughters slaughtered by Draculs?”

      “That is not the only alternative. You said so yourself. We can ally with witch realms. That is the sensible solution. Vampires cannot and will not ever be trusted.”

      “I’ve worked with this group before.”

      There was a gasp from the corner of the room.

      “I’m not ashamed to admit it. They’ve saved my life more than once.”

      “Manipulation tactics, obviously.”

      I sighed, pushing my hands through my hair. As I sifted through my arguments, my mind settled on the only one that might make a difference. Settling my gaze on the man opposite, I infused my voice with as much gravity as possible. “We’re the underdogs in this war, we may not like to admit that, but we are. If we ally with the Ahimsas now, it gives us a greater chance of convincing the Elemental Realm to side with us. Later on, down the line, once the Spirit Realm looks like they’re beating us, we’ll lose that option.”

      “Are you saying these Ahimsas wouldn’t side with us if we were losing?”

      “No, I’m saying the Elemental Realm wouldn’t.” I paused for effect. “It’s a choice of ‘side with the Ahimsas now and get the Elemental Realm too’ or ‘don’t side with them and possibly lose the Elemental Realm’.”

      Several of the ministers bristled and a woman two seats down from me spoke up. “You make it sound like we have no chance of winning without them.”

      “Because that’s what I believe! If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be here.”

      A tall, grey-haired man stood up and huffed. “This is a grotesque over exaggeration. It is fear-mongering and emotional blackmail, and I will not stand for it!” He banged his fist down onto the wooden table, his back stooping as he did so. He wagged his finger at me. “You come in here, a newcomer not just to our chambers but to our Realm, and you toss around the threat of us losing our first war in decades, as if it’s a certainty. You wave modern concepts of vampire alliances and advanced technology in the air much the same as you would wave a white flag. Well, I tell you, I for one, will never give in to vampires. Not via conquest nor alliance. I would sooner see every wizard, witch and child in this nation blood enslaved or killed first!” He thumped his chest and straightened up, lifting his chin as he clenched his jaw.

      “Here, here!…” Shouted another man.

      “Here, here!…” and “that’s the spirit!” Came multiple shouts from various parts of the room. Several people started talking at once and others began talking amongst themselves.

      “Order, order!” The Grandchairmaster banged her gavel on the block. She spoke loudly, drowning out the remaining whispers. “Does anyone else wish to counter argue or agree?”

      I raised hopeful eyebrows at her use of the word, ‘agree’ and cast my gaze around the room, desperately hoping at least one or two ministers might be brave enough to side with me. One younger woman looked at me with sympathy. I had the distinct impression she may have agreed with me, but she wasn’t brave enough to speak out publicly. When it became obvious nobody else was going to speak, I dropped my head and sighed.

      “In that case, motion denied.” The Grandchairmaster banged her gavel on the block with the finality of a judge sentencing my execution.

      I collapsed back into my chair, wishing I could just crawl out. But I didn’t want to add to the undignified way I’d started my presentation. No, I’d have to sit here and wait until an official break and then leave. The best I could hope for was that I could still convince them later. But would that be too late? Because, as much as all the ministers here were more interested in maintaining their bigotry and the electorate’s opinion of them, what I’d said earlier was true. Without an alliance already in place, it was less likely that the Elemental Realm would join us. And now they were our only hope. Because if they didn’t join us, Mateo had made it clear the Druid Realm wouldn’t join us either.

      I’d never felt more pressure to succeed at a mission. And it’s not as if I was the most diplomatic person in the world. For the first time, I started to wonder if I’d chosen the right people to be on my team. Would Theo be a better choice than Joshua? He knew the Elemental Realm way better and was a natural diplomat. And would it be a bit awkward having Joshua there as well as Mateo and Audrey? But then, could I trust Theo? Someone was selling us out. Could it be him? … Or could it even be Joshua?
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      The days rattled past and before I knew it, the day for us to visit the Elemental Realm arrived. Hidden behind magical wards within modern day Turkey, we’d taken an early ‘red-eye’ flight.

      Welcome to Konya, the local time is eight twenty three. The temperature outside is seventeen degrees Celsius.

      The plane intercom startled me awake and I wiped a bit of drool from my lips, hoping nobody had noticed. Audrey and Joshua sat either side of me. Mateo was across the aisle.

      Now, Joshua pushed up the window shade to let in the dazzling sun. Squinting into the light, I stretched and craned my neck to get a better view. Airports looked uniformly industrial and boring the world over and this one was no different. Yellowing patches of grass stretched between each runway. An oppressive, concrete block of a building stood in front of us.

      The pilot was speaking into the intercom, telling us to remain seated until the plane had come to a complete stop. I unclipped my seat belt and tapped my foot, yawning as I waited for the passengers in front to file out. As we walked through the airport, I found myself noticing little things about the human world. The lights were on inside the building, even during the day. Bins overflowed with plastic rubbish. People walked on travelators when they could have easily just walked. After spending so much time in the witch realms, the wastefulness of the human world shone more brightly. And yet it was still a world I was desperate to protect. Because as well as the bad, I saw the good. Two security guards sharing a joke, one of them wiping tears from eyes that were filled with the love of friendship. A teenager bending down to pick up the newspaper an old lady had just dropped and hand it back to her. Even the simple kindness of people taking their place in a queue. Humans weren’t perfect but they had a right to live freely on the planet, without getting enslaved by vampires. That’s what this war was really about, and I knew if I didn’t stop it now, that’s what would happen in the end.

      Inside the airport, we hired a car. We’d keep the car at the Elemental Realm’s border, cloaked by magic, until the end of our trip. The sleek black range rover was one of the most expensive options and the salesman’s eyebrows rose, his eyes widening as he mentally clocked up his commission. He must’ve thought we were rich tourists, on some gap year jolly. In fact, we needed the size and four-wheel drive to negotiate the sand dunes of Karapinar desert. An hour and a half drive from Konya, the desert had been the secret home of the Elemental Realm for centuries. It was the perfect cover. Any sensitive humans who felt or saw anything unusual wouldn’t be believed. The experience would be chalked up to mirages and heat exhaustion. Over the years countless tales of strange sights and psychic phenomena had only made locals visit the region less, believing it to be cursed. This was to the Elemental Realm’s advantage. As the most technologically advanced of the three witch realms, and the only one to use magical electricity, the nation was constantly expanding. It required more and more cloaking magic to hide it within the confines of the desert.

      I cast a glance at Mateo. My monk protector and mentor walked silently behind me. But he looked ill at ease in the jeans and t-shirt I had forced him to wear. His normal attire of robes looked too kooky, and we wanted to draw as little attention to ourselves as possible. Although the Elemental Realm knew we were coming, and the Sultan was expecting to receive us at his palace. I didn’t want a giant shining target on my back advertising our arrival to any waiting assassins. Since our crisis talks at the Academy, we’d kept the details of this mission strictly confidential, but I was still worried it could have leaked out.

      We’d had to pack extremely light. Just one backpack each. We could get anything else we needed once we got there. But the thirty minute trek we would do across the desert meant that even small suitcases were out of the question.

      As we strode towards the car, Joshua’s eyes lit up. “Bagsy me driving,” he grinned, dangling the keys between two fingers as he looked at me, waiting for me to challenge him.

      I threw my hands in the air. “Fine.” He’d get no argument from me. I was exhausted after our early start. The last thing I wanted to do was navigate roads in a foreign country.

      Joshua pressed the car key and the range rover beeped as the doors clicked unlocked.

      “The car comes with internal satnav which is useful,” Audrey commented as she opened the back door. She took a tube of organic sunscreen from her handbag as we all filed in. Lathering it liberally on her face and neck she offered it to me. “Want some?”

      “Yeah, I better.” I slapped cream thickly on all my exposed skin as Joshua started the car.

      “I’m quite excited about this trip.” Joshua began, turning the wheel to direct the car out of the airport. “I haven’t been to the Elemental Realm before, but I’ve heard it’s incredible.”

      “How come you’ve never been?”

      “I just haven’t had the opportunity. But it’s been on my list to visit for a long time.”

      Audrey nodded. “I know we’re on official state business, but we have to visit the fountains of Ariyoc while we’re there. They’re these fountains in a canyon, which fall in different directions, using elemental magic to control the flow of water. Then the way the light falls creates rainbows all over the marble slabs.”

      “Wow! That does sound pretty cool.”

      “And there’s also the museum of elemental magic. It has displays of all the mechanical machinery the realm has created going back centuries with demonstrations of how each item was powered by magical electricity.”

      I frowned. “Why is the Elemental Realm the only realm to use electricity? It’s not like we don’t have elemental witches as immigrants - they could create electricity for us?”

      “I think it’s partly cultural.” Audrey explained. “Also, the Arcane authorities wouldn’t want citizens to start relying on a power source that is created by immigrants. Relations between our nations have been good for a while but historically we’ve had times when there’s been conflict.”

      “Hmm, makes sense I suppose,” I mused, looking out of the window at the arid grass bordering the motorway we were now on. As I stared at the factories and warehouses we drove past, a flutter of nerves went through my centre and I clasped my forearms, rubbing up and down to calm myself. This was my first official trip as the Trinity. I’d studied the culture of the Elemental Realm and had been fully briefed on what to expect. But it was still daunting. We were basically going, cap in hand, to beg them to join us in our fight against the Spirit Realm. The Spirit Realm was larger than us, with greater numbers even before you counted their vampire allies. They were also trading partners to the Elemental Realm. What could we offer in return for the Elemental Realm’s assistance? Very little. We were banking on the Sultan buying our story of the Spirit Realm’s ultimate plans for world domination. The fact that he’d agreed to host us was a good sign, but it was by no means a done deal.

      “Let’s put some music on.” Joshua broke my thoughts, turning on the radio dial. Trashy techno pumped out of the speakers.

      “Aargh!” Mateo covered his ears with his hands, his face a mask of pain. “What abomination is this? Turn it off.”

      “Alright, alright, I’m still finding the right channel.” Joshua turned the dial and it landed on an old disco classic.

      “Ooh yeah, I like this one.” Audrey sang, “I’m in the mood for dancing…” She crooned away, tunelessly as she waved her hands in the air and swayed from side to side.

      “Make it stop! The techno was better than this.” Joshua joked.

      “Watch it McTavish.” Audrey slapped his shoulder.

      “Hey! Are you trying to make us crash?” He continued, “all I’m saying is, can we leave the singing to the professionals, please? Is that too much to ask?”

      I giggled and looked at him in the rear-view mirror. I loved his playful side, he could always lighten my mood, no matter how dark it was. But as my eyes met his, the heat in them made me bite my lip and look away. I couldn’t resist flicking my eyes into the mirror once more and when I did I clenched my thighs, feeling my pulse increase. Joshua’s expression was pure sin. As this was an official visit, we had our own rooms at the Sultan’s heavily fortified palace. But would there be any chance for me to sneak out and visit his room after dark? My mind went back to the last time we’d been alone together, and I disappeared into the memory, luxuriating in it. The delicious mental images carried me into a light sleep, and I drifted off to the lull of the car engine.

      When I woke up, the landscape had changed dramatically. We were no longer in the city. Instead, the road was flanked by sandy earth and gravel, interspersed by the odd brush of plants and tumble weed. Rocky mountains and boulders reminded me of the region near where I’d met the original Trinity in the Druid Realm. “Looks like home, hey Mateo?”

      “Indeed, it does. I must confess to feeling a little homesick.”

      “If all goes well, we’ll be going back to the Druid Realm soon.”

      “With the Elemental Realm as allies.” Audrey’s tone was positive, but I could tell she was faking it. She was as nervous about this trip as I was, and her positivity was as much to convince herself as it was the rest of us.

      “Here.” Joshua said as he turned sharply off the road.

      The car jerked violently, and Audrey tilted towards me, her seatbelt stopping her from careering into my side.

      “Jeez, warn us next time why don’t you?” My voice warbled as the car bumped over the rocky terrain.

      “Sorry.” He took a sip of his bottled water and put it back between the seats. “We only have a bit longer in the car before we have to do the last bit on foot.” He looked at me in the rear-view mirror. “Are you awake enough to do the cloaking spell?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I think so.” I would be hiding the car magically, but the spell had to be strong enough to hide it for the entire time we were in the Realm. If the spell wore off before we were ready to leave, some local busy body could report the car as abandoned, leaving us to answer some awkward questions to the car rental company.

      In the distance, the rocks gave way to sand dunes. Driving over those would be impossible. We’d have to park the car and walk the rest of the way. “Over there?” Joshua pointed to a thicket of dry bushes.

      “Seems as good a spot as any.”

      He drove the car over and parked it and we all got out. Opening the boot, we took out our backpacks and put them on.

      I pulled up the light cotton scarf from around my neck and wrapped it around my head and neck, shielding myself from the sun and sand. Then I put on sunglasses.

      Audrey did likewise but she somehow managed to make it look a lot more stylish than my effort. She was Audrey Hepburn whereas I looked more like a hippy vagrant. Maybe it was my long hair. Never mind. I was here to win allies, not a fashion contest.

      I looked up for any passing aircraft and when I saw none, I lifted my arms and muttered the incantation. Reality shifted as my magical signature saturated the air. The car shimmered in and out of existence before finally disappearing completely. But I wasn’t yet satisfied. I walked forward, checking it wasn’t still there in physical form. Once I’d walked through the area where the car should’ve been and felt nothing I nodded. “It’s done.”

      Audrey got a paper map, circling the spot we stood in “so we don’t lose it,” she explained. Then she got out her compass, looked at it and pointed. “This way.”
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      We’d been walking for almost half an hour, our bags were too heavy for us to fly. The scarf had done little to keep the dust from my face and as I licked my dry lips, the salty taste of dry sweat mixed with sand in my mouth. “Eugh, how much longer?” I couldn’t help the whiney tone that crept into my voice.

      “Almost there I think.” Audrey looked at the map and then back at the horizon.

      I stopped and took my water bottle out of my bag. After taking a swig then putting it back, I hesitated, sniffing the air. Something unmistakeable had coursed over my skin. The indescribable feeling of a magical ward. “Did you feel that?” I looked at the others.

      “Uh huh. We’re close,” Joshua confirmed.

      It was less than twenty paces before the magical ward hit me again, this time like a tonne of bricks. “Here it is.” I put my hands out, feeling the shift in reality. “Do you want to do the honours?” I looked at Audrey.

      “Sure.” She lifted her hands, muttering the ancient elemental ward breaking spell. We’d all been taught it before we left the Arcane Realm, but Audrey had always been gifted at languages and her accent was perfect. Far better than my clumsy efforts, which, although still functional wouldn’t be winning magic artistry prizes anytime soon.

      As Audrey worked the spell the air began to move. The landscape shimmered as reality flickered between this dimension and the one we were about to step into. Then suddenly, the spell came to full maturation, and we got our first glimpse of the Elemental Realm. A whole secret, magical kingdom stretched out before us. Unlike the other realms I’d visited, this one had apartment blocks, stretching into the sky, built of steel and glass. There were houses too. And larger buildings with domed rooftops. Flying machines flitted through the air, navigating through skies filled with swooping witches and wizards. On the streets, cars and bikes. Yet, unlike the human world, there were no car fumes. Vehicles here were fuelled by magical electricity. It was like stepping onto another planet - one far more technologically advanced than the human world. It appeared that here they had every modern convenience of the human world. It was a stark contrast to the Arcane and Spirit Realms which both seemed old-fashioned and stuck in the past. And the Druid Realm seemed ancient in comparison.

      We walked forward, entering the realm as Audrey muttered an incantation to close the ward behind us. The crowded buzz of the city streets were surreal after the quietness of the desert we had left behind us. The air was scented with a heady combination as incense mingled with perfumes and grilling meat. A thriving market had stallholders shouting out their wares. Rows of rugs, hung up as the seller tried to offer me a great deal. I waved him away with my hand and he moved onto the next person. Great vats of brightly coloured spices sat on pillars as a man behind the counter weighed out a bag to a heavily perfumed lady who stood in front of him, shielding her face from the sun with a headscarf and large sunglasses. We passed a side street and music pumped out of a parked car. I recognised the tune.

      “They have regular music here.” My tone was incredulous.

      “Why wouldn’t they? They have magical electricity.”

      “I guess, it’s just… the other witch realms prefer their own culture.”

      “It’s not like human chart music isn’t part of witch culture. Some famous pop stars are secretly witches, didn’t you know that?”

      My jaw dropped open. “What?! Who?…”

      “Trionoide.” Mateo’s tone was urgent as he cut me off. “I believe we are being followed.”

      I started to whip my head around then thought better of it. Keeping my head forward, I caught the reflection of the men behind us in the side mirror of a parked car. Four well-built guys, in matching business suits. They weren’t even trying to blend in. Maybe this was our escort to lead us to the palace?

      Taking my assumption as fact, I turned to face them, putting on my brightest, shiniest smile, I opened my arms wide. “Hey fellas.”  But my voice faltered and cracked at the end, my smile dropping, as I saw the expression on their faces. Unyielding mouths set in hard lines, mirroring the hard planes of their jaws and heavily furrowed brows. They looked less like they wanted to escort us to the palace and more like they wanted to do us harm. This feeling was backed up by the first magical attack that skimmed the air. The sharp pain of a light electrical shock made me yelp and twitch. “What the?..” I mouthed, as I came to.

      One of the men, square-chested with large hands and closely cropped dark hair, spoke. “You are all under arrest. It would be better for you if you came quietly.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I held my hands up. “On what crimes?”

      “Illegal entry.”

      “No. We’re here on official Arcane Realm state business.”

      “Then where are your papers?”

      “What papers? We weren’t told we needed papers.” This was entirely the wrong time for Joshua to be so honest and I tried not to give a disappointed eye roll.

      Audrey’s attempt was better. “The sultan is expecting us. Simply ask him and he will explain everything.”

      “The same sultan who ordered his men to arrest you?”
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      I exchanged a panicked glance with Mateo. Surely this was a misunderstanding. But if not, I didn’t want to take the chance of getting stuck in a foreign prison. Picking the first spell that came to mind, I hurled it at two of the men. They curved their bodies backwards in a gymnastic move that I’d last seen performed in the Matrix movies. My magic went skimming over their heads, my efforts wasted.

      But Mateo took over, throwing a javelin-shaped spear of fire at the other two men. One of them flew into the air, easily missing the pointed flame that spiralled uselessly into the clouds. The other man incanted a spell and the spear vanished. These guys were good. But so were we. And I was the Trinity. They weren’t taking us to jail without a fight. And if we hit them with everything we had at the same time, they wouldn’t stand a chance.

      “Mesma-alua-cataton-atum,” Audrey shouted, flinging her hands towards one of the men.

      He swotted the spell away, uttering a spell blocker as he charged towards her. Grabbing her hands, he clipped obsidian cuffs on her.

      “Audrey!” I leapt into the air, taking to flight instinctively. If I concentrated, I could shatter the cuffs with magic. But it was hard to perform from this far away and I wasn’t alone, another of the guards was in hot pursuit. Perhaps I could lose him, then help Audrey? I shot through the clouds, casting spells behind me as I went. Each spell either missed or was easily deflected. Jeez, these guys were amazing! If they showcased the kind of skills the Sultan had on his team, I wanted this Realm as allies more than ever.

      Barrelling through a cloud tunnel, I came out the other side and turned around. Was he gone? It looked like it. I started flying back in the direction of the market, turning my head side-to-side for any sign of the guard.

      “Oof-huh!” The magic hit me full frontal, winding me as if I’d been punched in the gut and knocked on the head at the same time. The effect threw me off balance and I lost the power of flight, falling to earth like a sack of potatoes.

      I tried to regain the flight spell, but it felt like my head was filled with a hive of bees. My ears buzzed and rang at the same time. Perhaps a mild concussion? Faster and faster the ground approached, wind rushing through my hair. I was just feet away when suddenly, I recalled a cushioning spell. I gave it a try… but it didn’t work either! I was screwed. My first day in the Elemental Realm would be spent in hospital - if I was lucky. Because, if I was unlucky, I might die. Wincing, I braced myself for impact, tensing my whole body as I wrapped my arms around my torso in a last desperate attempt to protect my vital organs.

      But the shock never came. Instead, magical wind held me aloft, inches from the floor, close enough to see the ants that scurried across the market floor, carrying grains of food that had been dropped by passers-by. I felt the hard and familiar clang of obsidian cuffs being snapped onto my wrists. A large hand grabbed my shoulder and hauled me to standing.

      The same square-chested guard pushed his face into mine. “Like I said before, you’re all under arrest. And now we’ll add ‘resisting arrest’ to the charges.”

      With my hands cuffed, I couldn’t even wipe away his spit from my eye. Instead, I blinked, feeling heinously offended. “This is bullshit! Clearly a mistake. And when the Sultan clears this up, you guys are gonna be in so much trouble.”

      I let the man bundle me into the back of a sleek black car. I didn’t recognise it as human-made, but the absence of any exhaust pipe told me it was electrical. Audrey was already inside. She gave me a silent, glum look.

      Humiliation burned through me as I returned her gaze then dipped my head.  In the car in front, I saw the familiar silhouettes of Joshua and Mateo. In fact, I could’ve used more magic to get myself out of the cuffs. Obsidian only blocked arcane magic and that wasn’t all I had access to. It was harder to do magic with my hands bound but not impossible. And Mateo was a Druid, he could’ve got free too. But I’d had enough, and I was guessing he had too. We’d had an early start to catch the flight, then a long walk through a hot desert. The last thing I wanted now was more fighting. No, we’d settle this the non-magical way - by stating our right and reason to be here in plain English. We weren’t illegal immigrants, this was absurd.

      The car started up and I heart the hum of air conditioning. As the temperature dropped to a more comfortable level, I looked out of the window, wondering what kind of prisons the Elemental Realm had. I mentally reviewed my most recent experience of prisons. First thinking about when we’d rescued Kelsey from the Druid Realm prison. That one hadn’t looked too bad. But then my mind travelled further - to the dungeon Beaufort had held me in during my time at Beaufort Heights. The dank smell. The constant damp that seeped through my bones, making it impossible to sleep. The terrible slop they called food. And worst of all - the ever-present threat of Beaufort coming to ‘collect’ on his promise to impregnate me. The memories caused bile to rise up my throat and I heaved.

      “Are you alright?” Audrey asked, her brow creasing.

      “I’m fine, must be a touch of heat exhaustion,” I lied.

      I pushed the thoughts from my mind, looking instead at the sights of the city outside the car windows. Despite the wonders of this new Realm, I could barely focus. Shops, bazaars, cars, crowds, all passed as if part of a dream. Because now the memory of what Beaufort had done to me had entered my mind, my thoughts were on a downward spiral. He was the one responsible for all this. He’d started this whole thing, purely to suit his maniacal lust for power. He was the true driving force behind this war, Conor was merely his puppet. What an idiot my former friend was. He was being used in such a transparent way. I’d always thought Conor was pretty clever, but his Achilles heel was power - he’d always wanted to be adored, worshipped, and now, as leader of the Spirit Realm he had that. He didn’t care if it was fake. I could imagine him now, lapping up the sycophancy like a fly laps up rancid blood.

      I felt my mouth turn down at the corners. Then my thoughts wondered to another traitor…. Kelsey. I hadn’t thought much of Joshua’s old friend since she’d sold us out in the Druid Realm. But my memory of the prison had brought her back to my mind. Where was she now? She’d disappeared through a portal just before I’d killed the Ambassador and hadn’t been seen since. She was a wanted fugitive in the Arcane Realm, and it wouldn’t be wise for her to return there. Perhaps she was hiding out in the human world?

      As the car rolled through the streets, we came to what was clearly a wealthier area. Wide tree-lined streets were flanked by huge houses with well-tended gardens. Several lawns had sprinklers, jetting out streams of water, controlled by elemental magic. The car turned a corner and I saw the palace up ahead of us. I recognised it from the research I’d done as part of the preparation to come here. A large white building, with dome-shaped turrets, topped by the lightning bolt symbol of the Elemental Realm. A flag bearing the same emblem flew from a mast in the vast front gardens. Pairs of guards were stationed at each corner of the gardens and two more rows of guard units patrolled at the front. The car drove straight towards it.

      I exchanged a confused glance with Audrey. Weren’t they supposed to be taking us to prison?

      What the hell was going on?

      The tall gilded double gates swung open, and our cars rolled onto the driveway, driving around the side of the building to the parking area at the back. As the car door opened a blast of hot air hit my face. With my hands still cuffed, I shuffled out with some difficulty. The men escorted us into the palace, through a side entrance, via what seemed to be the servants’ quarters. In the kitchen, one witch used magic to stir a boiling pot. A delicious smell permeated the air, making my stomach growl. Another witch incanted a levitation spell, transporting crockery and cutlery through a door. A wizard in uniform was changing the water in flower vases. Large bubbles of dirty water rose into the air and were deposited in the sink, to be replaced by clean bubbles of water which fell into the vases.

      The guards led us through another corridor and down some steps into a large room. Paintings of former Sultans hung on the walls. From the ceilings hung chandeliers with electric bulbs in them. The floors were dressed in luxury patterned carpets. In the centre of the room was a large wooden table surrounded by twelve sturdy chairs. A large vase of flowers sat at the centre of the table. Light flooded the room from a skylight in the ceiling and from the adjoining conservatory, beyond which were the well-maintained rear gardens. A man stood, looking out over the conservatory, his hands clasped behind his back. He was medium height, in his mid-forties, with short dark hair and light brown skin. His tailored suit fit him perfectly and his polished shoes glinted in the sunlight.

      He turned around and I recognised him immediately. This was Sultan Abir, sovereign leader of the Elemental Realm. I dropped into a curtsey.

      “Ah, I see you have arrived, no, no, there’s no need for all that.” He gestured for me to stand up. “We’re far less formal here than in the Spirit Realm, where I understand you recently spent some time?”

      “You are well informed, your majesty.”

      “I have excellent advisors.” His dark eyes flicked towards the guards and then back at me. “I am Sultan Abir Kumal. Pleased to meet you Ms Ryan.”

      “It is an honour, Sir… although…” I hesitated, trying to phrase my objection as politely as possible. “… If I may ask a question?”

      The sultan’s eyes twinkled mischievously. “You’re wondering why my men arrested you and then brought you here, are you not?”

      I nodded.

      He sighed, the lines of his face becoming more pronounced. “I must say I had hoped my suspicions were not correct, but I see I was right.”

      “Right about what?” The fact that we were here with the Sultan now meant he knew we weren’t illegal immigrants. So, on what grounds had we been arrested?

      His eyes hardened. “You are here to ask for our allyship in your war against the Spirit Realm. And yet you can’t even defend yourselves against the most rudimentary attack led by my palace guards. My men told me the fight you put up was that of amateurs. What makes you think we would join a war with you?”

      My heart sank. He was right. We should’ve been able to get away from those men. “We were blindsided though and… and tired after the flight and a long walk through the desert.”

      “Do you think the enemy will always wait until you are ready and well-rested before attacking?”

      I lowered my voice, shame burning my face as I recalled General Ishida asking me a similar question days earlier. “No.”

      He nodded at his men. “Uncuff them.”

      One of the guards muttered a spell and our cuffs fell to the floor. I rubbed my wrists, grateful to have the nasty obsidian off me. Fortunately, the ride here had been quick enough that I hadn’t developed flu-like symptoms yet.

      “I would’ve expected the Arcane Realm to send their very best fighters here as examples. Instead, they sent you.” He gave us a withering look.

      “Or maybe you are their very best fighters… in which case you may as well surrender to the Spirit Realm now and we can all get on with our lives.”

      It wasn’t so much his insults as his woeful ignorance that ignited my anger. I felt my fists ball up and, although I knew it wasn’t wise, I couldn’t stop myself from reacting. “Get on with our lives? Do you really think that’s what would happen if we surrendered? You think the Spirit Realm just wants to take over our Realm and leave it at that, do you? The Spirit Realm’s ambitions stretch far further than the Arcane Realm. They won’t be satisfied until the whole world is theirs - even the human world.”

      The Sultan laughed. “And now I can add ‘fantasist’ to your title alongside, ‘amateur’.”

      “I’m not a fantasist!” I bit out the words through a clenched jaw as I glowered at him. “The Spirit Realm’s new leader is a puppet for the Dracul vampire leader, Hugh Beaufort. I’ve spent a lot of time with Beaufort, none of it pleasant, and I know him very well. His ultimate aim is world domination. He won’t stop until he’s killed or enslaved every witch and human on the planet.”

      The Sultan waved his hand. “I’ve heard these stories before but that’s all they are…” He stuck his head forward and lowered his voice, patronisingly. “…Stories.”

      Audrey chimed in. “If I may ask, Sir - why do you think the Spirit Realm is attacking us if not to conquer our territory?”

      He lifted his chin. “You provoked them by desecrating sacred vampire strongholds and closing the ether portals.”

      Joshua’s mouth dropped open. “We had to close the portals to stop them from attacking us!”

      “Arcane Witches and humans were being abused and killed at those so-called sacred vampire strongholds.” I hissed, my eyes narrowing. All thoughts of diplomacy were gone as I heard the Spirit Realm’s version of events parroted back at us by the Sultan.

      Aware we were losing the room, Mateo waded in. “Sultan Abir, may I introduce myself? I am Brother Mateo of the Sacred Brotherhood of the Trinity Protectorate. I am a Druid and also mentor and guard to Ms Ryan… the Trinity.” His eyes flashed meaningfully on the last word, and he waited, assessing the Sultan’s reaction.

      The Sultan didn’t display any emotion but merely kept his beady eyes on Mateo.

      “If you did not plan to ally with the Arcane Realm, why invite us here?”

      “I was curious. I wanted to meet the famous Trinity and hear her side of the story.” The Sultan tried to keep his face neutral, but I saw the barest flicker of worry and it was enough to tell me he was lying. But what about?

      I seized upon my chance. “If it’s my side of the story you want, here it is, the shortened, unglossed version. Beaufort imprisoned me in a dungeon before trying to impregnate me via rape. I narrowly escaped with my life. When he failed to impregnate me, he moved onto my friend Phoebe. She wasn’t so lucky and now has his hybrid baby growing in her womb.” I paused, adding gravity to my voice. “Beaufort has plainly stated his intentions for world domination, on more than one occasion. He’s not just ambitious, he’s evil, sadistic, misogynistic and racist.  He helped Conor McGinty, who you know as Cerbius Desta, trick his way to the Spirit Realm throne and now Beaufort rules from the shadows. And after he conquers the Arcane Realm, he’ll move onto the Elemental Realm. It’s only a matter of time - and probably not much time at that.”

      The Sultan’s eye twitched almost imperceptibly. “They would never succeed in conquering us, they can’t match our advanced weaponry. And Desta is a good ruler. He has brought stability to the realm and quashed the corruption that was so rife under the old administration.”

      My gaze flicked to Audrey, she looked just as outraged as I felt. Joshua’s eyes met mine and he shook his head slightly. I turned back to the Sultan. What could I say that would make him see we were right? The Spirit Realm had an insatiable appetite for territory and conquest but if the Sultan couldn’t see that our mission here was as good as dead.

      Mateo decided to change tack. “If we’re not here as prisoners then, are we still to be your guests?”

      “Indeed Brother Mateo.” The Sultan clapped his hands together, looking at each of us. “Tonight, I am hosting a state dinner which you are all invited to attend.” He pressed a button on the table and spoke into an intercom. “We’re ready for you.” The Sultan ended the meeting with, “I will leave you now and look forward to talking about non-state matters at dinner.”

      Four servants entered the room and stood by each of us. The servant next to me had tan skin, large dark eyes and long dark, brown hair tied up into a high pony. She wore tight-fitting, stretchy trousers and a long-sleeved top. “My name is Hadeel. I’ll take you to your room. Your bag please.” She stretched her arm out, beckoning with slender fingers.

      I gave her my bag and followed her out of the room. As I walked behind Hadeel, I sank deep into my thoughts. The splendour of the palace which in the past would’ve had me staring, open-jawed, now held little appeal. All this wealth and beauty and I may as well be looking at ruins for all the difference it would make to the future of this Realm. How could the Sultan not recognise the threat the Spirit Realm represented to his own kingdom? How could he not see that we offered the only solution? In his parting words he’d stated that he didn’t want to talk matters of state tonight. But that’s what we were here to do - how else could we make this trip worthwhile? As I recounted our conversation I felt more and more insulted. The Sultan had disrespected us and scorned our abilities, treating us as if we were subordinates instead of senior government agents on a diplomatic visit. His low opinion of us matched my low opinion of him. He was like a child, believing everything the Spirit Realm had told him before ever meeting us.

      But no matter my opinion of him, we needed his army. And it sounded like we were already on the back foot. Could we still turn this around and get him on our side?
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      When Hadeel opened the door to my bedroom, I was struck by how different this was to the luxury I’d experienced in the Spirit Realm and at Beaufort Heights. Both those houses had favoured traditional, old-fashioned, rather gaudy decor with lots of gold and obvious signs of wealth. This room in contrast was minimalistic. A king-sized bed dressed in ivory bedding and a thick cream-coloured rug underneath. Bedside tables which looked like they could’ve been bought from an industrial Danish homeware store, all sleek edges and dark brushed steel. A dressing table in dark, oiled wood with two drawers underneath.  Sunlight from the vast, tall windows streamed in, hitting the dressing table mirror to send shards of light bouncing around the room. An abstract light fitting dangled from the ceiling. The walls displayed black and white photography of what I assumed were Elemental Realm landmarks. One of the photos showed plumes of water hitting sheets of marble in a giant canyon. This must be the Fountains of Ariyoc Audrey had told me about.

      To the side of the room was a door which Hadeel opened to display an en suite bathroom. “Power shower and jacuzzi bath come as standard in all our guest rooms.” She smiled, shutting the door before striding over to the built-in wardrobe. She opened the wardrobe to reveal an array of ballgowns. “Various sizes and colours. We were told that you would be travelling light and as such may not pack appropriate evening wear. I trust you will find something which fits.” She walked over to the dressing table and opened the drawers underneath. Clear and multi-coloured stone jewellery twinkled in the sunlight. Could these be zultanites? The Elemental Realm was famous for its rare zultanite mines, situated to the north of the capital. Another reason for its relative wealth and independence.

      “You must be tired and hungry after your journey. As soon as you are ready, come back down to the conservatory and we will serve a light lunch.”

      “Perfect, thank you.”

      She dipped her head, her eyes closing briefly. “I will leave you now but if you need me, press the intercom button.” She gestured to a button underneath the light switch.

      I was itching for a shower and wasted no time, getting my toiletries bag out of my backpack before heading into the en suite and turning on the tap. Hot water shot out of the shower head, hitting the tiles below to release clouds of steam. I opened a window and stripped off before getting in.

      As the water hit my face, I sighed, my whole body softening. It was exactly what I needed after the long, hot walk through the dessert. As I lathered up, I turned over our options in my mind. It was clear the Sultan’s dealings with the Spirit Realm had biased him towards their cause and against ours. But he was still neutral, at least publicly. Was that why he’d invited us here - to preserve the public perception of neutrality? Was he just another Beaufort puppet, little different than Conor? I was starting to wonder if the whole world had gone mad. Why did so many people support Beaufort? I could admit the man carried a certain level of charisma but not to the extent that the entire world would cave to his will. But then, he wasn’t relying on the whole world following him. All he needed was a couple of witch realms and his Draculs and the rest of the world would be bent by conquest and enslavement. That’s why I couldn’t let him win.

      Turning off the tap, I got out of the shower and dried myself on the fluffy white towel draped over the towel rail. I walked back into my room and got out a new set of clothes from my bag. Nothing dressy, just a simple pair of cream trousers and matching long-sleeved top. But I didn’t much fancy the thought of putting my stinky boots back on. Searching underneath the bed I slipped my feet into a pair of soft-pink, silk slippers, embroidered with flamingos. I was impressed by the hospitality. The Sultan’s staff had thought of everything.

      Knock, knock, knock. “It’s me, open up.” Audrey’s voice called through from the hallway.

      I walked over and opened the door. “Hey, how did you know where my room is?”

      “Mine is right next door.” She waltzed in, wearing a smart white linen suit and sandals.

      “Nice outfit, was that in your wardrobe?”

      She shook her head. “I brought it with me.”

      My jaw dropped open. “You fit that into that teeny, little rucksack you had? There aren’t even any creases?”

      “Haven’t you ever heard of rolling your clothes?”

      My eyes shifted from left to right. I had heard of it, but it hadn’t occurred to me at all when packing to come here. My brain just didn’t work in the same way Audrey’s did. Hers was all neat lines and compact boxes, mine was pure chaos…. Or creativity as Mam kindly used to say.

      I smiled at her and felt myself relax. “That’s handy having you next to me.” Slipping my hands into my trouser pockets as I avoided eye contact, I continued with, “and where are Joshua and Mateo?”

      Audrey raised one eyebrow, “over the other side of the palace. Not the easiest for after-dark visits, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      My reflection in the dressing room mirror blushed furiously. “I was just wondering where they are… for strategy meetings and stuff…” My voice trailed off before I realised I had an easy out with an abrupt change of topic. “I’m starving, are you ready for lunch?”

      She nodded, “that’s why I came to find you. I know your appetite knows no bounds.”

      “Rude.” I scowled at her. “But you’re right, let’s go.”

      We padded out into the hallway, our feet leaving barely any sound on the plush carpets. Whenever we encountered servants, their gaze followed us in a way that was almost brazen. Not only that but as I walked it occurred to me that the entire place had a strange atmosphere. Was it simply the powerful scent of elemental magic - a signature that I wasn’t used to? Or was it something more? The hairs on the back of my neck rose in the same way they did when someone was watching or following me. Yet when I turned around, there was nobody there. My witch’s sixth sense was on high alert. Why?

      “Do you feel what I’m feeling?” I asked Audrey, my voice barely more than a whisper.

      “Yep.” She replied, in a voice that was equally low.

      Unsure who may be listening, I reverted to runes, weaving my hands in the air to write a message to her. What do you think it is?

      I don’t know. She wrote back. That’s what worries me.

      Are we in danger here? I asked.

      We’re always in danger, whenever we travel with you. But here it feels like something more. I sense a presence, ancient, calculating, evil.

      It sounds like you’re describing Beaufort. I joked.

      But when she looked at me her eyes held no hint of mirth.

      Blood pooled in my belly and my throat went dry. Because it wasn’t such a stretch of imagination to suspect that Beaufort could indeed be here. Could this entire trip be a trap to serve us up to him? Had we made a huge mistake in coming here?

      And would this mistake be our last?
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      Later that evening, I flipped through the selection of dresses in the wardrobe. My hands brushed against a pale daffodil gown in layers of floaty tulle accented with floral, lace appliqués on the spaghetti string-sleeved bodice. Yes, that was the one. I pulled it from the hanger and slipped it on. It was slightly big but that was nothing a simple spell couldn’t fix. I muttered an incantation and watched as the gown shrunk to my skin, hugging my slender curves before lightly skimming the floor. Now onto hair and make-up. My hairstyling abilities were non-existent before magic, but now I could make it look however I wanted. I opted for a loose bun with tendrils of hair framing my face at the front. Finally, I moved onto my make-up which I preferred to do the old-fashioned way, by hand. Sitting in front of the mirror, I dug in my backpack and pulled out my make up bag, then got to work, applying the foundation and powder.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      “Come in,” I called out, leaning closer to the mirror to apply eyeshadow.

      Joshua poked his head around the door. “Oh, you’re not ready yet. Shall I come back in a bit?”

      “No that’s okay, I won’t be long. Take a seat.” I gestured to the bed and turned back to the mirror, eyeing him in the reflection. He looked amazing, a dark blue suit with crisp white shirt and polished black leather shoes.

      “Did you have a good rest after lunch? I know how important your naps are to your mood.”

      I smiled, pausing with my mascara wand in one hand as I raised one eyebrow. “Are you insinuating that I’m a grumpy bitch when I haven’t had one?”

      “No.” His voice rose nervously at the end. “Simply that you’re happier when well-rested.”

      I pumped my mascara. “Hmm, spoken like a true politician. You’ll do well at tonight’s dinner.” Leaning forward, I applied mascara to one eye.

      His face dropped. “I’m not feeling all that optimistic about tonight. Abir seems like he’s already leaning towards siding with the Spirit Realm. What do you think?”

      “Oh completely. But he wouldn’t have invited us if we didn’t still have a chance at persuading him.” I stood up and walked over to the wardrobe then opened the door to see myself in the full length mirror. Pressing down the dress, I tilted my head to one side. “What do you think?”

      Joshua walked over and slipped his hands around my waist, cradling his head into my neck. “Absolutely breath-taking.” His voice deepened as his mouth curled up at one corner, his eyes drenched in desire, “it’s a shame we don’t have more time.” He kissed the side of my neck, his breath hot against my ear.

      I gripped his hand, shivering as I closed my eyes and savoured his closeness. “Maybe you can sneak back here after dinner.”

      “You can count on it.” He sucked my earlobe, causing my breath to hitch and my pulse to race.

      “Come on let’s go.” I sighed reluctantly. “We don’t want to keep Audrey waiting.”

      “Right.”

      On one of the wardrobe shelves, I found a diamante-encrusted cream clutch bag in which I put my essential items - vanishing potion, silver daggers and rose lipstick. I took his hand, and we walked out. The balmy climate of the Elemental Realm meant I had no need of a jacket or shawl, and I was grateful for that after the long, hard winter in London and the Arcane Realm. We’d agreed at lunch that Mateo would accompany Audrey and Joshua would partner with me. Now, as we walked down the wide staircase to the entrance hall, Audrey stood with her back to us. She looked stunning, in a dark red knee-length fitted dress and matching high-heels. She turned and smiled at us. Mateo looked ill at ease in his black suit which, although it fit him perfectly, didn’t match his personality at all.

      “Ooh, high heels. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in heels before,” I said to Audrey.

      “No and there’s a reason for that. They’re killing me already.” Audrey bent down and rubbed her ankle. “Just as well we’re not expected to do any dancing tonight.”

      “Why didn’t you pick another pair?” I asked, looking down at my own mid-heel shoes.

      “There wasn’t another pair in my wardrobe.”

      My mind’s eye reviewed what I’d seen in my wardrobe, considering if any would be good for Audrey to wear instead. “Actually, these were the only low pair in mine, now that I think about it.”

      “You’re lucky,” she winced.

      I thought for a moment. “Subtle levitation spell? You’ll still look like you’re walking but actually you’re floating just above the ground.”

      “You can do that?” Her eyes widened.

      “Hello, I’m the Trinity, you know I’ve got these mad magic skills.”

      “Of course. Well, yes please. Whatever you can do to kill the pain.”

      I wove my hands into intricate shapes and muttered an incantation, being careful to give the spell the lightest amount of power so her levitation wouldn’t be obvious. “There. Give it a try.”

      She glided forward, as graceful as a ballerina. “Wow! That’s amazing. I’m literally walking on air. Thank you!” She gushed.

      “No problem.”

      Hadeel and the other three servants appeared from around the corner. “We are here to escort you to the dining wing of the palace.”

      “Thank you.” Mateo bowed his head, placing his hands together.

      We followed the servants through the grounds of the palace. Each corner I turned reminded me just how different this place was to the other witch realms. Here, they’d embraced technology in a way the other realms hadn’t, and it was evident everywhere. Ceiling fans, air conditioner, soft music that played through speakers in the corners of rooms, digital clocks, even the electric lights which guided our path as we walked through adjoining gardens to get to other buildings. Elemental witches had the same reverence for the natural world that other witches had - possibly more since their powers were so connected to nature. Yet they also had electricity - one of the natural elements they had control over. It was the ultimate clean energy and hence they could have whatever mod cons they wanted without desecrating the environment. This nation was the perfect blend of human technology and witch magic. It was a halfway house between the witch and human worlds. Maybe this was where I should settle once this was all over? Living in the Arcane Realm was okay for now, but I couldn’t imagine living there forever. I’d miss the human world too much. But now that I’d spent so much time in the Arcane Realm, I’d miss it there too if I lived in London. A life in which I had to constantly hide my magical abilities was one that I knew all too well - that’s how I’d spent my childhood. And it wasn’t a happy way for a witch to live, especially not if I wanted to have a family someday. I couldn’t help but glance at Joshua as this thought crossed my mind. He was so handsome next to me as I gripped his hand. Was he my future? It certainly felt right for now but only time would tell.

      Crossing an immaculate lawn, the stripy dark and light green still visible in the moonlight, we heard music and laughter, the sounds of a party in full swing. Servants stood at the entrance to the dining wing, handing out canapés and champagne flutes to arriving guests. I recognised some of the dignitaries from press articles. The plumpish lady in grey velvet looked like the Elemental Realm secretary of state with her wife. And behind them, another famous couple – a business tycoon and his socialite wife.

      Something made me turn towards the car that was entering the grounds. A current of magical electricity passed through the air, fuelling the fairy lights that hung over head. But that wasn’t what had caught my attention. I had the distinct feeling I would know who was in that car and it wasn’t a pleasant feeling. As the car stopped, I clenched my jaw, balling up one hand as I suspected who would be getting out.

      Beaufort.

      But when the door opened, it wasn’t him. It was somebody equally as detestable. Leader of the Spirit Realm and wolf-in-sheep’s clothing - Conor McGinty, dressed up in the face of Cerbius Desta.

      Bodyguards got out of the car at the same time, flanking him. He spotted me immediately and sidled over, his face a mask of fake geniality as he held his arms out. “Bree Ryan, what a lovely surprise.”

      “I wish I could say the same.”

      “Come now, we are on neutral ground. There is no need to let the tensions that exist between our nations disturb the conviviality of tonight.”

      “Tensions?!” I spat, then lowered my voice, trying not to make a scene. “You were supposed to become our ally. Instead, you’ve declared war on us.”

      “Well, it wasn’t in our interests to ally with you.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice, all traces of good humour wiped from his face. “Something that you’ll find we have in common with the Elemental Realm.”

      I huffed. “The Elemental Realm is still neutral. The Sultan hasn’t chosen a side yet.”

      “Hasn’t he?” Conor widened his fake eyes in faux surprise. Now I knew it was him behind Desta’s face, I could see little hints and habits of the old face he hadn’t completely extinguished. He still had that smugness, that overly clever arrogance. Now I knew what a double-crossing son of a bitch he was, I’d never find him interesting or entertaining ever again. Now my former friend made my skin crawl.

      He slinked off, leaving his last comment to curdle the air as his eyes gave a knowing sparkle that ignited a pit of rage in my belly.

      “Steady, you’re crushing my hand with that death grip.” Joshua breathed, shaking his hand loose from mine.

      “Sorry. It’s just… he makes me so angry.”

      “I know, me too. He and I used to be friends too you know.”

      “He betrayed all of us.” Audrey joined in, her eyes narrowing at Conor’s retreating form.

      I took a deep breath and lifted my head. “Never mind. After we secure the Sultan’s help, he’ll simply be a name in the history books.” I grabbed a glass of champagne from a passing servant’s tray and took a large gulp. Placing the glass back onto the tray, I looked at the servant, “thank you,” I said. Then, turning back to Joshua, Mateo and Audrey, I gritted my teeth, steeling my nerve. “Let’s go inside.”

      Joshua took my hand again and we walked in with Audrey and Mateo behind us.

      A large reception hall greeted us.

      “Do you recognise anyone?” Joshua whispered into my ear.

      “I think so.”

      The Sultan and his wife hadn’t arrived yet, but I recognised many of his advisors milling around, working the crowd. One of them, General Kurishi, a man whose eyebrows and nose dominated his face, had just taken a drink from a waiter’s tray and was alone. This was my moment. “That’s General Kurishi, let’s go and make friends.” I strode over, with Joshua lagging a few steps behind. “General Kurishi,” I put my hand out, “Bree Ryan, Trinity and representative of the Arcane Realm.”

      The General looked at my hand as if I’d offered him a dry turd but nonetheless took it, shaking it softly before dropping it like it was infectious. He had the good grace to try and hide his disdain for me but not the acting skills to properly execute it. “Yes of course, Ms Ryan. I’ve heard a lot about you and your…. Exploits in the Spirit Realm and human world.”

      “All good things I hope,” I laughed.

      “That depends on whose account you hear.”

      “And whose account have you heard?”

      The General didn’t answer my question but merely looked at me with a knowing smile as he tactfully changed the subject. “Drink?” He handed me a glass from a passing waiter. “You are here to negotiate an allyship are you not?”

      I took a sip of the weak, fruity cocktail. “That’s what I’m hoping for, yes. It would be in the best interests of both of our nations.”

      “Would it?”

      “Yes. The Spirit Realm won’t stop at us. Their quest for expansion in the witch realms is the tip of the iceberg. Their ultimate aim is the human world.”

      “Why shouldn’t we believe that is your aim?”

      I almost spat out my drink. “Why would I want that?”

      “Why would you not? You are one of the most powerful individuals on the planet, your magical abilities are limitless. Why not conquer the other witch nations and have them all consolidated under your own leadership.”

      “That’s ridiculous. I’m not even leader of the Arcane Realm.”

      “Not yet.” He sipped his drink pensively.

      I opened and closed my mouth. “And I have no plans to be!”

      “So, you say.”

      I frowned, shaking my head slowly. “Who came up with this nonsense?”

      “It’s well known in the Spirit Realm.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I might have known. This is propaganda and lies of the worst kind and you’ve swallowed it whole.”

      Our conversation was interrupted by the Sultan who had just entered. He tapped a spoon against a glass to get everyone’s attention. We all turned to look at him. “Welcome esteemed guests, friends and allies.” His gaze fell on me as he said this, and hope soared in my chest. “Thank you for honouring us with your presence tonight. I am not one for big speeches so I will keep it brief.” He paused and let his gaze roam around the room. “Let tonight be an occasion in which common ground is found and alliances are forged and strengthened.” Now, as my gaze followed his, it landed on the odious creep Conor, destroying my previous hope. The Sultan clearly knew what he was doing. He was playing us both off against each other.

      Just whose side was he really on?
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      I was seated next to the Grand Attaché to the Elemental Realm on one side and Joshua on the other side. Audrey and Mateo sat opposite us, next to a Sanguistism Cardinal from the Spirit Realm.

      The Attaché was elderly, with a bushy grey moustache and glasses balanced on his prominent nose. His wife looked to be at least thirty years his junior, pretty and petite with mousy-brown hair and freckles.

      “How long do you plan to stay in our Realm?” The Attaché asked, making a tiny slurp as he sipped his soup.

      “We have planned for a week, Sir…”

      “Do call me Anton.”

      “… A week, Anton.” It felt awkward calling him by his first name but that’s what he’d requested, and I was doing my best to be my most likeable self. “If negotiations go in our favour, we will leave sooner.”

      “Negotiations, hmm…” His moustache twitched and he wiped it with a napkin. He turned to his wife. “How are you enjoying your soup, my dear?”

      “Delicious, thank you.” Her eyes displayed no affection beyond politeness when she talked to him. It was obvious to me she’d married him for money or status.

      If this was a tactic to change the subject, I wasn’t allowing it. “Anton, you must know the Sultan’s thoughts in this matter. What will it take to get him to ally with us?”

      Anton picked up his glass and took a sip of wine, then put it back on the table before answering. “My understanding is that he hasn’t made up his mind yet. I am not privy to any more information than you are.”

      I studied him, searching for signs of deception. His forehead was deeply furrowed with age, tiny purple veins lining his hooded eyes, his lips thin and set. I couldn’t get a read on him. If he was lying, he was extremely good at it. He was the Grand Attaché for God’s sake, he had to know something. He was simply refusing to give it up.

      I glanced over at Audrey, wondering how she was getting on being sat next to one of the upholders of Sanguistism in the Spirit Realm. She was laughing at something he’d said and showed no signs of the tensions that existed between our nations. Diplomacy came more naturally to her than it did to me. It didn’t even look like they were talking about politics, but the Cardinal was hanging on her every word. Perhaps that was the secret to getting what I wanted out of the Attaché? I’d done extensive etiquette training as preparation for my mission to the Spirit Realm. It was time to put that to work and turn on the charm.

      I picked up my wine glass and took a sip then placed it back down again. “Excellent wine, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “Indeed. The Sultan is quite a collector. He has vintages going back several hundred years, all perfectly preserved in his cellars.”

      “It sounds like you’re an enthusiast. Tell me, are you able to detect the vintage of this one?”

      His eyes lit up and he picked up his glass, sniffing it again in a way that made his moustache twitch. “I’d say it is 1857.”

      I clapped my hands together and gushed, “wonderful! You must tell us what the next vintage is.”

      From the other side of him I caught his wife’s eye. She raised one wry eyebrow and stifled a smile, but she stayed silent. She knew what game I was playing, it was likely similar to the game she had played to get that large emerald ring on her finger.

      The servants cleared the first course.

      My gaze drifted to the far end of the table where Conor sat a few seats from the Sultan. Conor said something to the person next to him then got up, leaving his napkin in his chair. A few other people from the table got up. They must be going to the toilet before the next course arrived.

      As I looked across at Audrey, the Cardinal excused himself and got up too. And as he did, an uneasy feeling entered my belly. Because it occurred to me that all the Spirit Realm attendees were taking a break at the same time.

      I gripped Joshua’s leg under the table. He wasn’t startled - he was expecting it.

      “I don’t like this.”

      “Neither do I.” He breathed, keeping his face on the dinner guests.

      Every hair on my body stood to attention. When my gaze hit Audrey’s, I saw the same sense of foreboding written all over her face.

      Mateo. We’re about to be…

      I didn’t get to finish my sentence before all the lights went out.

      A few people screamed and a glass shattered, probably dropped to the floor in shock.

      “Do not panic. It’s merely a power cut. My staff will correct it momentarily.” The Sultan didn’t sound like he was in on this… but he could be a skilful liar, like the Attaché.

      Power cut, my arse! They were elemental witches, if anyone on the planet could avoid a power cut, it was them. There was something fishy going on here. And I sure as hell wasn’t going to wait for those lights to come back on. Grabbing Joshua, I dived under the table, creating a dim moon amplification spell. As light mushroomed in my hands, I saw six shadowy figures enter the room. Four of them I recognised, even in the semi-light. They were the assassins from the Cauldron.

      The guy at the front sniffed the air. He was searching for my magical signature. Then, like a heat-seeking missile finding its target, he turned towards me, and his eyes narrowed.

      I snuffed out the light, but it was too late, he’d already seen me - they all had.

      Oh shit, not again!

      Just my luck. We hadn’t even had a full day in the Elemental Realm and already we were being attacked. I rustled in my clutch bag for my vanishing potion, tucking it into my cleavage before finding the arcane daggers, which I clenched in each hand. These guys were good fighters, and good magicians, I’d need all my skills to get away from them.

      The lights came back on and when they did, I saw the remaining guests being quickly ushered out by servants. The Sultan and all his close advisors were no longer in the room. And with that came the awful realisation.

      That son of a bitch set us up!

      He’d never intended to ally with us. He’d merely used the possibility as bait to get us to come here and be slaughtered. He must’ve struck a deal with the Spirit Realm. Which meant he was already an ally to them. The thought flooded me with bitter disappointment. I felt like such a gullible fool. But I had no time to mope. The first assassin was coming for me, and I was not about to die today.

      Built long and rangy, like an unbreakable stallion, the assassin sprang into the air. One of his hands held a dagger while the other weaved a spell blocker in the air, ready to hurl at me.

      But I wasn’t having that.

      As he flung the spell at me, I dodged, and it fizzed into the wall behind me.

      The guy huffed, his dark hair framing his face as he plunged towards me with his dagger outstretched. I didn’t much fancy my chances in close combat against a guy his size. And I had no vampires present to steal physical size and strength from. So instead, I used magic. With a split-second to decide on my spell, I chose shrinking as his size was closest to the surface of my mind. Becoming as small as an ant, I crouched in the crevices of a floorboard. They’d never find me. I looked up, the giant’s face grotesque and seemingly moving in slow motion as his head turned from left to right, his features twisting into a snarl. Everything I was wearing, including my dagger and potion, had shrunk too. Now I just had to wait until the right moment to magic myself normal sized again. The assassin got onto his knees and checked under the table, his jugular was spitting distance away.

      Now.

      I incanted the spell, savouring the look of surprise on his face as I reappeared next to him with my dagger against his throat. Drawing it cleanly across his neck, he cried out, then gurgled as blood spurted from his neck and flowed onto the floor.

      I grimaced. Killing witches gave me no pleasure whatsoever, even Spirit Realm assassin witches. But it was us or them.

      Turning my attention to my friends I saw each of them locked in battle with an assassin. And we were still outnumbered - five of them to four of us.

      Mateo had grabbed a flag staff and was fighting one of the assassins with it, blocking the man’s sword with a clash of the staff. But two more were gearing up to come for me. I was clearly priority number one on their hit list.

      They both attacked at the same time, one with magic, the other with a whip.

      “Aargh!” The whip made contact with my right arm, wrapping around to constrict it from creating any magic. But I still had one more hand. I wove this one in the air to create a stream of fire which I directed at the other assassin. The fire jet hit his face and he screamed and dropped to the floor, moaning. The sickening scent of charred flesh filled the air as his skin glistened red and yellow, burnt off in patches.

      Directing my attention at the guy with the whip, I threw a magic blocker at him. But he dodged it then disappeared. Shit! This wizard had vanishing magic – rare in a spirit wizard. He could reappear anywhere. I swivelled around, on guard for him to attack me at any moment. We hadn’t killed them all yet. And I had a terrible feeling there were more assassins waiting to take the place of these guys if we did kill them. I wasn’t wrong. Because the sound of heavy footsteps thundering through the corridor outside told me that there were more men coming, lots more men. We couldn’t fight this many. A wave of fear crashed over me as I realised with terrible certainty that if we didn’t get out of here, we would all be killed.

      Then, in amongst the fighting grunts and groans, came another sound, one which turned my blood cold. I recognised the hissing sound all too well. Because I’d heard it before at Beaufort Heights and I knew what it meant. Whipping my head to the ceiling, I saw tiny air vents opening. A cloud of gas poured into the room.

      Obsidian.

      This was a disaster! It would knock all power from Audrey and Joshua rendering them as weak as humans - possibly weaker due to the flu-like symptoms it would cause.

      But me and Mateo were Druids. The gas would knock out my arcane powers and make me feel flu-ish too, but I could still use spirit and elemental magic. It was this that I relied on now, casting out a hand to send a stream of wind towards the vents. The wind blew the gas back in the opposite direction, but it was too late.

      Joshua and Audrey dropped to the floor, coughing and wheezing.

      The assassin who’d been fighting Joshua lifted his gun and aimed it at his head.

      At the same moment another assassin lifted his sword above Audrey’s heart.

      I gasped, flinging my hand to my mouth. I couldn’t cast a spell to save them both in time.

      I had to choose!
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      No matter who I chose, I would feel guilty for the rest of my life. Who should I save - my best friend or the love of my life?

      But I didn’t have to make that choice because at that moment a gun went off and the assassin towering over Joshua dropped to his knees, dead. I lifted my arms and directed a stream of dark magic at the assassin about to kill Audrey. He clutched at his throat, his eyes bulging before he keeled over like timber.

      Who had shot that gun?

      I turned to look, and my jaw dropped open. Because there, standing on the window ledge was the last person I ever would’ve expected to see.

      Kelsey. Her hair billowed around her face as she stood in the open window, framed by moonlight.

      “Kelsey!” Joshua’s voice was sodden in disbelief and shock. “What are you doing here?”

      “No time to explain, come on.” She beckoned us to go with her.

      “We can’t fly, we’ve been hit by obsidian.” Joshua replied.

      “Doesn’t matter, I have a flying machine.”

      Kelsey was the last person I could trust to get us to safety. But we were out of options. It sounded like there could be dozens of men heading our way. I didn’t fancy my chances against this many armed, wizard assassins, especially not with Joshua and Audrey knocked out of commission.

      “Fine,” I huffed. I conjured a levitation spell to get both Audrey and Joshua to the window.

      The doors to the dining hall burst open and about twenty assassins filed into the room. They all had guns and they opened fire.

      I threw my hands up, creating reflexive forcefield magic which shielded us from the assault. The bubble would only last a few seconds, but it would buy us enough time to get to safety. The bullets pummelled the forcefield, making soft puffing noises before bouncing to the ground. But maintaining the two spells took all my strength, I couldn’t mount a counterattack.

      Mateo had my back. He conjured an elemental spell, directing a jet of fire which engulfed the assassins at the front. But one of them must’ve seen it coming and created his own forcefield, shielding them all from the fiery stream. We’d reached the window though. Floating through, we found the flying machine humming in the air outside. We tumbled through the open door, into the jet, closing the door just before another hail of bullets hit the outside.

      “Don’t worry, it’s armoured. Bullets won’t make a dent.” Kelsey smiled.

      Inside the aircraft was another guy. Slim and wiry with a rat-shaped, red face and bulging eyes, Kelsey looked at him and shouted. “Get us out of here.”

      The scent of elemental magic lit the air. He moved his lips, incanting a silent spell and a gust of wind rose around us, lifting us higher.

      Some of the assassins reached the window and I was not about to let them take to flight. Conjuring a spell blocker, I blasted it through the window, encompassing the entire group. Frustrated, the guy at the front started shooting at us impotently. But he was too late. We were safe at last.

      I sank down against the metal walls of the aircraft, my heart still pounding, my breath slowing. As I calmed down I took in the interior of the machine. Basic, it looked like a decommissioned military vehicle. There were a few metal seats at the back and rows of benches on either side, flush to the curved walls. Up ahead, a middle-aged wizard was standing navigating the wind and altitude using what smelt like elemental magic. Greying hair cut close to his temples and a look of intense concentration. Next to him was his co-pilot, the wiry guy Kelsey had barked the order at. His straw-coloured, greasy long hair stuck out of a peak cap and his large eyes darted from left to right with a nervous energy as if he was being hunted. He gnawed repetitively on a toothpick.

      My gaze turned to Kelsey. Why had she rescued us? The last time I’d seen her she’d been double-crossing me and Joshua in the Druid Realm. She’d almost got us killed… it was mostly her fault my predecessor, the Trinity who had held the title before me, had died. We’d trusted Kelsey and she’d led us right into enemy hands. And all this, after we’d freed her from prison. It was such a scumbag move.

      Her eye caught mine and she gave a breezy smile, as if we were best friends.

      The expression on her face made my blood boil.

      My fist formed almost of its own accord and before I knew it I was up on my feet, marching over to her.

      I was dimly aware of Joshua grabbing my arm to try and stop me, but he was like a mosquito trying to fly through the hurricane of my rage.

      Kelsey realised what I was going to do a moment too late to dodge, giving me a perfect view of her surprised expression as my fist connected with her cheek.

      Bham!

      The sound echoed through the flight chamber.

      “Aargh!” She rubbed her cheek. “You do know I just saved your life, right?”

      “Doesn’t make up for you selling us out in the Druid Realm. We almost died, Kelsey, did you know that?”

      She shrugged. “Ah, I knew you’d get out of it.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “No, you didn’t, you just didn’t care. The money was more important to you.”

      Audrey cocked her head to one side. “Why did you need the money anyway? What could be so important that you’d sell out your best friend?”

      Joshua chimed in. “Yeah! That’s what hurt me the most.” The pain that flashed through his eyes was heart-breaking.

      I wanted to give him a hug. Instead, I turned back to the grilling we were giving Kelsey. She had a lot to answer for and I wasn’t going to stop until I had those answers. I crossed my arms, tapping my foot.

      Her face reddened. But not with shame - with anger. “You wouldn’t understand, none of you would. Spoilt, rich kids. Always able to run to Mummy and Daddy when life doesn’t work out.”

      I wagged my finger in her face. “Hey, I’m no rich kid. Working class stock through and through. So that pathetic lie, masquerading as an excuse, doesn’t work on me.”

      She clenched her jaw and turned away. “I don’t have to explain myself to you… or anyone else. Be grateful you’re not lying in a pool of your own blood back there.”

      I gritted my teeth, wanting to push it further but knowing it was no use. We were at her mercy here, whether we liked it or not. Sure, we could use a flight spell, but we didn’t know this land. The Elemental Realm was quite clearly on the side of the Spirit Realm. That meant wherever we went we would be in danger as soon as people worked out who we were. It’s likely this craft was already being tracked by the authorities.

      “May I ask where you are taking us?” Brother Mateo’s politeness was completely at odds with the tense atmosphere. But I found it a welcome change of mood and felt myself relax a little despite my still bubbling anger.

      Kelsey wiped her brow. “A camp of the Nameless, in the Taurus mountains. You’ll be safe there until you figure out your next move.”

      Audrey stiffened. “The Nameless?! There is no way on earth I’m going there.”

      “Who are the Nameless?” I asked, my brow furrowing.

      Audrey explained. “They’re witches and wizards who are outcasts from their Realm. Outlaws, cut-throats, vagabonds…”

      “I can see why you fit in there.” I directed the burn squarely at Kelsey.

      “Most of us are mercenaries, actually.” Kelsey spat out the last word in rapid defence.

      I threw my hands up. “That makes even more sense. You sold us out for coin, now you’re making a career out of it.”

      “You don’t understand what you’re talking about.”

      “Well, make me understand.”

      She sucked her teeth and looked away. For someone who was protesting her innocence, she sure as hell wasn’t good at explaining it.

      The co-pilot rushed through from the cockpit. “We’ve got trouble starboard.”

      Kelsey sat up and peered out of the window. “Uh oh.”

      I hurried over to where she pointed and there, in the distance, I saw a row of six flying machines. “Do you think they’re after us?”

      “Oh, I know they are. Those are state of the art, modern aircraft, better designed, lighter, sleeker. We can’t outfly them.”

      “Are we armed?” Joshua looked around the craft as he said this, taking in the barren hooks and chipped rust of the walls.

      The co-pilot shook his head.

      Kelsey explained. “We operate on something of a shoestring budget. We don’t have the money for guns. As it is I had to pull in favours just to come and get you.”

      “Yeah, about that, how did you know we were there?” I scratched my head.

      “Are you kidding me? News of your arrival has made it all over the Elemental Realm. The precious Trinity and her entourage visiting the Sultan.”

      Joshua chuckled. “Entourage…”

      “They’re gaining on us.” Mateo pointed out, pulling the focus back to the enemy ships.

      “The Sultan must’ve promised his Spirit Realm buddies he’d kill you all and he can’t cock it up.” She looked at me. “You’re the Trinity, you must have strong enough magic to cloak us?”

      “Yeah but only for a while. And if they have any magic seekers with them they’ll be able to use the spell to track us.”

      Kelsey frowned and I could see her mind working through the options. “We’ll have to risk it. A seeker will take time to get a true handle on you. It should buy us enough time to lose them in the mountains.” She slapped the co-pilot on the back. “You take over Slacks. Nobody can navigate these mountains like you can.”

      “Slacks?”

      “Oh yeah, Slacks, everybody, everybody, Slacks… introduce yourselves properly later, when we don’t have fighter pilots up our arse.”

      At that moment, the sound of the first missile whistled, high-pitched and deadly.

      I flung out an arm and surrounded the plane with defensive magic. The missile bounced off the forcefield, exploding in the mountainous terrain down below. I couldn’t let a missile get that close again, and the forcefield wouldn’t last long. So, I closed my eyes, concentrating my attention on cloaking the craft. The spell relied on making the aircraft camouflage into the environment. It was challenging work, especially as I wasn’t familiar with the terrain. I called to mind the rugged, sandy ground, interspersed with rocks, short trees and thick, bushy undergrowth that I’d seen when I looked out of the window. Then I merged the aircraft with what was in my mind’s eye. When I felt confident the spell was complete, I opened my eyes. “Okay, I think you should change direction or drop down lower or whatever else will throw them off our scent.”

      “Roger that.” Slacks replied, scurrying through to the cockpit to take over from the other pilot.

      With Slacks at the flight deck, the other pilot walked through, wiping his brow as he stuck out a grimy, bandage covered hand for me to shake. “I’m Marrow, pleased to meet you.”

      “Bree, likewise.”

      Marrow went round the group introducing himself to each of us.

      “Is that your real name?”

      “Most Nameless adopt a new name, normally a nickname, when they join the group. It’s part of shedding their old identity and accepting their new life of freedom.”

      “Freedom? … Lawlessness more like.” Audrey bristled, her upper lip curling.

      “Um, I hate to be the bearer of bad news but either that spell didn’t work, or they’ve already tracked us. Look.” Joshua pointed out of the window.

      Sure enough, all six flying machines were still hot on our tail… hotter than ever in fact as they were gaining on us rapidly.

      And in the next breath, another missile came whistling towards us. I flung out my arm with another forcefield spell but this time I was too late. The missile struck.

      The back part of our plane burst into flames. If we hadn’t been visible before, we would be now.

      Me and Marrow sprang into action, using elemental magic to quell the flames, countering them with a blast of ice. We put out the fire but couldn’t reverse the damage to the plane. We started losing altitude. Marrow grabbed the wheel, but it wouldn’t turn. And there was a massive wall of mountain directly in front of us. The plane was about to crash right into it. We’d be smashed to pieces!
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      “Oh God!” Kelsey screamed. She opened the door. “Jump!”

      My heart pounded in my chest as I followed Kelsey out of the open door. We could all use flight magic, but we didn’t normally have enemy aircraft chasing us. If we were vulnerable in a shitty old flying machine, we’d be even more so out in the open. Our only hope was to head for the undergrowth at ground level and find somewhere to hide until we could get to safety and lose them.

      Swooping through the air, my eyes blurred as wind buffeted my face.

      Bham, bham, bham.

      Gunshots rang out and I swerved through the clouds, desperate to avoid the bullets but just as desperate not to lose any of my friends.

      Leading the group, Kelsey abruptly dived down, zipping into a cave, partially hidden by trees. I followed her, creating a moon amplification spell to guide our way.

      The walls of the caves glistened with water. A dank smell of moss and fungi permeated the air. Bats squeaked and flapped around us. As we flew, we reached a cavern dotted with millions of crystals, embedded in the walls, the ceiling stretching up miles into the air, so far I couldn’t see the top.  “Wow! What is this place?”

      “The ancients called it the Stargate of the Gods. They believed it reached into infinity.”

      “Not far from the truth if you think the sky is infinity.” Mateo replied.

      Using remote viewing magic to see what was at the top, I saw he was right. It was far less exciting than what the ancients had believed. But it did offer us a quicker way out - if that’s what we wanted. “Shall we take that route out or do you know another way?” I questioned Kelsey.

      “Sure do. But we should stay down here for a while, we’re safe down here. They’ll never find us.”

      As Kelsey wove through the maze-like tunnels, surrounded by stalactites and stalagmites, it became evident she knew this place well.

      We followed her, flying deeper and lower, the atmosphere thinning as the temperature dropped. I wrapped my arms around myself, shivering in the scant tulle gown which provided next to nothing in terms of warmth. At several points we came to a crossroad, Kelsey never hesitated, leading us with a level of decisiveness that should’ve filled me with confidence, instead the farther we flew, the more uneasy I became. How long had we been down here? Was there a chance the enemy could find us despite Kelsey’s assurances? And should we be trusting her at all when she’d double-crossed us so brutally the last time we’d seen her?

      Clearly I wasn’t the only one having second thoughts as Joshua’s voice rang out behind me, “you still know the way out, right?”

      “Don’t worry, Josh, we’ll be out soon.”

      “Do you think we’ve lost them?” Slacks’ voice was edged with nerves.

      “Only way to tell is to leave the caves and find out.”

      He sighed, hovering in the air a few feet away from her. “Why do I go on these death missions with you?”

      “Because you love me.” She slapped him playfully on the back, eliciting a pained expression from her clearly long-suffering friend. Then pointing to a darkened tunnel, stretching into the sky, she nodded, “that way. Let’s go.”

      We shot up the vast tunnel, one after another, moon amplification spells lighting our way. The tunnel seemed to go on forever. Until at last we no longer needed the spells as the faint glimmer of natural moonlight entered the cave. The glimmer became a glow and then we were outside. We exited through a cave mouth at the summit of a mountain. Spread out around us loomed the shadows of other mountains of various sizes. Between them, forested valleys marked by the jagged edges of bushy undergrowth and trees.

      “Seems like we’re sa…” Kelsey’s voice trailed off as a silent flying machine came hovering over the crest of the mountain adjacent to us.

      Damnit! Whoever had done that tracking spell was good. They’d got my magical signature almost as if they knew me…. Perhaps they did know me.

      Conor!

      That bastard! I clenched my fist as an acrid taste filled my mouth. Yes, it had to be him. Nobody else at that dinner could’ve tracked me like this.

      “Get to ground,” Marrow pointed at a valley. It’ll be harder for them to find us down there and nobody knows this terrain better than me.”

      “Lead the way.” Kelsey replied.

      “Oh hell! Not in these shoes,” Audrey wailed.

      Ignoring her, Marrow swooped down, making for a dense thicket. As our feet hit the ground we were running, dodging trees, sprinting through bushes and stumbling over rubble. My dress kept catching on thorn bushes and I winced as a thorn bush tore at the skin of my bare arms. But worst of all, the enemy were still on our trail, and they started shooting at us.

      “So much for us being harder to find down here.” I spat out the comment, glancing sideways at the silhouette of Marrow.

      “These guys are better than I thought. They must have a specialist tracking witch with them.”

      Or somebody who knows my magical signature like the back of his hand. Resentment bubbled through me.

      “We’ll have to make a detour, or we’ll lead them straight to the camp.” Kelsey ducked as a bullet whistled by her ear. “This way.”

      But as we came over another ridge, my blood froze. Because there, hovering in the sky, was another flying machine. Beneath it were twenty enemy soldiers, all with their weapons pointed at us.

      We were surrounded.

      I raised my arms to perform a broad spectrum immobilising spell. But they were too quick for me. I didn’t even see which wizard zapped me with the magic blocking spell until it was too late. The effect was total. All my magic completely gone in an instant. Each of us was affected by the same magic. We were unarmed, unmagicked and surrounded by enemy soldiers. There was nothing left to do but put our hands up.

      Then I heard a familiar, sickening voice.

      “That’s it Bree, come quietly and we won’t hurt you.” Conor, wearing the face of Cerbius Desta flew down from the flying machine. He wore a military uniform decorated with fake medals to match his fake face. “You put up quite a chase.” His patronising smile made me want to throw up. “But you’re no match for my tracking magic… nor my soldiers it seems.” He blinked at Joshua, a flash of recognition alighting his features. But he couldn’t acknowledge he knew him without giving away his true identity. Instead, he turned his attention towards Kelsey. “And you’ve led us to three key members of the Nameless. The Sultan will be very happy when we bring you in - happier still when we… persuade you to tell us where the rest of your group is hiding.” The way he lingered over the word ‘persuade’ left no doubt in my mind that he planned to extract this information by means of torture.

      I felt like crying. Why couldn’t we catch a break for once? Sure, Kelsey wasn’t my favourite person in the world, but she didn’t deserve to be tortured, especially after she’d rescued us. Now her sacrifice would be for nothing. We’d still be killed and most likely she would be too, once they’d got what they wanted out of her.

      My gaze darted from left to right, seeking a way out of this. There must be something I could do to get away. Maybe if I just kept them talking for long enough, the magic blocking spell would wear off and I could…

      But at that moment, another voice sounded from behind me. Deep and rich, with a subtle Portuguese accent, it had the authoritative confidence of a mature man. “That won’t be necessary because it looks like you’ve already found us.”

      Turning around, I saw the owner of the voice.

      A giant of a man, well over six feet tall with the broad shoulders and narrow waist of a trained boxer. His ebony face, angular lines and crooked nose, gleamed in the moonlight. His virulent, elemental magical signature wrapped around the entire group with a feral intensity. I instantly knew that any witch unlucky enough to feel the might of a spell at his hands, would live in fear of ever meeting him again. In his right hand he held a machete. And he wasn’t alone. Because a wide circle of other men, surrounded the men Conor had brought with him. And they outnumbered them by at least three to one. All of them were armed, mostly with guns but some also had knives and machetes tucked into trousers and belts.

      “Carlito the Nameless,” Conor growled. “We can bring you in too. All of you.” He spread his arms wide. But the way his voice cracked on the last word told me his confidence level didn’t match his words.

      Carlito felt it too. “Are you sure about that?” He cocked one eyebrow. “Because if you fail, we will kill you. All of you. We’ve already killed your spell blocker wizards back there.” He cocked his head nonchalantly in the direction of the undergrowth we’d just passed through before pausing for effect. “I’ve made my peace with the Gods. But something tells me you haven’t. Are you ready to die today?”

      There was a tense silence broken only by the chirruping of crickets. Conor’s gaze didn’t leave Carlito’s, each wizard searched the other for signs of weakness.

      It was Conor who cracked first. “Stand down.” He commanded his men. “We’ll find you again, Bree. We’ll track you down and when we do, your little military campaign will be over, your life will be over, your Realm will be over.” With that he turned tail and swept back into the flying machine, summoning his men to follow before they flew off.

      The Nameless kept their guns trained on Conor’s aircraft until they were far enough away that we could retreat into the forest.

      As soon as they were gone, Carlito turned to Kelsey, grabbing her by the hand, he pulled her in for a hug. Then he embraced Marrow and Slacks like brothers. “Well done comrades, good work.” He turned to me. “You must be the Trinity, Bree Ryan. I’ve heard a lot about you.” He put out his hand. “I’m the leader of the Nameless in this part of the Realm. You can call me Carlito.”

      I presumed it was another nickname. But I didn’t need to know his real name. “Pleased to meet you.” I shook his hand then gestured to the others. “This is Audrey, my second-in-command. Brother Mateo, my Druidic mentor, and Joshua…” My voice trailed off and I felt myself blushing. I didn’t really know how to describe Joshua yet and I sensed his eyes on me, the weight of expectation stealing the words from my mouth.

      Carlito didn’t miss the awkwardness. “Oh, it’s like that is it? Well, you’re very welcome, Audrey-second-in-command, Brother Mateo Druidic mentor and Joshua of no fixed description.” The humour in his voice was obvious but it made my blush deepen.

      Time to change the subject. “Is your camp nearby?”

      “Kind of but we have scouts all over the region. That’s why we knew you needed help.”

      “Thank you.” Audrey gushed. “If you hadn’t arrived at that moment… well, we’d all be dead.”

      “That’s my special gift.” He winked at her. “Saving people in the nick of time.”

      Now it was Audrey’s turn to blush, and I wasn’t surprised. This guy had buckets of charisma. And he was attractive. Not in the dreamy-glittering-eyes kind of way that Joshua had. But in that solid, real-man-who-can-handle-business kind of way. Few women could resist that kind of charm. It was lost on me though. I stole a glance at Joshua and almost stumbled over a pothole.

      “Hey, careful there,” Joshua caught my forearm and a jolt of electricity coursed over my skin.

      My insides turned to goo. “Thanks,” I whispered, staring up at him from under my lashes.

      He smouldered back at me.

      “How many of you are there at your camp?” Brother Mateo asked. He had picked up a long stick en route and was using it to help navigate the uneven terrain.

      “Only around five thousand.”

      “Five thousand?!” I couldn’t keep the shock from my voice.

      “Yeah it’s not consistent because people come and go all the time. That’s sort of the point in being Nameless - we’re transient people.”

      “How do you keep that many people hidden?” Joshua asked.

      “Lots of practice, camouflage….” Carlito turned around and offered Audrey his hand, helping her up a steep bit.

      “Thanks.” Her voice softened and her eyes went misty as she looked at him.

      “…And cloaking magic,” he continued.

      “How did you become the leader of this group?” Mateo replied, pushing a bramble away from his face.

      “I was sort of… chosen.”

      “Elected?” Joshua asked, his voice rising at the end.

      I could see his hesitation. The idea of a bunch of vagabonds holding official elections to choose their leader wasn’t what I would have expected.

      “Not exactly. I fought the last leader for his title. He was an arsehole who was making poor decisions. When I won, the crowd lifted me up and started chanting ‘Birro, Birro,’ which is Nameless slang for leader. That was five years ago.”

      “And nobody has challenged you for leadership since then?”

      “There have been a couple. Mostly power hungry little boys who didn’t know what they were asking for. They didn’t beat me. I’m the best person for the job and the community knows that.” He pushed through a thicket of bushes, tossing large sticks and branches out of the way and then performing a ward breaking spell. “Here we are. Home sweet home.”

      The scene that met my eyes was way more than I was expecting. Although it was dark, I could make out scores of neatly constructed tipis in the centre and a collection of mismatched, modern tents fanning outwards. A large central amphitheatre area had various groups of people sitting chatting. One group was playing cards. Another group was roasting corn in front of a campfire. The people all looked dirty and dishevelled, but I could also see they were well fed and happy. Further towards the outskirts were a few treehouses which I suspected were lookout posts. It was doubtful they had many druids here. Other witches weren’t great at remote viewing, so the lookout posts were necessary.

      A baby started crying, the sound reverberating throughout the camp. “You have kids here?” My jaw dropped open.

      He shrugged. “We have men… we have women. Sooner or later, there are gonna be kids. It’s not like we’re gonna send them away. Normally when people come here, they have nowhere else to go. In many cases, sending them away is a death sentence.” He beckoned us forward. “Come on, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.” He led us over to a group of men sitting on log stumps, underneath the bough of a large tree. These men looked different from the others. From what I’d seen so far, many of the people here were the types you’d cross the street to avoid at night. But these men had an air about them I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Almost like nobility but with a touch less entitlement. They were speaking softly amongst themselves and seemed at peace, but an undercurrent of bitterness hung in the air around them.

      One of the men stood up. Tossing the apple, he’d been eating into the undergrowth, he wiped his hands on dirty, torn jeans then placed both hands together and bowed his shaved head. “Good evening Birro.” The gesture ignited my memory. It wasn’t so much the bow but the extreme deference and lack of eye contact. I’d seen that act before, and I knew immediately who and what these men were. My entire body stiffened at the realisation. Because these men were part of the enemy. They were worse than spirit wizards. They were priests of Sanguistism - the upholders of the Spirit Realm’s national religion!

      This was a trap!
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      “What is this?!” I hissed, immediately conjuring a spell blocker which I held in one hand as I adopted a fighting stance.

      Audrey and Joshua had worked it out too and they stood on either side of me, ready to back me up. Joshua already had his silver daggers in his hands. The scent of Audrey’s magical signature rose in the night air.

      Only Mateo stayed calm, one eyebrow raised in cautious curiosity.

      Carlito patted his hands up and down, chuckling. “Calm down. It’s not what it looks like.”

      Joshua’s face reddened but he didn’t move his daggers, nor did his gaze waiver from the priests. “You bring us here, to the middle of nowhere and then hand us over to Sanguistas! What do you expect us to think?”

      The bald man who had stood up spoke, his voice was gravelly and deep. “I see no Sanguistas here - only a group of former monks who were exploited, lied to and indoctrinated before finally seeing the truth.”

      “And what is the truth?” Mateo asked.

      The man inhaled deeply, as if the internal conflict and pain of what he was about to admit was engraved on his conscience. “The truth that there is no Goddess. Vampiria is a myth created by the Spirit Realm upper classes to keep us oppressed and subservient. The regular sacrifices to her are nothing more than state sanctioned murder - an opportunity for elite perverts to rape, torture and kill young men and women on a regular basis. We are no better than our dark-skinned spirit witch brethren, who we assign to the blood slave quarters - in fact, our treatment of them makes us worse.” His eyes were moist. In them shone the weight of years of compliance and guilt. He no longer wore the robes of the Sanguista priesthood, instead, shame was his garment.

      I didn’t know what to say. I’d never heard this type of thing from the mouth of a Sanguista - I didn’t even know defectors existed. The standard line in the Spirit Realm was that Sanguista priests took a lifelong vow to serve Vampiria. The priests I’d encountered there were all froth-mouthed extremists.

      “I’m Fucius.” He thumbed in the direction of the man next to him. “This is Gregor, that’s Axel and Johim.”

      I narrowed my eyes, studying the man more closely. Because the name was familiar and as I looked at him, I realised I’d seen him before. “Wait a minute, you were at the High Council meeting, with Ambassador Bell, back in December?”

      He smiled, “you remember me?”

      “How could I forget - you started a fist fight. It made the national news.”

      He frowned. “I did not start it. That man was being so rude to us…” his voice trailed off as he hung his head. “I suppose that’s what happens when you get too attached to an ideology.”

      Carlito cut in. “I thought it important that you meet. So, you see that all is not as it seems in the Spirit Realm. There are many who disagree, and a growing number of true rebels - unlike that false leader Desta, who I understand is a former friend of yours?”

      My eyes widened. “You know about Conor?”

      He nodded. “The Spirit Realm authorities have done their best to quash the rumours and yet they persist.” He looked at Kelsey. “And having known him before, Kelsey was able to confirm to me his magical signature was a match.” He shook his head as his eyes grew pensive. “Honestly the Spirit Realm is run by bigger bandits and cut throats than any sitting in this camp.” He focused back on us. “I’ll leave you to get acquainted.” He nodded towards Kelsey. “Your friend here can show you where to camp for the night - assuming you want to stay?”

      “Where else would we go?” Audrey asked, her nose twitching and anxiety entering her eyes as she looked around at the dirty environment. This was a nightmare for a clean freak like her.

      Carlito’s lip quivered with mirth. “Oh, is the camp not to your liking, princess?”

      “No, it’s not that,” she blushed furiously, “it’s fine, honestly.”

      “You’ll get used to it.” He ran one hand over his closely cropped hair. “You may even come to enjoy it.”

      “I doubt that.” Audrey commented under her breath.

      “We’ll see.” Carlito’s eyes had a dangerous glint in them as he swept his gaze up and down Audrey’s frame. Her red dress hugged her body in all the right places, and I didn’t miss the slight shiver that his gaze elicited from her in return. I made a mental note to rib her about him later.

      But for now, I turned my attention back to the group of Sanguistas because I couldn’t miss this opportunity to pump them for information. I had so many questions. I ran through each in my mind, trying to settle on what to ask first.

      “Please, take a seat.” Fucius gestured to the empty log stumps surrounding them. “Are you hungry? There are a few different fires going. Corn over there. Roasted rabbits in that direction and we have fruit here.” He pointed to a basket of apples at his feet.

      “Thanks, I’d love an apple… then maybe some corn.” We’d only finished a starter at the state dinner and that was not nearly enough to fill my stomach. I took an apple, then sat down next to Fucius. Joshua, Audrey and Mateo took seats nearby.

      “Tell me brother, I would love to hear your full story. How is it you came to abandon your vows and join this motley crew of bandits?”

      Fucius’ eyes darkened. “They may be bandits, but I’ve experienced more love in the few weeks that I’ve been here than I have in my entire career as a Sanguista priest.”

      Mateo nodded but waited for Fucius to continue, urging him on gently with kind, forgiving eyes.

      “I was but a boy when I joined the priesthood, my chin with barely enough fluff to shave, my voice still cracking when I spoke.” Fucius’ eyes stared into the fire, his gaze cloudy. “I’d been marked out as a boy with potential from childhood.” He spat out the word like it was a curse. “If only I’d known how much of my soul that potential would take from me.” He looked down. “Sanguista priests undergo a gruelling regime of brainwashing. Sanguistism seminary houses us in isolation. We were woken by loud gongs at four thirty every morning. Then we had to pray to the goddess for hours at a time, on our knees.” He lifted his jeans, so the ripped parts exposed the calluses on his knees. “If we made any mistakes or failed to show adequate subordination to our supervising priests, we were whipped and denied food.” He lifted his dirty t-shirt to reveal deep welts on his back. “We had daily lessons where we’d recite the lore and scribe holy verses. Then we’d do hard manual labour, farming, construction, quarry mining, until late at night, barely sleeping four hours before repeating the very next day.” His eyes darkened. “Some of the trainees didn’t make it. None were allowed to leave alive.”

      “They died there?!” Mateo’s jaw dropped open.

      Fucius nodded. “Some whipped to death, others died of starvation or illness, their bodies too weak to recover. The trainee centres are like concentration camps. The only way to survive is to be obedient, keep your head down and show no sign of doubt… eventually you truly start to believe.” He half smiled, bitterness twisting his features. “One evening after a particularly hard day at the quarry, I was hungry, and exhausted and I collapsed. When I came to, I had a vision of Vampiria. She told me it was my destiny to help lead the Spirit Realm to glory against the Arcane Realm.” He shook his head. “I believed in that vision so strongly. It’s what led me on for years, rising to ever greater ranks within the Sanguistas until I finally reached one of the highest honours beneath the Sanguirife - to be Chief priest to the Ambassador to the Realm.”

      “Bruton Bell.” I breathed.

      He nodded. “I helped him with all his plans. I watched him formulate dark magic spells to enter the Druid Realm. I stood by as he killed innocents. All the while I told myself it was for the greater good. The Realm relied upon me - and not just the Realm, the Goddess Vampiria herself!” He paused, his eyes filling with tears. He coughed and wiped a tear away, trying to compose himself as he took deep breaths.

      “When did it all change?” Audrey asked gently.

      “It… it wasn’t some big epiphany that happened all at once. It was lots of little things. Like, if I was such an important guy, why did Bell still talk to me as if I was a little boy? And why did I still get left out of many important discussions between him and the Sanguirife? I asked him this one day and he said they didn’t want to bother me by including me in meetings that weren’t relevant to me. I accepted this, deluded fool that I was. And I carried on going to the sacrifices, although they sickened me. I carried on choosing young men and women to be sacrificed - sending boys and girls younger than myself to be slaughtered.” He closed his eyes. “I still remember the looks on their faces, the screams, their mothers’ heartbroken eyes as I led them away.” The pain and regret etched on his face was unbearable. “I started to feel depressed. I knew in my soul that something was not right with my life. But I still couldn’t admit what was broken. I’d been so brainwashed, I just couldn’t fathom a life outside of the priesthood. The more I tried to ignore that small voice inside me, the louder it got. Then one day I came to see the Ambassador. He didn’t know I was coming and the Sanguirife was already there. I overheard them talking about their plans for the Arcane Realm. About how they would turn all the witches into blood slaves and then take the other witch realms and the human world too. A loud voice inside me said ’NO’. I knew then that I couldn’t ignore my conscience anymore. I wasn’t a Sanguista, I never had been, just a boy who had been groomed into a life that wasn’t for him from an age too young to know any better.” He gave a sad laugh. “I hadn’t planned to leave but I knew I couldn’t stay a single day more. I knew if I stayed, my Sanguista brothers would know I was no longer a believer. They were good at rooting out descent and would martyr me at the first opportunity. So, I ran, with nothing more than the clothes on my back. Stealing what I could until I managed to stowaway on a cargo plane, bound for the Elemental Realm. I knew there were Nameless camps here and figured I could join one.”

      “And here you are.” Mateo finished.

      “Here I am.”

      I didn’t know what to think. Was he telling the truth? He could be a spy. But surely Carlito would be able to sniff out liars - he wouldn’t have survived as leader of this clandestine group if he couldn’t. And the story had the raw, emotional intensity of truth. The shame and dejection in his eyes, the soulless look to his expression told me the truth had left him with scars more permanent than those on his back. I also learnt more about the purpose of this group from that story than I would have from simply visiting the camp. Perhaps that was why Carlito had been so keen for us to meet these guys. The Nameless were people without nation or allegiance, that was part of the attraction of coming here. It was more than a criminal group, it was a sanctuary for people who had run out of options. The fact that I was sitting next to a group of men who until recently had been fervent believers of the Spirit Realm state religion should’ve been unnerving. And until I’d heard his story, it had been. But not anymore because now I saw opportunity in his tale. How many others in the Spirit Realm had defected? And could these rebels be united against the Realm? In fact, could the entire Nameless group be united against the Spirit Realm? How many fighting men and women could be mustered within this one group? An idea started formulating in my mind.

      But would Carlito go for it and if he did, would his group of rag tag rebels follow him into war?
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      Later that night, after we’d eaten, we sat around a campfire. Kelsey had leant me and Audrey more practical clothing which, although they were a bit big on both of us, I was grateful for. I couldn’t spend another moment in that floaty little ballgown. Jeans, a long-sleeved top and some sandals she’d borrowed from another family were so much more comfortable.

      “Wine?” Kelsey took a swig from a dark bottle before offering it to me.

      “Thanks,” I almost spat it out prompting her to burst out laughing.

      “What is this? It tastes like lighter fuel.”

      “We ferment it ourselves and add a touch of magic to up the alcohol content. It’s way stronger than the stuff in the human world.”

      “You’re not kidding but…” I took another swig, “I could get used to it.”

      I offered the bottle to Joshua next who took a small sip before handing it to Audrey and turning a pensive gaze towards Kelsey. There was an awkward silence, and I knew what was coming next. “Why did you do it, Kelsey?” He asked. “Why did you betray us in the Druid Realm?”

      She bit her lip. “I needed the money to help Barnaby.”

      Joshua’s eyes widened. “Your foster brother? Last time we spoke about him you said you hadn’t seen him in years.”

      She nodded. “That’s right but I tracked him down. He was an addict - fentanyl. He was in bad shape, totally fucked up.” She sighed. “I wanted to get him into a treatment centre. I’d done all the research and found a really nice place, not some crappy government one, a posh, private centre with proper care, art lessons, massage, therapy, the works. It was expensive but I knew he’d have the best chance at getting clean there.” She sniffed and looked down. “At first he refused to go. He wasn’t ready, I knew that. But I thought in time he’d change his mind.”

      Audrey’s eyes flicked to mine. This story didn’t have a happy ending, Kelsey was speaking about her brother in the past tense.

      I looked back at her.

      “He used to hang out under the bridges around Waterloo, where all the skaters and graffiti artists head to during the day.”

      “Oh yeah I know it. Junkies go there after dark.”

      Her eyes filled with tears as she furrowed her brow and clasped her hands around the tops of her arms. “By the time I found him it was too late. He’d already turned blue. I called the ambulance but…” Her voice trailed off and a large tear plopped onto the floor. Her voice cracked as it came out in scarcely more than a whisper. “I sold out my best friend in the world for someone who was gonna die anyway.”

      Joshua reached forward and touched her arm. “Hey, don’t say that. You didn’t know he was going to die. You did a shitty thing, but you did it to help someone you loved.”

      Her voice filled with bitterness. “I should’ve known it was more than I could hope for. I used to dream about us living a happy family life - him coming round to mine for Winter Solstice, being there when I made Arcane Professor someday.” She shook her head and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “I was chasing an impossible dream. Things like that don’t happen to people like me.”

      “Things like that can still happen to you.” Audrey suggested, softly. “You just chose the wrong person to hope for it with.” She flicked her eyes meaningfully towards Joshua. “You two were close, I remember. You used to go everywhere together… like family.”

      “That’s what made it hurt so much more. When I lost Barnaby, I had no one left in the world.” She looked around the camp. “I came here because I felt like the only place I could belong was among other people who’d burned all their bridges.” She took a deep shuddering breath, composing herself. “But when I met Carlito and started going on missions with him my whole perception of life started changing.” She lifted her chin. “I don’t have to accept the fate life dealt me. I wish I’d got a chance to show Barnaby the truth of that. But the thing I’ve realised is… it wasn’t my job to save him. And anyway, he didn’t want to be saved.”

      “Very wise.” Mateo pitched it. “In life we only have the power to change ourselves.”

      Kelsey looked at me and then Joshua. “When news hit the grapevine that you were coming to town, we knew you were in trouble. The Sultan has been in the Spirit Realm’s pocket for a long time. That wasn’t likely to change anytime soon so we figured it was a stitch up. A bit of digging from our network of spies and we found out they were planning to bump you off at the state dinner.” She shrugged, like it was no big deal. “We hatched a plan to come and rescue you.” She looked up at the night sky, not making eye contact, the shame on her face given a bluish tinge by the moonlight. “Look, I know I hurt you badly. I don’t deserve your forgiveness….” She looked back at Joshua. “But could you find it in your heart to forgive me anyway… some day?” She raised one eyebrow and cocked her lips into a half smile.

      My heart softened. For the first time since I’d met her, I could see why Joshua liked her so much. In many ways she was a bit like me. She was reckless and impulsive, with a big heart but she was more roguish with more charisma than I had. She struck me as an independent thinker and was clearly brave. In fact, we could do with someone like her on our side… if we could trust her?

      Joshua took a deep breath and rubbed a hand over his stubble. “Well, I guess we’d all be dead right now if it wasn’t for you so there is that.”

      “Yeah, there is that,” Kelsey chuckled. “So how about it? Can you forgive me?”

      Joshua narrowed his eyes but then they twinkled with mirth. “I’ll think about it.” He grabbed the wine bottle back from Audrey. “Gimme that, I think I need this more than you.”

      Audrey laughed. “I can’t drink it anyway, it’s way too strong for me.” She yawned. “What kind of sleeping arrangements can we fix up here?”

      Kelsey smiled. “There are a couple of vacant tipis further up the hill. Are you ready now?”

      I rubbed my eyes. “Uh huh.”

      Kelsey incanted a moon amplification spell and stood up, tucking her machete into the waistband of her trousers. “This way.”

      We walked past rows of mismatched tents and makeshift huts. It was part shanty town, part hippie festival, part army camp. The sounds of children’s laughter and babies crying that had earlier punctuated the night sky were now silent. The air was thick with the scent of wood smoke and the embers of dying fires glowed at sporadic intervals. A distant owl hooted over the sounds of bullfrogs and crickets. The soft chatter of people bedded down for the night followed us as we walked past their tents.

      “Are there other Nameless groups in the Realm?” I asked Kelsey.

      “Oh yeah, Carlito is in contact with all the other groups, loads of people. There could be as many as thirty thousand.” She paused and turned around, chuckling. “But it’s not like anyone’s conducted a census or anything.”

      Thirty thousand.

      If that was true, this could indeed be a solution to our problems. General Ishida had said we would lose this war if we couldn’t get the Elemental Realm to ally with us. But maybe he was wrong. It was clear we’d already lost the Elemental Realm but perhaps we’d stumbled upon another way. “Is Carlito on good terms with the other groups?”

      “Some, yes, others, no. Some of the groups are more anarchic than others, leaders change often and whatnot. Sometimes groups go completely dark for years at a time and then pop up again in a new territory.”

      “Sounds like the Wild West.” Audrey commented.

      “Something like that.” Kelsey murmured.

      “And are the Nameless from all of the witch nations?” Mateo asked.

      “You’re the first Druid I’ve met here. But we have Elementals, Spirit Witches, Arcane. All types of people, engineers, doctors, teachers, it’s a thriving community. And we use technology together with magic, just like in the rest of the Elemental Realm. We also have plenty of soldiers of course.” She pushed a bush out of her way to reveal a group of tipis in a clearing. “Here we are.” She pointed her machete at two tipis on the far end. “Those two are vacant. There are camp mats and basic bedding on the floor. I’ll leave you to fight over who sleeps where.” She smirked at me and Joshua, her eyes heavy with innuendo. “Come back to the main camp to find me in the morning and we can get breakfast together. I make a mean millet porridge with figs.”

      As she turned to go, Joshua caught her hand. “Kelsey…” he paused, looking sheepish. “We are safe here aren’t we?” His face flushed. But he had no reason to be embarrassed. We were in a strange land where we’d already been double-crossed once - this could be more of the same. Plus, Kelsey had let us down so badly in the Druid Realm. Although her reasons had been good ones, it would take time to earn back our trust.

      “As safe as it’s possible to be when you’re travelling with the Spirit Realm’s most wanted enemy.” She raised her eyes ruefully in my direction.

      “Point taken.” I murmured under my breath. I hesitated then looked at Kelsey and extended my hand. “Thanks Kelsey.”

      She looked at my hand, recognising it as a conciliatory gesture. I hadn’t totally forgiven her yet, nor did I totally trust her. But for now, I wanted to be friends.

      She shook my hand. “No problem. See you in the morning.”

      “Sure thing.”

      She disappeared into the bushes, back in the direction of the main camp.

      I looked at the two tipis and then back at the others. As much as I would’ve loved to share with Joshua, I couldn’t subject Audrey and Brother Mateo to sharing a tipi, that would be worse than excruciating for both of them.

      “Girls in one, boys in the other,” I said.

      Audrey’s shoulders visibly sank down. “I’m exhausted, let’s get ourselves set up.” She walked over to one of the tipis, not even waiting for anyone else to follow as she dragged her feet.

      I followed her inside, eyeing the dusty interior and threadbare yoga mats on the floor covered with grungy, greying bedding. This would be her nightmare.

      She sniffed and her face crumpled a little, but her droopy eyes told me tiredness was forcing her to downgrade her normal fastidious tendencies.

      Once inside, I took off my sandals, jeans and top, then tossed the bedding hastily across the mat and lay down, grateful for the peace and quiet and chance to think.

      I felt like I’d lived two whole days today. The early start in the human world, followed by meeting the Sultan and then the State dinner followed by the assassination attempt, before being spirited away to the Nameless camp. There was so much to take in. Any chance of an alliance with the Elemental Realm was clearly dead. But an alliance with the Nameless seemed a tantalising alternative. The group was diverse enough to have all the skills we’d hoped to gain from an alliance with the Elemental Realm. They had diverse forms of magic but also the technological expertise and engineering abilities we could sorely use in battle settings. Not to mention, I’d already seen their mastery in guerrilla warfare. This could be exactly the kind of alliance we needed, the kind that could win us this war.

      But Kelsey had said most of them were mercenaries which meant they would probably expect money.

      Could I get them to join us and if so, at what cost?
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      Even with the scant bedding, Audrey busied herself tidying. She brushed dirt off the mat, then walked slowly backwards, tapping the earth with one of her feet while she assessed the ground, narrowing her eyes.

      “What on earth are you doing?” I chuckled at her odd behaviour as I lay on my back watching.

      “Checking for lumps of course. It’s bad enough that we must sleep outside, I don’t want to spend all night with a stone digging into my back.”

      I raised one eyebrow. “This is the part where I could make a princess and the pea joke, but I won’t.”

      She fluttered her eyelashes sarcastically. “Not all of us were blessed with the ability to sleep through an earthquake, like you can.”

      I stared up at the hole in the middle of the tipi ceiling. “Let’s hope it doesn’t rain tonight,” I commented, pointing. Then I furrowed my brow. “Why is there a hole there anyway? It doesn’t seem very practical.”

      Audrey smiled. “You would say that being from Ireland. But not everywhere is as rainy. Traditionally those holes acted like chimneys.”

      “Okay, it might not rain here as much as Ireland. But it has to rain sometimes, right? How does it not get sopping wet in here?”

      Audrey walked over to the side of the tipi, where a piece of canvas was tied by a length of string to a hook secured on the other side of the tipi. She untied the canvas and stretched it over the centre of the tipi, securing it to another hook near the door. The canvas created a second drop ceiling.

      “It’s called an ozan. It’s designed to shield us from rain.”

      My jaw slackened. “Whoa! How did you know about that?”

      She shrugged. “I used to go to summer camp every year as a kid. One year the camp was Native-American themed.” She started to unhook the ozan then stopped and retied it. “, perhaps we should leave it up. Knowing our luck, it’ll pour with rain tonight.”

      I grinned. “Most likely… But actually, I don’t think we were as unfortunate as you think today.”

      She looked at me like I’d gone mad. “Are you kidding? We almost got killed. We still have no allies. And now we have to endure camping in a dirty forest.” She scrunched her nose up and shuddered. “This entire trip has been a horrendous waste of time.” She walked back over to her mat and lay down, draping her borrowed shawl over herself.

      “Not entirely.” I turned to my side, perching my head on one hand. “This camp, these people, this entire group - they can be our allies.”

      Her look of puzzlement dissolved into one of understanding. “You mean the Nameless?”

      “Yes. Think about it. It’s the perfect solution. They have all types of witches within their ranks - a complete diversity of magical abilities. They have no national allegiances and can’t return home anyway. That means they have fewer close ties…”

      She cut me off. “Doesn’t mean they are more ready to die. Besides, many of them have probably made new close ties here.”

      I blinked and corrected myself. “True. But they’ve already proven themselves willing to take on dangerous missions.”

      “For money though, they’re not exactly going to join our cause for free.”

      “You’re right. But we could pay them.”

      “How? I doubt even the Arcane Realm treasury has enough money in its coffers to pay thirty thousand people.”

      I bit my lip. My brain had been going at ten thousand miles per hour ever since Kelsey had disclosed the number. “Two words, ‘cybercrime’.”

      She burst out laughing. “Computer hacking? Who’s going to do that? You’re no hacking expert.”

      “No but Viv is.” Audrey had met the leader of the Ahimsas during our planning session before we stormed Shewsdale Manor to rescue Phoebe. The mission had gone South, but Audrey would remember her.

      I continued, “she already does small bits of hacking for money. Plus, the Ahimsas want to ally with us, and I want them to ally with us. The fact Viv has the skills to match makes this the perfect solution.”

      Audrey raised her eyebrows. “Good luck with getting the High Council to agree to that.”

      “Maybe this is all the persuasion they need. In my mind, either we get the Ahimsas brought in as allies, get them to help us raise funds and then use those funds to bring in the Nameless. Or we lose this war. Once the Nameless are on our side, it’ll be far easier to get the Druids to agree to join us too. Without the Nameless, we have no chance.”

      Audrey softened her voice. “Alright, let’s say your plan works, we manage to convince the Council that allying with vampires…”

      I interrupted, “Vegan vampires.”

      She blinked. “But, nonetheless still vampires, is a good idea, then Viv does enough cybercrime to pay an army of mercenary witches. There’s still the question of whether or not Carlito can unite them all behind us. It sounds a lot like they are disparate groups, only loosely connected by an ideology of anarchism. Which isn’t a very good basis for building a strong disciplined army.”

      “Maybe you’re right. But I don’t see any alternative. As slim as this chance might be, it’s the only one we’ve got.”

      She sighed. “Let’s sleep on it and talk it through some more in the morning. I’m interested to hear what Mateo has to say on the subject. Because I’m also not sure if having the Nameless as allies will have any effect on what the Druid Matriarchs decide.”

      “Alright, ‘night Audrey.”

      “Goodnight Bree, sleep well.”

      As I settled onto my mat, my thoughts turned over our conversation. Audrey wasn’t a negative person, not really, but she was risk averse and cautious. She was doing what she always did - thinking what could go wrong, picking holes in my crazy schemes. And it was a voice of reason that I needed. Because everything she’d said was right. This plan could go wrong at any step of the way. But I was also right - it was our only option. Literally the only other alternative at this point was surrendering to the Spirit Realm and that meant accepting Hugh Beaufort as our new ruler. Sure, Conor, disguised as Cerbius Desta, sat on the Spirit Realm throne now. But he was a puppet. Beaufort was the true ruler of the Realm. It was Beaufort who marched on the Arcane Realm and Beaufort who wanted ultimate control of the entire world. I couldn’t let him get his way, no matter what I had to sacrifice. It was likely that the type and level of cybercrime Viv would have to commit would be worse than her typical small scale jobs… much worse.

      Also, if we were going to ally with the Ahimsas, it would be much easier if I was still with Nik. But that felt like I was using him, and I couldn’t do that to him. It wasn’t who I was. But was it really using him? After all, I did still have strong feelings for him. He was the first guy I’d ever loved and that would always make him special. But I’d realised and now accepted that our relationship couldn’t last. And I wanted to protect what I had with Joshua. My relationship with Joshua was real and lasting in a way that me and Nik could never be. But I needed to stay with Nik for now, at least until this war was over. How would Joshua feel about me putting ‘us’ on the back burner? Pretty pissed off, most likely. He’d already waited a long time to be with me. But if I stayed with Joshua it would make things so awkward between me and Nik, any mission with the Ahimsas would be less effective. And I couldn’t have that. I needed every edge I could get over Beaufort. If staying with Nik just a little longer gave us an edge, however small, I needed to take it.

      Ultimately, I had to do whatever it took to win this war. Even if it meant betraying my morals. These were the kinds of sacrifices I’d have to make to stop that monster from taking over the world. He was more ruthless than I was, I’d always known that, and it was a weakness he’d exploited again and again to defeat me. Not this time. This time I was willing to cross over to the dark side. If it took dipping my toes into the pool of evil to defeat the greater evil of Beaufort, I was ready to wade in, up to my neck. But was I up to the job? Even with abandoning my morals, even with allies. Did I really have what it took to defeat him? And would I lose myself in the process?
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      Opening my eyes, I could tell from the chill in the air it was still early. Audrey was already up, brushing dust off her mat.

      “What time is it?” I squinted at her, avoiding the shard of sunlight that shone through the ceiling directly into my eyes.

      “Seven thirty.”

      “Sweet Jesus! Why have I woken up so early?” I rolled over, repositioning myself several times as I tried to get comfortable again. I quickly accepted it was no good. I was wide awake. “This is why I avoid camping. Early starts are unnatural.”

      She chuckled, gesturing towards two metal water bottles on the ground. “Kelsey left those for us. You could make yourself useful and go and find out where the water is.”

      I was about to object but then realised I was really thirsty. “Alright but I expect this tipi to be sparkling clean when I get back,” I joked. Picking up both bottles, I crab-stepped my way out of the door flap, dusting myself down as I stood up on the other side.

      Around me, the camp was stirring. Young children were already running around naked and barefoot. The smell of burning wood, drifting from the main camp area, mingled with the scent of roasting coffee. That was one human convenience they didn’t skimp on here and boy was I glad of it.

      A tent across the path from ours unzipped and a dark-haired young woman stuck her head out, before unzipping it further and climbing out. “Good morning, new neighbour.” She stretched and yawned before extending her hand. “I’m Abby.” She was skinny, gangly and freckled with ragged clothes, giving her a somewhat urchin-like appearance.

      I shook her hand, “Bree. Nice to meet you.”

      “Did you arrive last night?”

      “Uh huh. Kelsey brought us back here - do you know her?”

      Abby’s eyes widened. “Ooh, you’re the ones they went to rescue.” She paused then added. “Which one of you is the Trinity?”

      I smiled shyly. “That’d be me.”

      “Cool!”

      I tapped my fingers on the bottles, feeling a bit awkward. “So, erm… where do I get water from around here?”

      “There’s a well at the end of this path. Water magic draws it up from a deep mountain spring.”

      “Just down this path?”

      “Yeah, keep walking, you can’t miss it.”

      I walked along the wood chip covered path. In the human world that kind of attention to detail might have signalled that the camp had been here for some time. But these wood chips could’ve been scattered and a well created in less than a day using magic. Even the tents and tipis had probably been magically erected.

      Familiar footsteps quickened their pace behind me, and I turned around to see Joshua jogging to catch up with me. He was also carrying a couple of bottles.

      “Morning Beautiful.”

      I giggled and looked down. “Morning.”

      He drew me in close. His scent enveloped me, sweet and musky. In his arms, the rest of the world receded into the distance. His stubble grazed my chin as he kissed me, his lips tasting warm and sweet. Unthinkingly, I sank into him.

      Suddenly I remembered what I’d thought about last night. Remembered the mission and how it would only work if we could ally with the Ahimsas. I pulled away, unable to stop the frown from marring my features.

      “What’s wrong?” His wounded, confused eyes were like a sock to my gut.

      “Nothing, erm…” I bit my lip. “It just feels a bit public here, that’s all.”

      His eyes became sinful. “We can always go somewhere a bit more private, in fact I’ve already…”

      I cut him off. “Joshua we can’t, I mean…. We have to keep our head on the mission. A lot of lives are at stake and… we can’t allow what’s going on between us to distract us.”

      His face reddened and he bit his lip. “No… I guess you’re right. But…”

      It seemed like he was going to say something else, perhaps he could sense I wasn’t telling him the whole truth, but he dropped it, instead quickening his pace to walk ahead of me. His breaths came out in huffs and his steps landed just shy of stomping.

      I slapped my hand across my face. As usual, I was handling this like a bull in a china shop. He knew something else was up with me. Maybe I should just be honest with him and tell him that I thought it best to stay with Nik for a while longer. But that would make me sound like such a tramp. Was I a tramp? A wave of shame washed over me, and I shoved it down.

      Ruthless, remember?

      I had to be ruthless and do whatever it took to defeat Beaufort. Even if it meant abandoning my morals. Even if it meant hurting Joshua and using Nik. I sighed, steadying my nerves. I’d hold a group meeting between me, Audrey, Mateo and Joshua when I got back and tell them all at the same time what I planned. They’d have to execute it with me anyway.

      I’d been so deep in my thoughts, I barely noticed the well until I came upon it. A small queue of people had already formed, waiting with bottles and pots.

      Over to one side stood a group of men. One of them narrowed his eyes at me and muttered something to the man standing to his right.

      I performed a simple spell, amplifying the sound of the reply his companion gave.

      “She’s making it unsafe for all of us.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Why bother whispering when you know I can use magic to hear what you’re saying about me?”

      The man who’d spoken first stepped forward, his chin raised in defiance. “Well, it’s true isn’t it? Many of us came here for sanctuary. Now you’re here there is no chance of that.”

      Another man shouted. “It’s only a matter of time before the authorities find us. You’ve put a giant target on this whole camp.”

      A woman cried out. “I have three children to take care of.”

      I circled slowly surveying the crowd. Accusing eyes glared at me, hostility surrounded me. The woman who had cried out was clutching a baby and she held it closer to her chest. It gurgled and babbled, reaching out tiny hands to stroke her face.

      I realised that I had to convince more than Carlito. If I didn’t win over his people, he would never agree to ally with me. And this was my first chance to do that.

      Clearing my throat, I injected as much authority into my voice as I could muster. “Look, I understand your concerns and I’m sorry.”

      “Hah! So, you don’t deny that you’ve made it more dangerous for all of us?”

      “No. I can’t deny it. It’s true.”

      The crowd started to murmur and turn away, looks of disgust on several faces. I had to win them over with my next words or lose this chance for good. There wouldn’t be a second chance at making a good first impression.

      “But there is nowhere safe for any of you to go. Not while the Spirit Realm seeks to conquer the whole world, witch and human realms alike. Not while they are run by a puppet government with the Dracul leader, Hugh Beaufort pulling the strings.”

      “We were safe before you got here.” A man called out.

      “No, you weren’t. That safety was an illusion, and it wouldn’t have lasted.” I paused, looking around at each of them. “War has already landed in the Arcane Realm. It’s coming here too. Don’t think you can escape it just because you live up here. The only way to find true and lasting safety is to destroy the Spirit Realm and end Beaufort’s reign of terror.”

      “And you think you’re the witch to do it?” An elderly wizard called out. “You’re scarcely older than a child.”

      “I may be young, but I’m the Trinity. I’ve fought Beaufort before and bested him. But each time he’s slipped away. Next time he won’t. Next time I will end his life and bring peace to all the witch realms. That is my destiny as the Trinity.” I spoke louder. “But I need allies. The Arcane Realm’s army is smaller than the Spirit Realm’s.” I paused, steadying my nerve. Was this the right way to do this? I had a feeling it was, and I had to go with my gut. This group chose their own leader. That meant they would have a say in big decisions like this too. If I could get enough of the group on my side, it would make it easier to convince Carlito when the time came to talk to him. “If the Nameless were to join our cause, we would have a greater chance of securing more allies.”

      “The Elemental Realm will never join you. They’ve already backed the Spirit Realm.” A woman shouted.

      “I know that. But I intend to go to the Druids.”

      Laughter rang out from many in the crowd. “The Druids? They’re so isolationist, their entire existence was a myth until a few weeks ago.”

      I blinked slowly. “I believe I can convince them… because I will also have another group alongside us… a group of vegan vampires who live in the human world.”

      Everybody started talking at once.

      “How do we know we can trust these vampires?”

      “I’ve been working with them for a long time. They’ve saved my life more than once. And…” I took a gamble. “I’m also part vampire so they cannot break an oath to me.”

      The conversation got louder. Some in the crowd edged away from me, their faces even more suspicious.

      I had to explain further so I talked quickly, without taking a breath. “One of them gave me vampire blood to save my life, but I only have the ability to make a vampire oath and I heal a little quicker, no other vampire powers… except those I can absorb via their arcana of course.”

      A man stepped forward. “I say we take a chance on her.”

      “Are you crazy? She’s just admitted she’s part vampire.” An arcane wizard spoke.

      “She’s obviously not a Dracul though. She…”

      His words were cut off by a young man, bursting through the crowd. “Airships approaching. Get to shelters.”

      “See what you’ve done.” The woman with the baby spat, her eyes blazing.

      I ran along the forest path, back in the direction of the camp. My bottles were both still empty, I’d have to fill them up later.

      “In coming!” A voice shouted. I dived to the floor, covering my head as bullets hit the ground either side of me.

      There was no time to think. A group of wizard soldiers flew down from the planes, landing in our camp. They wore the uniforms of the Elemental Realm. But it was clear they were here because of me.

      Well, they wouldn’t take me without a fight!

      Lifting my arms, I performed a spirit magic blocker. It would knock out the magic of our side too, but I would still have magic. And I could fight them better if I didn’t have to worry about rogue spells creeping up behind me. It wouldn’t last long though.

      A wizard landed beside me, gun drawn.

      Muttering a levitation spell, I lifted it out of his hand, then delivered a flying kick to his face. Sensing movement behind me, I whirled around and reflexively raised my left hand to block as I formed a fist with my right hand, readying it to deliver a right hook.

      The wizard in front of me ducked though, instead grabbing my waist to fall on top of me. His weight crushed me, the smell of stale sweat filling my nose as dust flew into my mouth. I spat in his face, thrusting upwards with my hips to twist around so that I was on top. Then I delivered a powerful punch to his nose. A loud crack sounded as it broke, sending blood spurting out.

      He howled in pain, and I noticed for the first time how young he was, probably no older than nineteen.

      Ignoring the sickening guilt that nudged at my conscience, I reached for my arcane knives. I couldn’t let him live and attack me or anyone else in this camp again.

      Ruthless. The word rang out in my mind again. This is what it would take to destroy Beaufort.

      Two blades drawn across his neck ended his life and his blood splattered across my cheeks. I wiped it off, steeling my heart against the revulsion that washed over me.

      Springing up off his lifeless body, I whirled around, seeking my next victim. This group of soldiers had come to the wrong Nameless camp.

      Another man aimed his gun at me.

      I conjured a spell and as he pulled the trigger, it backfired into his face. Shock widened his eyes before they went glassy, and he slumped to the floor.

      Two wizards looked at me, then at their guns and tossed them to the side. Then they both ran at me at the same time. One of them drew a knife from his waistband.

      “You know what they say, ‘never bring a knife to a gun fight’.” I muttered a spell and their own guns rose into the air, then shot at them, felling them before they reached me.

      All around me, the Nameless fought by my side, driving the soldiers back. They were fierce. Men and women fighting side by side, defending their home and their community. As the spell blocker wore off, we fought with magic, we fought with weapons. The smell of blood mingled with dirt and sweat. As the fight raged on, tiredness overtook me, and my magic started to wane. But we were winning. The enemy soldiers were dwindling. I started to feel hopeful. Then I heard a cry that made my blood run cold.

      “Reinforcements!”

      Enemy soldiers rained down from the sky like a swarm of locusts. An impossible number, too many to count and definitely too many to fight.

      Looking around me I saw mothers grabbing up babies and children as they started running for the hills. There were so many innocents, I couldn’t let these people die.

      The soldiers were coming for me. I was the one they wanted…. so let them come and get me. I flew into the air, conjuring a weak fire spell to ignite sparks around me. The effect lit up the grey sky like a firework.

      The commander of the approaching army pointed at me, “there,” and drove his men towards me.

      Turning tail, I sped into the sky, tunnelling through clouds as fast as I could while simultaneously creating a forcefield around myself. Moments later, shots followed, and I flinched as each one bounced off the forcefield. It wouldn’t last long, but perhaps I could lose them in the thicker forest I now saw below. Flying into a cloud, I took out vanishing potion from my waist pouch and drank a drop. Then, I dived down into the forest, landing with a thudding run. I watched as the soldiers sailed on by overhead. It would take them at least a little while to realise they’d lost me. But then they’d circle back and come and harass the Nameless. I had to go back and help defend the camp.

      Zigzagging through the trees, I sprinted back in the direction of the camp. But as I approached a clearing, I stopped dead in my tracks. It was already overrun with Spirit Realm soldiers. They were setting up camp here, cleaning weapons and taking inventory of supplies. I was still invisible, or at least I hoped I was. My heart was pumping loudly in my chest - so loudly I was worried it would give me away. I tiptoed slowly backwards, creeping away without taking my eyes off the heavily armed group in front of me.

      Snap

      Damn It! My head whipped down to see the twig I’d stepped on then back up to see if any of the soldiers had heard me. My shoulders sank down and I exhaled deeply when I saw they hadn’t heard. But then a sickening, familiar voice sounded behind me. Something hard poked into my back and I could guess what it was.

      “They might not have heard you. But I did.”

      Conor!

      I whirled around to see Cerbius Desta AKA Conor McGinty standing there with a gun pointed at me. My invisibility had clearly worn off.

      “Go on,” he cocked his gun, “over there. And don’t bother trying any spells, I’ve already conjured a spell blocker.”

      Sniffing the air, I detected the tell-tale scent of his magical signature and realised he was right. How had I missed that? Begrudgingly, I raised my hands and walked slowly backwards, moving in the direction of the enemy soldiers. “What are you going to do, shoot me right now?”

      He shrugged. “I would’ve preferred to take you back to the Spirit Realm and get you tried for your crimes there. But as you’re a high risk criminal, we’ll execute you here.” He shoved his face into mine. “That’s what would happen at the end of the trial in the Realm I rule anyway.”

      “Don’t you mean the Realm that Beaufort rules?” I spat.

      He laughed. “Beaufort won’t be around for long.”

      I shook my head. “Oh Conor, Conor… you’ve underestimated him. You still think you can control him and finish on top. How naive.”

      His face hardened, contorting in a grim snarl. “Shut up and keep moving. Your opinion doesn’t mean anything. Soon you’ll be dead. The only reason I haven’t killed you already is that I want witnesses to confirm your death.” And with that he raised his voice, altering it to take on the fake accent of Cerbius Desta. “Look who I found trying to flee from the Nameless camp.”

      The soldiers all stopped what they were doing and looked up.

      “We will execute her now to ensure she doesn’t get away.”

      My throat felt dry, and my heart jumped into my chest. He was really serious. For the first time since he’d found me I realised I might die here. I assessed the group, there were too many for me to fight. The spell blocker meant flying was impossible. Attempting to make a run for it would earn me a chest full of lead. Closing my eyes, I reached out in my mind’s eye for my cat familiar, imploring it to come to me. If I could get it to manifest right now, my magic would grow too powerful for spell blockers to affect. Sweat broke out on my upper lip as I gritted my teeth, seeking the animal in desperation. But it wouldn’t come. I couldn’t even sense it near. Mateo had said cat was choosy and wouldn’t come if it sensed desperation. I gulped down nausea, cursing myself for not spending more time practicing at night, during conscious dreaming sessions, as Mateo had advised.

      Pressing the tip of the gun against my forehead, with his free hand, Conor performed a binding spell, encasing my wrists in invisible cords that kept them together. It would make doing magic impossible after the spell blocker had worn off.

      “You’ve sold your soul to the devil Conor.”

      “You would say that. But you were the one who shacked up with a vampire. In fact, you’re part vampire, aren’t you?”

      “I’d rather be part vampire than whole dickwad,” I shot back.

      He grabbed my arm with his free hand, shoving me towards a tree, his face a mask of fury. “Stand there and keep quiet you little whore.”

      He gestured to several of his men. “Have you got the rifles ready?”

      “Yes Sir.”

      “Good. Form a firing squad, you five…” he paused then met my eyes, “… and me.” His eyes glimmered with satisfaction.

      “I bet you’ve dreamed of this day over and over, alone in your bed like the pathetic loser you are.” Spittle escaped my mouth as tears formed at my eyes. Anger masked the terror I felt as I knew with certainty that I was about to die.

      He chuckled. “You can call me a loser all you like, you’re the one who’s standing in front of a firing squad.”

      The finality of his words settled over me with the viscosity of tar. I felt something warm trickle down my legs and realised with a shock that I’d lost control of my bladder. Dimly I heard a few of the men notice and snigger, muttering cruel jibes. But I was too scared to care. My vision blurred as my head felt like a vice was pressing against it. I’d never been so scared in my life. I felt like collapsing to the ground, but I was damned if I was going to die on my knees.

      Standing against the tree, a flock of crows flew overhead, squawking into the azure sky, oblivious to the violence down below. I wished I could fly next to them, free from this psycho. Free and alive, instead of facing certain death.

      I swallowed and looked back at the row of gunmen standing in front of me, tears flowing down my face. I’d failed. Failed to stop Beaufort, failed even to stop Conor. Somehow, that felt even worse than facing my own death.

      “Ready…. Aim…” Conor paused before the last word, relishing the power and the look of fear in my eyes. “Fire!”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, tensing my whole body as I waited for the shots to tear through me.
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      But the shots never came. Instead, the firing squad turned around and started firing at the rest of the men behind them. The soldiers cried out in shock and terror, some diving for cover, others picking up weapons and returning fire. But the element of surprise went a long way and most of the enemy soldiers were dead before they had a chance to fire back.

      Swearing, Conor looked at his own rifle, his eyes wild with fear and confusion. It clicked impotently in his hand, devoid of bullets. He threw it to the ground in disgust, then conjured a forcefield spell, before flying into the trees.

      Two of the firing squad flew off in pursuit, leaving me and the rest of the squad alone. They dropped their guns and muttered incantations. I watched in awe as their faces morphed into… Carlito, Marrow and Kelsey.

      “Now you owe me twice,” Kelsey said, winking as she wiped a grimy hand over her face.

      “Shape-shifting magic! I didn’t know you could do that. It’s a very advanced practice.”

      “Yeah, I know. And we’re very good at it.”

      “The Nameless uses shape-shifting magic to move around in the population without getting apprehended by the authorities.” Carlito explained.

      “Couldn’t you have switched back before I wet myself?!” I gestured towards the dark patch on my trousers.

      He laughed. “Then we would’ve lost the element of surprise.” He hitched his rifle over his shoulder. “Plus, now we have all these weapons to take back to camp.”

      “We’re going back there? It’s overrun with enemy soldiers.”

      “It was overrun with enemy soldiers.” He slapped a hand on my shoulder. “You shouldn’t underestimate us. We’ve been doing this a long time. Even the women and children are skilled warriors.”

      I nodded, biting my lip with embarrassment. This made me want them as allies more than ever.

      We gathered up the guns into piles and loaded them onto the wind-powered gun wagons the Spirit Realm soldiers had brought with them. I conjured a simple elemental wind spell to drive the wagons back towards the camp.

      As we walked I thought of how to broach the topic. I couldn’t let this opportunity go to waste. “We make a good team, my group and yours.”

      Carlito turned around, cocking an eyebrow. “You mean your little band of trainee witches?”

      “Actually, none of us are trainees.”

      “You could’ve fooled me.”

      My cheeks reddened. Perhaps we hadn’t impressed him as much as I would’ve liked. “Okay, I admit it’s been a bit one-sided since we arrived here but…”

      He stopped and turned around. “I’ll stop you there. Because I can see where this is going.”

      “You can?” My voice raised at the end.

      “You’re going to ask me to lend Nameless men to this stupid power struggle between the Arcane Realm and the Spirit Realm.”

      “It’s not a stupid power struggle. The Spirit Realm has invaded us and wants to take over our nation.”

      He shrugged. “And why should we care about that? You’re not even close to our borders.”

      “Because the Spirit Realm won’t stop with us. Once they rule the Arcane Realm, they’ll come for the other witch realms and then ultimately the human world. They want to rule the entire planet.”

      He started walking again, his deep voice reaching into the forest as he pushed a branch out of the way. “We’ve always existed outside of national borders, it’ll be no different once the Spirit Realm is in charge.”

      “Will it be any different once Dracul vampires are in charge? Once they’re exterminating every one of you they can find and turning the rest into blood slaves?”

      He sighed and stopped. “Look, I’m no friend to the Draculs, but I’m also not about to join a war I have no chance of winning. Even if we joined with you, we’d still be outnumbered by the Spirit Realm and Elemental Realm forces. They number in the hundreds of thousands. From what I’ve heard, the Arcane Realm only has about one hundred thousand men. Add the fifty thousand of the Nameless and…”

      Fifty thousand! Kelsey must have underestimated how many there were.

      “Besides…” his voice continued, and my attention snapped back, “I don’t have the power to unite all the Nameless. I only have authority over this group, a few thousand.”

      “But you know the other leaders, right?”

      “Of course, but they will see things as I do. We don’t join losing sides. We fight for money or not at all.”

      “And if you had to put a price on fighting by our side, how much would it be?”

      He laughed and then his face dropped when he saw I was serious. “Five hundred million dollars - in bitcoin.” he added.

      I tried to keep my face neutral, giving nothing away. “And if we could pay you that amount, you could get the other Nameless leaders to agree to join us?”

      He nodded. “For that amount, I could.”

      “How would we get the money to you?”

      “I have a blockchain wallet, stored on the dark web. You can wire it to that.”

      I stuck my hand out. “You’ve got yourself a deal.” I wasn’t sure how I’d make this work, but I’d figure it out later.

      He eyed my hand suspiciously as if I had an electric shock buzzer in my palm before he shook it.

      I could tell from the look in his eye he didn’t believe I could raise the money and truth be told I didn’t know if it was possible either. But at least now I had a chance to raise an army….

      All I had to do was raise five hundred million dollars first.
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      As we trudged back to the camp, I walked ahead, wanting space to think. No doubt about it, we had to get out of the Elemental Realm ASAP. It was like we’d entered a hornet’s nest here. The Nameless had saved us this time but it wouldn’t be long before Conor and his minions found us again, even if we moved the camp. Also, I had to start raising the money to pay Carlito. It was our only hope in winning this war. The more I thought about it, the more cybercrime made sense. Using magic to raise the money wasn’t possible. Money conjured using magic would quickly be lost again. The Nameless would easily sniff out my magical signature on any conjured money and know that it was as good as worthless. If I tried to trick them like that, they would never trust me again. Robbing a bank in the human world, or even a series of banks would be easy enough with magic. But there wouldn’t be enough in one bank. If I robbed a few it would make headlines and possibly get me into serious trouble with the Arcane Realm authorities. The internet was already awash with conspiracy theories about witches secretly living among humans, the last thing we needed was to have me shine a giant spotlight onto our existence. That’s why cybercrime was a good option. Viv could make it so subtle that nobody in the human world would even notice. I didn’t know how yet but she could figure it out.

      This could all work perfectly. We needed to recruit the Nameless to get the numbers to win this war. And we needed the help of the Ahimsas to get the money to recruit the Nameless. This was just the leverage I needed to persuade the Arcane Realm High Council and the Queen that an alliance with the Ahimsas made sense. Once the Queen had signed off on it the Arcane Realm press would spin it in such a way that the populace would quickly come around. With the Nameless on our side, it would be easier to get the Druid Realm to ally with us too. There was just one problem.

      Joshua.

      A ball of tight emotion formed in my throat as I thought of the beautiful man I loved so much. But we had to put our relationship on hold - at least for now. Vampires were territorial and jealous. Nik was better than most, but he was still a vampire. If I dumped him for Joshua on the cusp of forging the most important non-human alliance in history, I risked wrecking it all. It would hurt me as much as it would hurt him, but I’d have to tell Joshua we couldn’t be together.

      I only hoped he would still take me back after this was all over.
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      Back at the camp, the Nameless were packing up and getting ready to move on. It was a surprisingly quick process. Even though the camp had seemed well-established, raids like this were common and the group was used to making a quick getaway. Although they’d seen off the authorities this time, they couldn’t stick around to get attacked again. Kelsey had told me they’d move deeper into the forest and start again, building their next makeshift camp until the next time they got found and had to move again.

      I made my way back to our tipis.

      Joshua and Mateo were using magic to coax pegs from the ground. Mateo stood up first, his eyes were watery, and his chest rose as he rushed towards me. “Trionoide. Thank the Gods you are alright.”

      Joshua stood up and whipped around, breaking into an ecstatic grin. He strode forward, gathering me up into a huge bear hug, “Bree, we were so worried.”

      “Speak for yourself, I knew she’d be ok.” Audrey commented, breezing past. “Like Mateo said, the cat is definitely your spirit animal, more lives than a cat you have.”

      I chuckled but an uneasy feeling lit my insides. I’d already had one reminder that I hadn’t yet connected properly with my cat today and I didn’t need another one. Until I’d absorbed cat’s essence and felt its power mingle with mine, I’d be vulnerable to spell blocker magic attacks and not have the full invincibility that could be mine as the Trinity. With all this non-stop drama, I’d had precious little time to practice my craft, but I had to start prioritising it.

      “Hey,” Joshua took my attention back onto him, turning my chin in his direction as he gazed into my eyes. “I’m glad you have more than one life.” His voice was tender and his touch even more so as he bent down and took my lips in his.

      I couldn’t help myself, I relaxed into his warm body, savouring his kiss, knowing that it may be the last time for a while… maybe ever if he didn’t take me back. But I couldn’t let it last forever and he sensed my shift, my body stiffening as I pulled away.

      “What’s wrong?” He frowned, studying me with his beautiful emerald eyes.

      “We need to talk.” My voice cracked at the end.

      “Uh oh, those words coming out of a woman’s mouth are never good.”

      I let out a nervous laugh. “I don’t know what you mean.” But my voice was weak and unconvincing. “Come on.” I led him off in the direction of a quieter spot further from the tents.

      “Hey, where are you two going? If it’s for what I think it is, we don’t have time for it.”

      “Audrey!” I blushed as I looked back, shocked by her uncharacteristic brazenness. “We’re just going to talk in private, that’s all. We’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      “Good because that’s as much as we can spare.” Her movements were sharp and precise as she packed one of the metal water bottles Kelsey had given us into a scraggy looking backpack she must’ve got from someone. “I’ve already arranged for a lift in a chopper to the edge of the human world, near where we parked our car. Then we can head straight to the airport.” She looked up, her eyes shifting from me to Joshua and back to me again. “Chopper leaves in ten minutes so please, please be back in five.”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” Joshua did a salute and clipped his heels.

      We walked through the trees to a quieter area of the forest. There were still a few Nameless walking around, packing stuff up but nobody was paying us any attention. It was as close to privacy as we’d get.

      I pushed my hands though my hair, taking a deep breath as I mentally went through what I wanted to say.

      Joshua leant against a tree, arms crossed almost defensively in anticipation of the onslaught to come.

      “We have to take a break.” I blurted it out in one breath.

      He cocked his head to one side. “Take a break…. You mean us?”

      I nodded, gulping back tears. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      “Why?” His tone was curt, his expression hard.

      I bit my lip. “I’ve spoken to Carlito about fighting on our side. He thinks he can get the Nameless united behind our cause - all fifty thousand of them. But it’ll cost five hundred million dollars.”

      Joshua raised his eyebrows and whistled out air from between his lips. “That’s the same as telling us ‘no’. Where on earth are we going to get that kind of cash from?”

      “I already have a plan,” I paused, “I can ask Viv to steal it using cybercrime.”

      “That is actually a pretty good plan but what does it have to do with me and you?”

      “It’ll mean the Arcane Realm will be indebted to the Ahimsas. I can get the High Council and the Queen to agree to ally with them. Then we’ll have the numbers of the Nameless and the Ahimsas. After that it’ll be easier to convince the Druid Realm to join us too.” I knew I was babbling, putting off the moment I’d have to get to the bit I was dreading telling him. Taking a deep breath, I paused again, closing my eyes. Because this was the hardest part. “The thing is… when I said I’d broken up with Nik, it wasn’t entirely true.” I flicked my eyes at him, feeling the guilt in my expression as heat rose up my cheeks.

      Joshua’s mouth flew open. “You lied to me?!”

      “No! … I mean kind of… it was a half lie. The last time me and Nik spoke, we had a fight and he told me to come back when I’d decided if I wanted to be with him or not.”

      Joshua nodded, his expression dazed as he looked down and then back at me. “So, he thinks you’re still together but you’re just taking time to work things out in your head.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me that in the first place?”

      “Well, it’s not like we were doing that much talking when we first got together, is it.”

      He opened and closed his mouth. “But we could’ve done. I would’ve listened if you’d wanted to talk.”

      I sighed. “I know it was wrong, but I’d wanted you for so long… you know we’d had this spark and when we were alone, and we’d come so close to death… I… I couldn’t stop myself. I told myself I’d tell you the truth as soon as I could but the longer we spent time together, the more I convinced myself it didn’t matter. Nik probably knew it was over between us anyway and… well… I guess I was in denial.” I slumped down against a tree opposite him.

      He closed his eyes, rubbing his temples. “I still don’t get why you’re breaking up with me.”

      “I’m not breaking up with you. We just need to put things on hold for a while - just until the end of the war.”

      “That’s even worse! You think I’m some toy that you can just pick up and throw down as many times as you like, and I won’t break?” His eyes were full of pain as his voice cracked.

      “No! That’s not what I think at all.”

      “What then?”

      “Nik is easy going for a vampire but he’s still a vampire. You know the nature of vampires as well as I do. They’re jealous, vengeful creatures, very possessive.”

      “Perfect boyfriend material.” His quip had a sarcastic bitter edge in stark contrast to the usual playfulness of his humour.

      “Dumping Nik is a terrible basis on which to start an alliance with the Ahimsas. He’s a very senior member, part of the leadership team.”

      “Do you really think he’d take it out on you and derail the alliance if you dumped him?”

      “Not intentionally but it would create a hostile atmosphere and I can’t have any distractions come between us and winning this war. I’ve already allowed you to be a distraction which is…”

      He cut me off, “that’s all I am to you - a distraction?!”

      “Of course not!” I hesitated, testing the air before I stated what I needed to. “I love you - I always will. We’re soul mates.” I stood up and took a few steps forward, reaching out for his forearm.

      He snatched it away. “Don’t.”

      I swallowed my emotions down, my face flushed, tears brimming at my eyes. “I still hope that when all this is over, we’ll be together. That’s what I want more than anything in the world.” I looked at him, waiting for him to return the sentiment but he simply clenched his jaw. “Say something,” I whispered.

      His chest moved up and down, darkness clouding his eyes. “Let’s get back to camp, we’ve probably already taken too long. Audrey will be blowing a gasket.” He stomped off in the direction of the camp.

      I trailed behind, feeling like I’d just punched a hole in my chest and ripped out my own heart. I knew I was selling myself for this cause. But I also knew it was worth it. Even selling my own soul would’ve been worth it to save this planet from enslavement by Draculs. I’d do anything to win this war, become anything. And if staying with Nik a bit longer allowed me to take Beaufort down, then that’s what I’d do. Joshua would forgive me… wouldn’t he?

      But the bigger question was, when this was all over, could I forgive myself?
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      Tick tock, tick tock.

      I looked up at the clock on the wall of the Arcane Academy lecture hall, drumming my fingers on the table as I waited with everyone else. The other ministers were all seated, but the Grandchairmaster hadn’t arrived yet. She had never been late before and was famed for arriving on the dot of a meeting’s start time. Prophesy was one of her special magical skills and she was rumoured to use this to anticipate anything that might hold her up.

      I glanced at Audrey, sitting opposite, prim and silent. If she felt as nervous as me, she didn’t show it. Mateo sat to my left and Joshua to my right. I’d requested an audience with the Queen. She didn’t regularly attend High Council meetings but could be summoned if the matter was important enough.

      I looked at the clock, again, the seconds hand inched closer to three o’clock, the meeting start time.

      Echoey footsteps sounded in the corridor outside. As the second hand reached twelve, the door opened and the Grandchairmaster strode in. A tall woman, sturdy-chested, around mid-fifties with an imposing presence. Her habit of looking over her glasses at people as they spoke had a particularly withering effect. Combined with her sharp tongue, she was not a woman who suffered fools gladly.

      We all stood up, as was the custom, and the Grandchairmaster swept up her robes and sat at the head of the table. She got out her gavel and banged it three times. “Good afternoon ministers, I call this meeting to order.” She circled her gaze around the table, pausing briefly as her eyes landed on me before she looked at her secretary, a young man sitting to her left. “Ewan, what is the first item on the agenda for today?”

      Small and scrawny with a nervous disposition, Ewan cleared his throat before he addressed her. “Trinity Bree Ryan wishes to address Her Majesty the Queen with a matter of state importance related to the war, Ma’am.”

      The Grandchairmaster blinked at me. “And you have submitted the necessary paperwork to the palace, that a request such as this warrants?”

      “I have Ma’am.”

      The Grandchairmaster looked up at the clock on the wall, waiting, her eyes resting on the door.

      There was a flurry of noise outside, multiple footsteps, rustling and quiet, urgent commands. It was a noise I’d heard before, the sound of the Queen’s entourage moving up the hallway towards the room.

      The first person to enter was the Queen’s footman. His ridiculous get-up consisting of pantaloons, tights, wig and powdered face, was one I was now used to, and I barely blinked at him. The queen entered next, followed by her maids and bodyguards.

      We all sprang to our feet. The ladies all curtseyed and the men all bowed their heads. This show of submission was one I would’ve scoffed at before. But my time in the Spirit Realm had shown me how important it was to defer to tradition and blend in, especially amongst high society. It made things so much easier.

      A space had been reserved for her at the other head of the table, opposite the Grandchairmaster. The footman pulled out the queen’s chair and she sat down. Her servants stood motionless and silent, clustered behind her in rank order.

      The monarch was in no rush to get started. She calmly took a few sips of water from the cup in front of her before clearing her throat and looking around the table. “You may sit,” she commanded, her crisp, clear accent piercing the silence.

      Everyone sat down and all eyes turned to me and then the Queen. I had to wait until she gave her permission before starting.

      “Trinity Bree Ryan. I understand you have a matter of state importance related to the war to discuss with me.”

      “Yes your Majesty.” I made minimal eye contact, trying to appear as subservient as possible.

      “You may begin.”

      “Thank you your Majesty.” I stood up, taking a deep breath. This was it, I wouldn’t get another chance so I couldn’t blow it. I’d practiced the speech in my head repeatedly since leaving the Elemental Realm. But I still didn’t know how she’d react.

      “As you know, we’ve recently returned from a diplomatic trip to the Elemental Realm. Our intention was to secure an alliance with the Elemental Realm to help defend us against the Spirit Realm.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “A trip that ended in failure I’ve been told.”

      “That is only half correct Ma’am.”

      She looked up, her eyes widening. “Oh? Did you secure the Elemental Realm’s support after all?”

      “No. The Elemental Realm has decided to ally with the Spirit Realm…”

      A murmur broke out among the ministers.

      “…But…” I continued, cutting through the whispers as I raised my voice, “…we have secured another offer, from a group whose numbers are close to those of the Elemental Realm army.”

      “Go on.” A spark of curiosity lit the Queen’s eyes.

      “We can get the help of the Nameless.”

      Now the murmurs broke out again, this time louder. They were also accompanied by gasps and some laughter.

      “Order, order ministers, let the young lady finish please.” The Grandchairmaster called out, banging her gavel on the wooden table.

      Minister Jaxybayev sprang to his feet, and I felt my chest deflate. I dreaded what this over-opinionated, conservative gasbag was going to say.

      “Forgive my interruption your Majesty but the Nameless are a lawless group of cut-throats and villains, we cannot trust them, nor can we associate ourselves with them. They don’t even have a clear leader, they are a disparate group of vagabonds.”

      “I’ve met one of the leaders of a large group - a man by the name of Carlito. He believes he can get the other groups to join us, in addition to his own.”

      Jaxybayev ignored my point, continuing as if I hadn’t even spoken. “Allying with such people would make us a laughingstock. The good name of our nation is at stake here.”

      My blood pressure rose, and I couldn’t help myself. Sticking my chin up and directing all my anger at Jaxybayev, I spat back. “The good name of our nation?! We won’t have a nation if we don’t get their help.”

      “That’s preposterous hyperbole and I will not allow it. We are mounting a decent campaign against the Spirit Realm without anyone else’s help. My reports from the ground indicate that…”

      I slammed the table. “Your reports from the ground are propaganda, edited to protect the professional careers of people around this table with little basis in fact and walloping great heaps of the so called hyperbole you claim to despise.” I narrowed my eyes at him.

      There were more gasps. I know I was offending many of the people here. But that didn’t matter, all I had to do was convince the Queen. If I got her approval the rest of these stuffed suits would have to put up and shut up.

      But now, as I glanced at her, I could see I wasn’t exactly winning her over either. I softened my voice. “Your Majesty, I’m aware of the reputation the Nameless have in all the witch realms. But they saved our lives in the Elemental Realm. They have formidable magic skills, and they are excellent fighters, especially good at guerrilla warfare. Plus, if we bring them on board, our numbers will be enough to convince the Druid Realm to ally with us too.”

      “I see.” The Queen stared into the middle distance, considering my words. She looked back at me. “You say you’re aware of their reputation. But is that reputation justified? And if so, how can we trust them?”

      I paused, considering her question carefully before answering. “They are outlaws, yes and some of them have committed crimes. But they are a group with cohesion and loyalty, a bit like a family. They will die for each other if necessary. We can harness that same loyalty to our cause.”

      “And how will we secure that loyalty?”

      “Money. They want five hundred million dollars as payment for joining our cause.”

      Jaxybayev, who was still standing guffawed, throwing his hands up into the air. “Your Majesty this is a futile exercise and a waste of council time. We don’t have that kind of money and…”

      The Queen cut him off, her expression steely. “Lord Jaxybayev, is Trinity Ryan giving this petition or are you? Kindly sit down and let the young lady have her chance before interrupting again.”

      Jaxybayev went bright red, like a school prefect who’d been reprimanded by the headmaster at the school assembly. “Yes your Majesty, my humblest apologies…” he mumbled before plonking himself back in his chair.

      My chest swelled. It was the closest thing I’d got to a sign of approval from her yet. Perhaps this was going better than I’d thought.

      The Queen turned back to me. “Lord Jaxybayev may be clumsy in his objections, but he is also quite correct. We do not have those funds readily to hand. All our money is tied up in the war effort.”

      My eyes flicked at Jaxybayev, and a smug smile twitched beneath his ample moustache.

      “I don’t suppose you would come here without having first thought through a solution to this. What do you propose?”

      I paused again. This was the hard part. I’d go in softly at first. “I have a connection in the human world who is skilled at cybercrime. I propose we enlist her help in stealing the money. She’ll make sure it’s subtle and doesn’t attract the attention of human law enforcement.”

      The queen’s eyes narrowed. “And how much will this connection charge for her services?”

      “Nothing.” I replied.

      The queen blinked at me. “Nothing? Then what will she want in return?”

      I took a deep breath and began. “She is the leader of a peaceful group of vegan vampires.”

      The room erupted with objections, gasps and shouts. “Not this again!” I heard one of the ministers shout. He had been at the last High Council meeting I’d attended during which I’d tried and failed to secure their approval to ally with the Ahimsas.

      I ignored the noise and ploughed on, raising my voice. Dimly aware of the Grandchairmaster banging her gavel again, I ignored that too, desperate to finish. “This group, the Ahimsas, has been looking for a chance to ally with us against the Draculs for a long time.” I felt like I was losing the room, but I had to finish so I sped up, my voice getting louder and louder. “We know the Spirit Realm is secretly run by Hugh Beaufort at this point. We could really use the numbers of the Ahimsas too. There are hundreds of thousands of them in the human world. If we get both the Nameless and the Ahimsas, we’ll be sure to get the Druids too. Then we have an excellent chance of winning this war.” I stopped and took a deep breath. All around me, ministers shouted expletives and accusations. A man opposite, who I dimly recognised as minister of cultural affairs and something or other, was shaking his fist at me, his face hard and angry.

      A woman opposite, a minor minister whose name I couldn’t recall, stood up. Her ample bosom wobbled as she coughed loudly, getting as many people’s attention above the din as possible. “I refuse to entertain this farce any longer.” She curtseyed at the Queen. “Forgive me your Majesty.” And with that, she waltzed out.

      I felt my temperature rise and loosened my collar, feeling blood rush up my neck. At least wartime protocol meant there was no press allowed in these meetings now. There’d be no record of the big, fat ‘hell no’, I was about to get from the Queen.

      “Order, I must have order, please ladies and gentlemen.” The Grandchairmaster’s gavel finally had an effect and the room simmered down.

      All eyes turned to the monarch. Her gaze moved from left to right, her jaw was rigid, her expression fixed. “This is an extremely unconventional idea.”

      Mateo stood up. “If I may be so bold as to speak your Majesty?

      She blinked at him, surprised by the Druid’s interjection. “You may.”

      “Extraordinary times call for extraordinary ideas. The Trinity’s suggestion is a good one precisely because the enemy will never imagine we would adopt such a plan.”

      She smiled. “That is true. You are wise indeed, Druid.”

      My whole chest tingled. This was good, this was very good. It felt like she was about to give me her blessing.

      “But…”

      I held my breath. But what?

      “There is one thing that concerns me. If the Nameless can be so easily bought. Who is to say that Beaufort, whose funds are limitless, will not outbid us and they betray us?”

      My heart sank. I hadn’t thought of that at all.

      But she was absolutely right. And I had no comeback for this at all.
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      The Queen sighed, her eyebrows creasing in a way that made her look older. “Your plan is not perfect, but it has merit. It is not my job to iron out the minor details. I will leave that to Grandminister Davenport.” She inclined her head towards Phoebe’s Dad. “If you are able to find a way to ensure these Nameless will not betray us, you have my blessing.”

      A muffled murmur broke out among the ministers. I heard one person mutter something about vampires under his breath.

      This wasn’t lost on the Queen who followed up with, “and if the way to secure their allegiance is via money procured from a vampire connection, I can live with that.”

      The murmur grew louder and the Grandchairmaster banged her gavel on the table. “Order!” She barked, her patience clearly wearing thin.

      The crowd settled down again.

      One younger minister sprang to his feet. “Forgive my interruption Ma’am but I must object. You mention your concerns about the Nameless betraying us. That is only half the matter. How about these vegan vampires?” He spat out the word as if it was poisonous. “Vampires are far more likely to turn traitor. They are probably only interested in allying with us so they can seize our realm, overrun it and turn it into their own vampire territory.”

      “I know we can trust them.” I heard the unshakeable confidence in my own voice.

      “How can you be sure?” The minister asked, his eyes narrowing.

      I faltered, opening my mouth to speak and then closing it again.

      Because I’m part vampire. Mateo heard my thoughts and glanced at me, his eyes suffused with compassion.

      A vampire oath was unbreakable between vampires and if Viv promised me that she and the Ahimsas were on our side, I knew with every fibre of my being that she was telling the truth. But I couldn’t admit that to the assembly of ministers here…. Could I?

      A growing silence gripped the room as all eyes turned to me. Some of the witches shifted in their chairs, their sixth sense telling them I was hiding something big.

      I bit my lip and looked at Audrey. She knew my secret and in this moment, I had no idea what to do.

      She locked eyes with me and gently nodded her head. It was so subtle, nobody else would’ve noticed. But I understood her advice. It was time for me to fess up.

      I took a deep breath. “The reason I know for certain that we can trust them is that… I am part vampire.”

      There were gasps and shouts. Another person got up and left the room without a word of explanation or apology.

      I felt my face go bright crimson.

      The queen’s face had also gone red, but her expression was one of rage not shame. “You had better start explaining yourself young lady.”

      I rubbed my forehead, feeling a headache coming on. “I was attacked by a vampire in the human world and almost died. I’d lost a lot of blood and… the only way to save my life was by another vampire… friend giving me some of his blood. It healed me but it left me with a small degree of vampirism.” I knew I had to give these people more reassurance, so I continued. “I can give and receive a vampiric oath. I can also heal quicker than other witches but that’s it. I don’t crave blood.”

      The queen looked pensive, tapping her fingers on the table as she looked into the middle distance. Finally, she spoke. “It seems you have the best parts of vampirism, how fortunate. The Gods are indeed wise. How useful for us to have a Trinity with such gifts. And your previous successes in the Druid and Spirit Realms have been well noted. I trust your judgement and, as I said before, if the best way for us to win this war is by alliance with a peaceful vampire group then so be it.”

      My shoulders relaxed, all anxiety being replaced by elation. I’d done it! I’d got her approval.

      Some of the ministers looked as if they’d swallowed a porcupine but they all had the good sense to keep quiet. The Queen had made up her mind. They had no choice but to fall in line and obey her wishes.

      She looked at Davenport. “I expect your Unit to uncover more details about this Nameless leader, Carlito. What kind of man is he? Does he have a history of betrayal? I will leave you to get on with it and send me a full report within a week.” She looked back at me. “In the meantime, you may gather the necessary funds. If we find the Nameless are not true, we can use the money in other ways for the war effort.”

      “Thank you Ma’am,” I said. “Your approval means the world to me.” I curtseyed and sat back down again.

      The meeting continued, moving onto other more mundane matters. But I was no longer listening. My mind was going round and round. How would we prove the Nameless could be trusted? Davenport would likely put a team of agents onto it, uncovering any and all dirt they could find.

      I sure hoped Carlito was honourable because there was no plan B.
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      “You want me to do what?” Viv blinked at me, the newly died streak of purple in her hair catching the glint of sunlight which pierced the gloom of the South London squat which was the Ahimsa’s latest headquarters.

      “Can you do it?”

      “Um, I think so. Question is, why would I want to? That kind of large scale hacking generates some serious attention from the law. The last thing we need is the human authorities on our back as well as the Draculs.”

      “Come on Viv. This is the chance you’ve been waiting for. It’s a chance to complete Carlotta’s work - finally ally with the Arcane Witches and destroy the Draculs. You can stop running from one rat-infested hideout to another and live normally again.” Or as normal as it’s possible for vampires to live.

      I studied her. When I’d first met her I’d thought she was a hardened rebel. Mean-faced and straight talking, we’d got on immediately. But as I’d got to know her better, I’d realised she wasn’t as tough as I’d first thought. She was actually quite sensitive, with a soft interior she only showed those she really trusted. She was also cautious, especially when it came to the direction she took the Ahimsas in. She’d been an excellent choice to replace Carlotta and my ghostly vampire friend often told me how much pride she had in the protege who had inherited her movement. But would her caution get the better of us here? If Viv refused to do this I didn’t know what I would do. She was our only hope to get the Nameless on board.

      Viv stroked her chin and finally broke the silence. “It’s not a hard ‘no’… I just need some time to think about it. I need to work out exactly how to do it to make sure I don’t get caught.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Right.” I chuckled. “At least I know I can trust you. I wish I could say the same for the Nameless. This whole plan hinges on them and I barely know the leader. In fact, the only member of the group I know has already betrayed us once before.”

      Viv’s eyes widened. “You’re not serious?”

      “I’m afraid so,” I nodded, biting my lip.

      “How can you be sure they won’t double-cross you?”

      I shrugged. “I can’t. But we don’t really have any choice, we just have to hope and go on blind faith.”

      She scrunched up her nose. “Well, that sucks.”

      The same cold, sick feeling I always had when thinking of this element of the plan, entered my belly and I steered the conversation back in a less vomit-inducing direction. “How will you do it then? I once read a story about a group of hackers stealing small amounts of money from thousands of people, so little that they didn’t notice and…”

      Viv’s eyes roamed from left to right, she clearly wasn’t listening. But I could see her mind working overtime to come up with an idea. Then her eyes widened. “I’ve just had the best idea of how to get the money. It’s so perfect!”

      “How?” I leaned forward, eager to hear more. But our conversation was interrupted by the sound of someone approaching from above. I paused, my head turning towards the entrance trapdoor as it squeaked open.

      Heavy familiar footsteps clomped down the wooden stairs to the basement where we sat.

      My pulse sped up as I knew whose face was about to appear and yet I didn’t know if I was ready to see him. Next moment, there he was.

      Nik.

      The shard of sunlight framed his chiselled face like a halo. His full lips curled into a half smile as he raked his hand through thick dark hair. His eyes glittered at me, sweeping down my body and back up in a way that made me shiver involuntarily.

      Those eyes…

      Feral, deadly and irresistible. He still took my breath away. He always had.

      “Hello.” His greeting was quiet, cautious, weighted. He knew we had loads to discuss before we’d be alright again.

      “Hello you.” I replied, a shy smile spreading across my face despite what stood between us.

      “We can discuss it later.” Viv tactfully said, “I’ll leave you two to talk.”  Gathering up her headphones and water bottle, she walked towards the door. “Mateo, let me show you the rest of our hideout.”

      “That is most kind Ms Viv.” Mateo replied, following her out of the room.

      When they’d gone Nik inched closer to me, his movements as silent, graceful and lithe as the night predator he was. I never could’ve suspected he was a vampire when we’d first started dating – how could I when I didn’t even know vampires were real? After I’d found out, I could’ve slapped my head at how obvious it was. It explained so much, not least how he’d convinced the night security guard to get us into the observatory for our first date stargazing together. At the time he’d said the man owed him a favour and asked me to keep my distance as the negotiations might be a bit awkward. I’d followed his wishes without thinking much of it. Looking back on that, he’d obviously glamoured the man. The memory made me laugh under my breath.

      “What’s so funny?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing, it’s just…. Sometimes I can’t believe the irony of it all - me a vampire hunting witch falling in love with you, a vampire.”

      His eyes opened wide. “Falling in love with me?”

      “Yes.” I smiled at him, my gaze resting on his. When I looked into those eyes any thoughts of Joshua receded so far into the distance as to be like a fading dream I’d had once, long ago.

      It was complicated between me and Nik, it always would be. But even though I knew we couldn’t and wouldn’t be together forever, I just couldn’t let him go. Even though I knew we were wrong for each other and me and Joshua were right for each other. Even though, at this point, I knew I was probably worse for Nik than he was for me. Despite all that, I still wanted him. I still loved him. I loved him and I loved Joshua. I wish I’d never met him… Or I wish I’d never met Joshua. I loved them differently but equally. It was such a hot, hot mess.

      He moved closer, dipping his head down. His lips were inches from mine close enough for me to feel his breath. Slow breaths, with a subtle metallic scent, mingled with his familiar aftershave.

      “Oh Nik, how could I not?” I sank into his arms, tasting his lips, savouring his warmth, pressing against his chest. He was the first man I’d ever loved and because of that, I’d always love him.

      He pulled back, looking at me strangely. “You smell different.”

      “Do I? In what way?”

      He paused, sniffing my neck again. Then he pulled back again, his eyes widening slightly before he corrected his expression. “Do you feel different?”

      I frowned, “no, why, should I?”

      He was behaving strangely. What was up with him?

      I could almost see the cogs of his mind turning, emotions flitting across his face. He seemed to be struggling with something. Was he hiding something from me? But then he waved his hand, forcing a neutral expression back onto his face. “No, nothing, ignore me, I’m tired from work, that’s all.”

      I looked at him sideways. He was hardly ever tired from work. It was one of the perks of being a vampire - having loads of energy and barely ever needing to sleep. But whatever was bothering him, I could tell he wasn’t going to talk about it right now. And that was fine with me because I wanted to get back to the kissing part.

      Tucking a strand of my hair behind my ear, his eyes sparkled, “god, you’re so beautiful. How did I get so lucky?” He kissed me again, sighing deeply.

      I savoured his taste, closing my eyes as I dissolved into him.

      Moving to nuzzle at my ears, he breathed, “what have you decided about your brother?”

      “I’ll deal with my brother later. We have some making up to do.” Circling my arms around his neck, I pressed deeper into the long, hard planes of his body, savouring the feel of his large hands moving down my back.

      “Mmm,” he murmured, reaching down to lift me off my feet, gathering me up to take me through to one of the bedrooms. “I’ve missed you so much.”

      “Me too,” I breathed. My body relaxed, softening into his as a wave of warm contented pleasure rippled through me.

      But everything changed in an instant.

      Boom!

      I was swept off my feet. A ball of fire came towards me. I felt a sharp pain in my side and then heard a thud.

      Then everything went black.
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      As I regained consciousness, a throbbing pain beat a pulse in my torso. Forcing my eyes open, I looked around the room, struggling to place it at first.

      The Arcane Academy infirmary.

      Tabitha, the academy healer sat beside me, head down, checking her notes. She hadn’t noticed I was awake yet. My head felt like it had been kicked by a horse. I tried to sit up and winced as a sharp pain tore through my side.

      Tabitha looked up. “Don’t try to move, you’ll tear your stitches.”

      “What happened?” My voice was croaky, and I cleared my throat.

      “It was a bomb blast in the human world. Your druid mentor, Mateo brought you back here. I don’t know all the details but you’re lucky to be alive. You have a large gash in your side, some minor burns and a mild concussion but you’re healing well.” She cocked her head to one side. “I’ve never seen anyone heal as quickly as you, you must have great genes.”

      I laughed awkwardly, knowing what my super-fast healing was really down to. “I suppose so. How long was I out for?”

      “A little over twenty four hours. Some members of your coven are outside. They want to talk to you, urgently. It’s been quite hard for me to keep them away. Shall I let them in, or do you want to rest a little more first?”

      “Let them in please.”

      She stood up and then hesitated. “Um, there’s something else I need to talk to you about, but I’ll come back in after you’ve spoken to them.”

      “What is it?”

      She gave a half smile. “Don’t worry, I’ll come back later. This can wait.”

      I frowned at her. She was being very mysterious, but I didn’t press her further. I needed to talk to my coven.

      She left the room and Joshua all but pushed her out of the way, followed by Audrey and then Mateo. Mateo’s arm was in a sling, but he was otherwise unscathed.

      “Thank God you’re alright.” Joshua breathed, bending down by my bed, his eyes tender. “Are you in pain?”

      “Not really, only when I move. But Tabitha says I’m healing really quickly so hopefully I’ll be up and about again soon.” I looked at Mateo. “What happened?”

      He shook his head. “It was the same assassins who’ve been stalking us from this Realm to the Elemental Realm and now even in the human world.”

      Audrey chimed in. “I can’t believe they had the audacity to attack you there. Must’ve been a lot of memory wiping spells needed after that.”

      “It could only be Beaufort. Only he has the resources to keep a team like that on retainer for this long. And only he has the balls to not care about doing it in the human world.”

      Mateo spoke again. “But how did they know we would be at the Ahimsas headquarters? How did they know where the Ahimsas headquarters are? Ms Viv informed me they moved to that location only recently.”

      An uneasy feeling crept into my stomach because only me and Mateo knew we were going there. He was the only person who could’ve sold me out. Even though I knew it was wrong, I had to know if he was lying to me. I probed his mind, reading his thoughts for any signs.

      He immediately backed up, putting a hand to his chest as his cheeks flushed. But his expression was one of anger, not shame. “You think I told them of your whereabouts? And you’re reading my mind to confirm your suspicions.”

      “Can you blame me? You were the only person who knew where we were.”

      He held up his arm. “And I too was injured during the blast. I am not seeking an early death, Trionoide.” He lowered his voice. “Your suspicion makes sense on a logical level, but it was not me as, I am certain your unwelcome intrusions into my mind have proved.” He glared at me, awaiting my confirmation.

      I sighed and looked at Joshua and Audrey. “He’s telling the truth.” But as my gaze rested on Audrey, I saw her expression change. She had an idea.

      Now she started pacing.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “This feels very familiar. Remember the last time we had a situation like this?”

      I thought for a moment then understood instantly what she meant. “Yes! When we were first assigned as partners and trying to get Phoebe back. I was so certain you’d sold me out.”

      “And I thought the same about you. But it turned out to be the necklace Conor had given you. He’d put an enchantment on it so he could use it to spy on us.” She looked at my neck. I wasn’t wearing any jewellery. “Has anyone given you anything new? Anything to wear or carry?”

      I racked my brain. “No, nothing.”

      Joshua joined in. “Maybe it’s not something you’re wearing. Maybe it’s in you.”

      “Huh?”

      “You get into enough scrapes, and you’ve spent enough time in the infirmary. Maybe someone implanted something in your body.”

      “But that would mean Tabitha was in cahoots with the Spirit Realm. Do you really think that’s likely?” The middle-aged healer had been with the Academy for decades and she was a true-blooded Arcane Witch. But everyone had secrets.

      Joshua shrugged. “Maybe. But it could be anyone. Think about it, even just over the past day, Tabitha wouldn’t have been here every minute, different healers come and go. Any time you’ve been here someone could’ve put something in you.”

      I shuddered, thinking of myself unconscious and vulnerable with someone malicious lurking nearby.

      Audrey held up her hand. “No, hang on. There is tight security here for just this reason. There’s no way we’d let a would be assassin or anyone else nefarious come close to the most important witch in the Realm. Not to mention that every time Bree has been here, I’ve put protection spells on her.”

      I didn’t know this, and I looked at her. “Have you?”

      “Of course.”

      My heart could’ve burst open. “Thank you, Audrey.” I felt my eyes get dewy and wiped a tear away.

      “Don’t get soft on me. We need you on the Arcane Realm war mission, that’s all.” Her tone was hard, but I saw the affection in her eyes.

      I chuckled, “of course, that’s all.”

      Mateo spoke up. “This is easy enough to prove. I can perform a druidic body scan. It will reveal anything of a foreign nature inside Bree’s body.” He looked at me, “but I need your blessing. The spell is incredibly invasive.”

      “Sure, go ahead.”

      “It will feel… odd.” His cheeks glowed, “it’s more personal than a mentor should be with his charge.”

      “Sure, whatever.” I didn’t know what he was getting so anxious about. We needed to get this done.

      He cocked his head to one side and took a deep breath. “Alright then, I will commence.” He looked at Joshua and Audrey. “It is best if you wait outside.”

      “No way. Sorry but if you somehow are the person who is selling Bree out, you could find a way to destroy the evidence before we get back into the room.” Joshua didn’t hold back. “No offence - I’m just being practical.”

      “Fine. But this may be uncomfortable for all of us.”

      I frowned. Just what was he about to do to me?

      I soon found out.

      Raising his arms, he incanted the spell in the strange, eerie sounding language of the druids. As soon as the magic hit me I felt it. Primeval and alien, like ants crawling over the underside of my skin, lighting up parts of me I didn’t want lit up.

      I couldn’t stop the scream that came out of my mouth and was dimly aware of Tabitha rushing in and being held back by Joshua.

      The sensation increased and it felt like my nerve endings were on fire. It wasn’t dissimilar to how I felt when breathing in obsidian and I briefly feared this was some kind of stealth attack. Was Mateo in league with the enemy after all and sent here to kill me? But then, as soon as the pain had started it eased off and what replaced it was even more unsettling. Because I started to feel really turned on. The searing heat of my body turned down several notches to a pleasant warmth centralised in my groin. Waves of pulsing currents shot from between my legs all the way up my spine and out the top of my head. It was like I was having mini orgasms. I heard myself gasping, sweat breaking out on my face as I writhed and moaned. Now I understood why Mateo had looked so awkward about it - and why he’d asked Audrey and Joshua to step outside. And now even Tabitha was watching. I should’ve felt embarrassed, but the pleasure was too great. I gripped the bedsheets, trying but failing to keep my back from arching, dimly away of the stitches, Tabitha had told me not to rip, straining against the pressure. Just as I thought I couldn’t take it anymore, everything subsided, like an ocean tide gradually receding again. Then it was all over.

      I collapsed, flattening my back once more on the bed. My breathing was still heavy. Everyone was avoiding eye contact with me - everyone except Joshua who had a naughty glint in his eye as he gazed directly at me. “That was the most beautiful thing I ever saw in my life.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Yeah, well, it wasn’t… entirely unpleasant.” Moving on swiftly, I looked at Mateo. “What did you find?”

      “Joshua was right, there is some device implanted in your neck. It appears to be a piece of technology. Maybe magical, it’s hard to tell.”

      I looked at Tabitha. “Can you get it out?”

      She nodded. “It’ll mean more stitches I’m afraid, but I can do it.”

      “Okay, let’s get on with it.”

      “You’ll have to leave,” she said to Audrey, Mateo and Joshua.

      “Please send for me as soon as the operation is complete. We need to have the device analysed and find out what it is,” Audrey asked.

      “Of course.” Tabitha replied.

      Once the others were out of the room Tabitha turned back to me. “I’ll give you a local anaesthetic and begin. But first I need to talk to you.”

      I’d entirely forgotten about her earlier mysteriousness. “Oh yeah, what’s up?”

      She sat down next to me. “During your admission, I conducted a routine health scan, as I always do and found…” She hesitated, seemingly unsure where to start. “Did you know you were pregnant?”

      My jaw dropped open. It felt like I’d just been punched in the face. I must’ve misheard. “Sorry, did you say, ‘pregnant’?”

      “Yes, it’s very early days. Have you missed your period yet?”

      “No, I’m due in the next few days.”

      She nodded. “That seems about right. It would be too early to detect in the human world, but a magical health scan is never wrong about this.”

      “But… but I’ve been using a contraceptive spell. I thought they were effective.”

      “They are. But to the same success rate as human contraceptive pills. We get about one or two witches in every hundred who still get pregnant regardless. I can feel your spell still in place. You must be particularly fertile.” She smiled as though this was good fortune.

      Just my luck.

      Suddenly it all made sense - Nik’s bizarre behaviour the day before and the strange look on his face. Could vampires smell when a woman was pregnant? A vivid memory came to my mind. I was back at Beaufort Heights and there was Beaufort, tasting the air and licking his lips as he gloated he could smell my fertility. I almost slapped my face. Of course, vampires could smell pregnancy too. Omigod! Nik knew! And he’d obviously assumed he was the father. But hang on…was he the father?

      Lifting my heard to Tabitha, I asked her, “can you tell me exactly which day I conceived on?”

      “No. A woman’s fertile period is over about three days. But if you tell me your period is due in the next few days, I can give you a rough idea that it was around ten to thirteen days ago.”

      As I worked through the dates in my mind, I felt my face blanch. Because I realised with horrifying clarity that there was no way for me to know who the father was.

      Nik, or Joshua.
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      Audrey held the device up between tweezers, a tiny chip with wings extending out, it looked like some kind of spider. “We’ve had it analysed. It’s a tracking device. Designed to be traceable even within the witch realms.” She looked at me, “from what I understand, they’re made in the Elemental Realm. But they need dark magic to be implanted.”

      My mind zoned in on the one dark wizard who could’ve done this. I clenched my fist. “That bastard Khadil. He must’ve implanted it in my neck when he was changing my face back again after the mission in the Spirit Realm.”

      “It explains how they knew we were coming for Phoebe.” Audrey said. “And how they found the Internal Investigations Unit’s secret underground headquarters.”

      I put my head in my hands. “All this time, I’ve been leading the enemy straight to us. I was the mole.” A thread of guilt wormed its way through my centre manifesting as a blush on my face. I’d cut the rest of the coven out of our mission in the Elemental Realm in case any of them were rats, but it turns out I was the one feeding the enemy our secrets. “I never should’ve trusted him. Dark wizards always betray you sooner or later.”

      “Do not be too hard on yourself. You have had a lot on your mind of late.” Mateo said, putting a kindly hand on my shoulder.

      A sudden thought hit me, and I looked at Audrey. “Can we use it to spy on the people who are spying on us?”

      She shook her head. “Best thing we can do with this now is destroy it.” And with that, she raised her hands, uttering a few words of what I recognised as an annihilation spell. The tracking device turned to dust and crumbled to the floor. She tucked her hair behind her ears and paused, biting her lip as she avoided eye contract. “I know you’re still recovering but Davenport wants to see you. He said it’s urgent.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It always is with that guy.” As much as I would’ve loved one more day in bed, I didn’t have that luxury. Every day was a day I could be winning this war. We still had to secure the allyship of the Druid Realm. And although Viv may have agreed to help me with the funds, I still had to seal the deal with the Nameless.

      “Are you well enough?” Mateo’s brow furrowed with worry. “If not, you must tell him you need more time. Your health is of utmost importance.”

      I waved his concerns away. “It’s alright, I’m a fast healer. Tell him to come and see me.” Seeing the expression on Audrey’s face I chuckled. “He’s waiting outside, isn’t he.”

      “Yep.” She walked to the door, opening it to beckon Davenport inside.

      He strode in, accompanied by two bodyguards. “How are you, Bree?”

      I half-smiled. Was he asking out of genuine concern for a family friend? Or was he just interested in when his star agent and fighter would get back to winning this war? “I’m fine thanks for asking, healing quickly.”

      “Good, that is very good indeed.” He fingered the lapels of his jacket impatiently. “I don’t bring good news I’m afraid.”

      What a surprise. My inner voice sarcastically replied. I trained my gaze on him, waiting for whatever bombshell he was about to drop.

      “Our assets in enemy territory have discovered the dates for the next invasion. They plan for this to be the final strike that takes the capital. Elemental forces and the Draculs and the Spirit Realm army. They intend for it to all be over in a few days.”

      The room had gone silent. “When?” My voice sounded reed thin.

      “Friday.”

      Audrey gasped, flinging her hands up to her face. “In four days?!”

      He nodded, the grim lines of his face amplified by the moon lighting. “We thought we had more time.” Rubbing his temples, he sighed. “As things stand right now, we don’t have the numbers to defend our capital.” His voice deepened. “You’re our only hope. If you can get the Nameless and the Druid Realm…” he paused, steeling himself before adding, “and the vegan vampires you’re working with…. If you can get them all to join our cause, and you can make that happen before they strike, we might just stand a chance. If not…” he shook his head, his eyes growing watery as his face turned a shade paler.

      He didn’t have to fill in the gaps. We all knew what being conquered by the Spirit Realm meant. They’d use obsidian to subdue us then we’d be slaughtered or kept as vampire blood slaves. Any females would be raped to produce more vampire hybrids, powerful beings they’d weaponize to keep us enslaved. Then they’d move onto the human world. It was a nightmarish scenario that made me feel sick just thinking about.

      A glimmer of hope entered his eyes. “How far along are you?”

      For one awful moment I thought he meant my pregnancy and I did a double take, all the air leaving my lungs.

      But then he clarified. “How far along are you in your plans?”

      Of course. “I’ve got the backing of the Ahimsas- the vegan vampires. They’re going to come up with the funds to get the Nameless on board. We can seal the deal via runic messages to Carlito once we have the cash.” I looked at the ceiling, thinking out loud. “But four days is just a bit too tight. We’ll need several days visiting the different Druid Realm matriarchs. And I need to escort the Ahimsas across the magical wards into our Realm.” I put my head in my hands. “I don’t have enough time.”

      Mateo cleared his thought.

      “Yes?” I looked at him.

      “Forgive me Trionoide but you do not have the time. However, if we divide our group, we can accomplish more. Half of us should go to the Ahimsas. The other half should go to the Druid Realm.”

      I rubbed my chin and nodded slowly. It was a good idea. Now that we knew a tracking device implanted in my body had been selling us out, I could trust my coven again. “Then me, you and Audrey maybe, could go to the Druid Realm,” I murmured. “Scarlet and Hector go to get the Ahimsas.”

      He closed his eyes and nodded.

      “What about us?” Joshua looked insulted as he exchanged a glance with Theo.

      I had deliberately assigned him away from me. The thought of telling him I didn’t know if he was the father of my child or not gave me heart palpitations and I wanted to put off that moment for as long as possible - preferably until after this battle was over. I’d put Theo with him to make it less obvious I was side-lining him. “You two stay here and help prepare plus send us runic messages of what’s happening on the ground.”

      Joshua looked a bit miffed, but he didn’t say anything.

      “Will you be ready to fight in four days?” Davenport continued. “I have concerns. This is a disparate group of people, from very different realms, who have never fought together. And this will be the most important battle in the history of the planet.”

      I wrinkled my nose, wishing this conversation could be over so I could go back to ruminating on my surprise pregnancy. Trust Davenport to dump more pressure on. “Shouldn’t that be your job?”

      He did a double-take, unsure of whether to take offence or not. His face began to colour, but I ignored it.

      It was time for some straight talk. “I’m risking my life out there every day, delivering the soldiers you need to win this war. But I can’t do it all.” I paused, softening my voice. “With respect, Sir, You and General Ishida are the strategists. That’s what you’re paid to do.”

      He took a deep breath, his face returning to the same colour as normal. “You’re right, of course. You get the soldiers, let us figure out the rest. As long as we can count on you to join us in battle.” His voice rose in a question at the end and his eyebrows raised in hopeful expectation.

      “Which you can.”

      He clapped his hands together. “Good, then we’re all set.” His shoulders descended from his neck and his body straightened up. “I know we can count on you, Bree. You’ve never let us down before.”

      And I wouldn’t let them down this time either. But as this thought entered my mind a powerful wave of nausea hit me. Had Davenport’s aftershave always been that strong? It was disgusting. I dry heaved, bringing nothing up as I hadn’t eaten. Oh no! Was this the first wave of morning sickness? A memory of Phoebe wailing about how hard pregnancy was flooded my cortex and I inwardly groaned. Please don’t tell me my pregnancy would be as hard as hers had been.

      Davenport cocked his head to one side. “Are you sure you’ll be well enough to travel so soon?”

      I waved my hand. “Absolutely fine, really.”

      “Stay in contact by means of runic communication at all times in the Druid Realm, understood? If things are going awry I’d rather know sooner so we can move to plan B.”

      “Do we have a plan B?” I heard the surprise in my own voice.

      “Not at the moment but we will do.” He shuffled from one foot to the other. “Alright, we’ll leave you to make plans for the journey. Get some rest as I’m sure you’ll want to leave at first light.”

      First light?! Who did he think I was, Jason Bourne?

      “May I escort you out, Sir? There are a few other Unit matters I need to discuss with you.” Audrey asked.

      “Of course, Agent Lavery.”

      Davenport opened the door for Audrey who walked out first, followed by Davenport then his men who strode behind him before the last one closed the door on his way out.

      “I’ll see you later, get some rest,” Joshua followed his eyes tinged with a sadness and longing that broke my heart.

      Alone with Mateo, I breathed a sigh of relief that Davenport’s strong aftershave was clearing the room. Strange that I’d never noticed it before. Turning to Mateo, and opening my mouth to talk, I was ready to move straight into planning mode. But I stopped as soon as I saw the look on his face. Closing my mouth, I studied him, furrowing my eyebrows. He was looking at me very strangely, a range of emotions fighting for supremacy on his face. Embarrassment, concern, befuddlement, more embarrassment. What was going on?

      “What is it, Mateo?”

      “I did not want to raise such a delicate matter before but now we are alone…. I….”

      “What?” He was starting to freak me out a bit.

      “When I performed the body scan, it revealed something and…”

      Realisation hit me. Of course! Mateo knew. And the poor guy was tying himself in knots trying to work out how to tell me. This must be excruciating for him. I put him out of his misery. “I already know Mateo.”

      He blinked at me. “You do?”

      “Yes.”

      “How?”

      “Tabitha told me. She did a health scan when I was admitted, and it told her I was pregnant.”

      Mateo rubbed his forehead. “You must perform an abortion spell.”

      My mouth dropped open at his uncharacteristic bluntness. “I thought Druids believed all life was sacred?”

      “Ordinarily, yes. But you are the Trinity, you are just about to go into battle. You cannot manage a pregnancy on top of everything else.”

      My thoughts raced. I hadn’t even thought that far yet. My immediate reaction had been one of shock and disbelief. But now that I stopped and thought it through, I realised, I really didn’t want to give this baby up. A moment ago, when I’d thought about the morning sickness, my natural assumption, without really thinking about it, was that I would go ahead with the pregnancy. How and when had this happened to me? Despite being raised catholic, I wouldn’t have described myself as a pro-lifer before but now I was in this situation, it turned out an abortion was the last thing in the world that I wanted. I inwardly laughed at the absurd irony of it. When Phoebe had fallen pregnant I had tried to persuade her to end it and couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t. Now that I was in the same boat, I understood why she hadn’t.

      From the moment I’d heard I was pregnant, an image of that lovely girl who I had seen back at Bushra’s place flashed into my mind. A girl so fierce and independent but also wild and strong and beautiful. I knew deep in my heart that was my future daughter. And I couldn’t terminate that girl’s existence. Her destiny had already been conceived within me, the moment I’d had that vision. Her future had already been birthed in me. And now that future was becoming a reality. I couldn’t snuff out her life, I couldn’t give up the life that I now carried. Even though it would make everything harder. Even though I didn’t know who the father was. Despite all of it, I had to have this baby. She was mine, my witch’s sixth sense felt her inside me, her heart beating with mine and I already loved her more than words could say.

      Without looking at Mateo, I uttered the words. “I’m keeping the baby. And we’ll say no more about it.” Then looking him dead in the eye I repeated. “And you’ll say no more about it, not to anyone.”

      “As you wish.” The druid left the room silently, knowing any further argument would be pointless, knowing I needed my rest and my solitude.

      Mateo would keep my secret, so would Tabitha. Because if anyone knew I was pregnant, it would be a weakness they would exploit. Beaufort could use this knowledge in all sorts of sick and twisted ways. And I couldn’t let him hurt my baby girl. Not now, not ever. I’d go to the ends of the earth to protect her. As I reached inside, mentally stroking her with psychic hands, I made a silent promise. I would do whatever it took to win this war. Because the future that I’d seen for her, one of hardship and slavery, could not and would not become a reality. This pregnancy wouldn’t make me weak. It would make me stronger than I’d ever been. My love for my daughter would make me the ruthless fighter I knew I had to be to defeat Beaufort and crush the Spirit Realm.

      Beaufort didn’t know it yet, but this Mama was coming for him and when she found him, he’d regret the day he stepped into her life.
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      Standing in front of the stone circle, I held my hands out towards the stones. They felt warm to the touch and pulsed with a subtle beat. Looking at Mateo, I took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves. The last time I’d done this, I’d opened the portal so abruptly that me and Joshua had crashed into a ravine. Mateo had offered to do it for me this time, but I was determined to improve my skills.

      Recognising my apprehension, Mateo advised, “stand resolute in your abilities. I have faith in you.”

      “Here goes.” I whispered the incantation, willing a gentle entry. Sensing the magic swirl around me, I captured it with my mind’s eye, gathering it into a central point, then easing open the portal. Opening my eyes, I saw a whirling light framing a window into another world. Delighted, I beamed at Audrey. “After you.”

      We walked through the portal.

      The air felt colder and damper in the Druid Realm. Heavy mist swirled around us, causing me to pull my jacket tighter around me.

      Audrey instantly summoned her peacock familiar.

      I couldn’t help the stab of jealousy that rose in me. Everything always seemed to come so easily to her. At least I didn’t look completely like the odd one out. Because although Mateo had his dragon, Llewellyn, he chose to keep it hidden from physical reality most times, even here. But he could call upon it when he needed it, especially if engaged in a magical battle. Llewellyn gave him extra strength and power. It was exactly why I needed to get a good relationship with my cat. I needed every bit of help I could get in the coming battle.

      Shaking me from my brooding, a figure I instantly recognised strode towards us, accompanied by his faithful dog familiar, Shep.

      “Renwin! It’s good to see you again,” I cried.

      My father enclosed me in a tight bear hug. “Welcome, daughter.” As he pulled back to look at me, his eyes were dewy.

      I remembered his mournful face when he’d said goodbye to me the last time I’d seen him. He’d thought I was heading off on a suicide mission to find the Trinity - a trip that few ever returned from, and none had ever been successful. But I had been successful. So successful that I’d inherited her powers. And now I was beginning to wonder if she’d gifted them to the right person. Mateo had told me it was my destiny. It had to be, or I wouldn’t have been beside her, in just the right position at the time of her death. But the more I struggled with connecting with my cat familiar, the more I wondered if there’d been some kind of mistake.

      Can destiny make mistakes?

      “And you must be Brother Mateo,” Renwin held out his hand, “I’ve heard much about you. I owe you a debt of gratitude for looking after my kin so well.”

      Mateo shook Renwin’s hand, “it is an honour to serve, Guardian.”

      “This must be one of your arcane witch coven members?”

      “Yes, I’m Audrey, Sir.” Audrey stuck out her hand. Her peacock strutted around her, jerking its head in Renwin’s direction.

      Renwin waved his hand in the air, “please call me Renwin,” he urged, shaking her hand. He looked towards his village, nestled in the valley below where the portal had opened. “Come, you must be hungry. I have a stew on the stove and am eager for news of the other witch realms.”

      “I wish it was good news,” I frowned.

      Renwin shared a sympathetic glance. “Nothing that won’t feel better with a full stomach.”

      “That’s true,” I grinned.

      Walking towards the valley, a sense of calm settled over me. The pressures of the past few weeks eased with each step in my ancestral home. Somehow here, despite the challenges I faced, everything seemed different. It was worlds apart from how anxious and terrifying my first entrance into this world had been. Was it because I was the Trinity and felt less vulnerable than I had before? Or was it the knowledge that I belonged here? It was almost as if the rest of the world was a distant memory or a bad dream. It was easy to see how the Druid Realm had remained shut off for so long. Was it an enchantment? It felt like it might be - perhaps to keep Druids from leaving, keep them happy to be isolated from the world’s problems.

      We walked through the village, past small huts, some dug out of earthen mounds, others tucked between trees. Everywhere we walked people stopped and stared at us. They weren’t used to outsiders, especially not arcane witches. Many of them may not ever have seen another witch or left the Druid Realm. Most of the druids had a familiar by their side.

      “You have a lot on your mind.” Renwin’s voice held the kindness of fatherly concern.

      I sighed. “A lot rests on this trip. If we don’t secure an alliance with the matriarchs and get the Druid Realm to join our fight against the Spirit Realm, we’ll probably lose this war. And then the Arcane Realm will be conquered by the Spirit Realm, overrun by vampires, and all the witches who live there turned into blood slaves.”

      His expression darkened. “I’ve been watching the power of the Draculs grow in the human world for many years now. I foresaw this day and I tried to warn the Druid elders. I wanted us to intervene, but they wouldn’t hear of it. Isolation has been our way for so long now.” He paused, looking at me. “But what of your magical gifts? Now that you are the Trinity, your powers of prophecy must give you some comfort?”

      “I wish they did! That’s one of the few things I’m not able to do yet.”

      He frowned. “Why did you not come to me sooner? You know I’m skilled at foreseeing the future. I’m not as good as the Arch Prophetess but I’m sure I can teach you a few things.”

      Mateo interrupted. “The problem is that Bree has not yet forged a strong bond with her familiar. She must overcome this handicap, or she will never come into her full powers.”

      “I see.” Renwin stroked his chin. “I’d wager Brother Mateo is better equipped to teach you how to coax the animal into your magical sphere. But if you need any help from me, I’m at your disposal.”

      There was something he could help with, but I was almost too afraid to ask. “Have you seen what the future holds for us in this war?”

      He nodded, closing his eyes. “The visions keep me from my slumber at night. I see a few possibilities, most of them bad.”

      “The war will be won in the next few days.”

      That part I already knew.

      “Remember, these are just possibilities, the final outcome depends on what you do between now and then. But I see outcomes in which you all die….”

      “Oh God!” Audrey wailed.

      “… I see one outcome in which you are victorious but even in that scenario, there are deaths among you.”

      “Are there any scenarios in which we’re successful and none of us dies?” Audrey asked, hopefully.

      “I’m afraid not.” Renwin closed his eyes.

      My gut clenched with the knowledge that even a successful outcome would lead to someone I cared about dying. But I had to probe further. “And do you see how we reach the successful scenario?”

      Renwin shook his head. “It doesn’t work like that. The visions are nebulous and constantly shifting - just like reality itself based on decisions taken in the present. I can’t see a linear progression of each choice and action and how it leads to the various scenarios. I can only see the final outcomes.” He looked at me, “but I can tell you that it won’t happen without your familiar by your side.”

      “Hang on though,” Audrey raised her finger. “If the visions are constantly shifting, that means we still have a chance to change the outcomes, right?”

      “Indeed.” Renwin nodded. “The final result will be heavily influenced by the events of the next few days. These will be the most important days of your life, every moment counts.”

      I nodded, taking deep steadying breaths as I rubbed my temples. It was crunch time alright. I realised with sobering clarity that I needed to become proper besties with my cat, and I needed to make it happen right now.

      If I didn’t, we could all die.
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      That afternoon I sat in a fairy circle of flowers, with my eyes closed, trying to ignore the tweeting of starlings gathering in flocks overhead. The forest wildlife sounds were an unwelcome distraction from my visioning. In my mind’s eye, I saw the cat in front of me. She was beautiful, black and shiny, with jade green eyes that pierced the recesses of my soul. When she walked, a rhythmic purr synchronised with my heartbeat. Yet, when I called to her, she turned and walked away, receding into the black void of my vision.

      I opened my eyes, giving an exasperated huff. “Why won’t she come to me? I’ve done everything you’ve said. I’ve called to her before I dream at night. I’ve been positive and welcoming in my thoughts about her and about cats in general. And I’ve kept my lifestyle sober and my diet healthy. What am I not getting?” I looked at Mateo.

      “The cat is a mysterious creature, one who walks between worlds. She will not reveal her secrets to you easily. She is choosy with her partners and comes when she is ready.” He stroked his chin pensively. “Perhaps it is just a matter of waiting for the right time.”

      “Waiting for the right time?! We don’t have that luxury. You heard what Renwin said. If I don’t get my cat on board now, we’re finished.”

      Mateo patted his hands up and down, motioning for calm. “It is that kind of impatience that will scare cat away. She does not like to be rushed. She can sense agitation and it is anathema to her.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re not exactly helping. Just tell me what else I can do, aside from waiting.”

      “You are too fixated on this. Stop your practice for a day or two and then resume. Once you are more relaxed you have a greater chance of forging a bond.”

      “Stop my practice? I’ve already had enough breaks in my practice. I think I need to practice more, not less.”

      He shrugged. “You asked for my council, and I have given it. Whether or not you take my advice is up to you. But remember what is at stake here.”

      I stood up, throwing my hands down. “How could I forget what’s at stake when everyone keeps ramming my nose in the great pile of shit I’m in.”

      Mateo winced. “There is no need for such vulgarity.”

      I bit my lip to stop a worse stream of language from erupting. “Sorry, you’re right. And it’s not fair for me to take it out on you when you’re only trying to help. It just seems so unfair. The rest of my coven connected with their familiars the very first session. I’m supposed to be more powerful than them, not less. I just don’t get it.”

      “I wish I could state what the problem is for you, but I cannot. There is something at the root of this - something preventing you from making a connection. I cannot see or tell you, it is for you to find out, a soul quest. You must journey into your psyche and unearth what is holding you back. Once you discover this, I sense your powers will be godlike. Keep working on your conscious dreaming, that is the best I can offer. Your subconscious knows what the issue is and that can only be accessed in dreams.”

      His words comforted me, and I finally felt like he was giving me good advice or at least something concrete to work on. And this was something I could work on at night while sleeping so it wouldn’t take away from the minuscule amount of time we had left.

      “That is enough practice for today. Let us head back to the village.” He looked up at the setting sun. “It is almost time for the village meeting.”

      He was right. We were due to meet Mathair and the rest of the community in the communal hut tonight. This was my moment to get the matriarch to agree to join us and I couldn’t waste it. If she agreed to join us, it would be easier to convince the other druid matriarchs to ally with us too.

      We walked back towards the outline of mismatched cottages and huts in the valley beneath the forest. His comments had given me food for thought. What was it I needed to change about myself? Over and over again, as I’d thought of this war and my nemesis, Beaufort, I’d compared myself to him, thinking of what qualities he had that I lacked. These qualities had caused him to get the better of me on more than one occasion. As much as I hated him, he was cleverer than me, that I had to admit. And he was certainly more ruthless than me. That had always been my flaw when dealing with him. There were lines I wouldn’t cross that he would. He knew this and used it to manipulate me. At Beaufort Heights, he killed humans with impunity. Yet he knew I would do anything to stop him from killing anyone else. That had almost been the end of me. It was only the surprise manifestation of my spirit powers that had saved me. Was this what I needed to work on? Did I have to become more ruthless, more calculating? As much as I knew this, on a logical level, my gut told me it was wrong. What would be the point of winning this war if I became just as murderous and tyrannical as Beaufort? I was doing this to end him and everything he stood for, not become like him. But if I didn’t match him at least in some ways, I would lose, I felt this just as strongly as I felt I didn’t want to be like him. And this was the root of my dilemma. I didn’t want to be like Beaufort but being different made me weak and it was this weakness that would do for me in the end. I didn’t want to die, and I certainly didn’t want to lose any of my coven members. This was a puzzle I just couldn’t solve.

      How could I maintain who I was as a person yet still become strong enough to beat him?
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      Back at the village, we sat in the circular elders’ hut awaiting an audience with Mathair. Most of the village was crowded inside the large hut, their faces lit my moon amplification magic. This was the biggest thing to happen to this place since the last time I’d been here, when I’d almost been sacrificed to their inter-dimensional dragon Bairseach. They all wanted to see the famous Trinity ask their leader for help. To outsiders, the hut would’ve seemed unnaturally quiet given the amount of people inside. But with my druid inner ears, the atmosphere was almost festive. Old friends were passing jokes and sharing stories. Children were asking their mothers questions. Siblings were bickering. But it was all happening inside their minds.

      Outside someone was roasting a boar and someone else was baking bread. The smell was wafting into the hut, making my stomach rumble.

      “Is she normally late?” Audrey asked, turning to Renwin.

      Renwin chuckled. “This world is not as strict on timekeeping as yours is. She’ll be here though, don’t you worry.”

      Audrey raised her eyebrows and looked at me. As an arcane witch, she couldn’t hear the ‘noise’ of the hut in the same way I could, the silence must’ve been quite unnerving.

      I gave her and Theo a reassuring smile, glad that I had their support.

      Thud, thud, thud.

      The noise of Mathair’s staff banging on the slab of granite at the entrance, silenced the internal chatter of the room. The matriarch stood at the door, her long dreadlocks hanging in thick chords, which nestled against the burlap of her robe. Around her head, her crow circled, squawking menacingly, seeming to act as both familiar and guard dog. It landed on her shoulder and jerked its head from side to side, fixing a beady eye on each person present.

      “So…” her voice was gravelly, her expression sombre yet with a slight glint of humour in her dark eyes as she looked at me. “I see you have returned, and you have inherited the Trinity’s gifts.” She paused and I wasn’t sure if I should stand up or reply to her or just keep quiet. I opted to stay quiet.

      The glint spread into a broad smile that stretched across her wrinkled face. “As matriarch of this community, I welcome you home Trionoide Bree Ryan, daughter of Renwin Guardian of the Realm.” She looked at Audrey and Mateo. “Welcome to you too arcane witch and to you Brother Mateo, sacred member of the Divine Brotherhood. I know you are here to seek my counsel but first… we feast!” She roared, stretching both arms wide.

      The whole hut erupted with cheers, whistles and hoots. Villagers got up and jostled me to my feet then lifted me up. I was crowd surfing on shoulders, rough hands carrying me overhead, the smells of those who lived and worked among animals wafting through the close air of the hut, scratchy fabrics brushing against my bare skin. It was a heady experience and not one I’d been expecting. Through all the rush and chaos of the past few weeks, I’d almost forgotten that I was a Druid, and this was my homeland. Lifting my head to see where Audrey was, I spotted her being likewise lifted up, her neat hair being tousled beyond recognition.

      Somewhere someone started playing a fiddle.  A drum and guitar joined it, then people started clapping in time and dancing to the jaunty folk melody. The crowd put me down and a man thrust a tankard of ale into my hands and clinked it with his own before taking a swig and gesturing for me to do likewise. I took a large swig then suddenly remembered the child in my belly and felt my face go red. I looked down at the dark brown baby-poison foaming in the cup. It was already churning in my stomach. What kind of mother would I be if I’d failed at the first hurdle? I’d forgotten all about my baby, taking a sip of beer without even thinking. Breathing away my guilt, I waited until nobody was looking then tipped the ale away. I’d replace it with water once outside.

      “Would you like something to eat?” A woman with her hair in a long braid and a pigeon familiar on her shoulder interrupted my thoughts.

      I didn’t need to answer, she read my mind.

      “Follow me.” She led me outside, behind the hut, where two burly men were carving the boar into thin slices as it hung on the spit. Next to them was laid a table with piles of bread, berries, cheese and wooden plates. Beside them was a jug of water. “Help yourself.”

      “Thank you, this is amazing!” What I couldn’t believe was how they’d set all this up without us noticing, while we were in the hut. Life was so different here. In the human world, if you smelt roasting meat, it meant someone nearby was having a barbecue - and you weren’t invited. Here, food was often shared with the whole community.

      Putting my tankard on the table, I filled it up with water. Then, I grabbed a plate and loaded it up with chunks of bread, cheese, meat and berries.

      Mateo appeared next to me. He also took a plate and selected just the cheese and fruit. His vows meant exercising restraint around food. He always ate small portions. “It is good to be home, is it not?”

      I nodded. “It must be for you especially, you’ve been away from the Druid Realm for ages now.”

      He bowed. “Such is the sacrifice my calling demands.”

      Audrey appeared behind me. “This must be a good sign, right? They wouldn’t be welcoming us like this if they weren’t planning on joining us - would they?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure. This is a culture I’m still getting to know.” But I understood what she was saying. This reception was far from hostile, and it gave me hope that at least they were open to discussing and considering our proposal. Mathair knew what we were here for, a leader as canny as her would’ve searched my thoughts by now, with such subtle skill that I wouldn’t have noticed.

      Did this feast mean we’d already secured her alliance?
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      The feast wore on with more and more villagers turning up for a plate of food and to join in the dancing and merriment. Once everyone had eaten their fill, Mathair beat her staff on the stone slab once more, signalling for the meeting to begin.

      Once everyone was quiet she cleared her throat. “As some of you are aware, the Trionoide is here to ask for our help. Let us listen to her petition before we open the floor for discussion.” She stretched out her hand. “Trionoide Bree…”

      I stood up and took a deep breath. This was my moment and I had to make it count. I looked around the room at everyone assembled, trying to make a connection with each person there. “Thank you for the lovely welcome, it really means a lot to us. Especially because I know you are not used to being around other types of witches here.” I looked up at the ceiling, choosing my words carefully. “You may have to get a lot more used to it if the Spirit Realm have their way.” I looked down. “The war that they are waging on our kingdom is not the end of their expansion plans. Once they conquer us, they will move onto the other witch realms - eventually this realm too. They are in allegiance with vampires and not just any vampires - Draculs, the most evil bloodthirsty type there is. The Dracul leader Hugh Beaufort, is a man I know well, much as I wish I’d never met him. He’s a fascist who wants to take over the whole world, turning all humans and witches into blood slaves with vampires ruling as overlords.”

      A woman shouted out. “What proof do you have that this is what Beaufort plans?”

      “I’ve heard it from his own lips. And I believe he has not just the will but the power and influence to follow through on his plans. The Spirit Realm leader is a puppet with Beaufort pulling the strings. As soon as the Spirit Realm has conquered the Arcane Realm, Beaufort will take over and then move onto the other witch realms before finally toppling human governments too.”

      A man stood up. “We have been safe here for centuries. We will be safe from this war too. It is impossible for non-Druids to enter our realm.”

      “That’s not true. We’re here now, aren’t we? Only me and Mateo are druids.”

      “But the arcane witch entered with you. Are you suggesting that druids will desecrate the sanctity of the wards by bringing in spirit witches to attack us?”

      I shrugged. “It’s possible. Anyone can be corrupted for the right price.”

      The man sucked his teeth. “You don’t know Druids. We are honourable people.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you and of course that is the least likely way they would enter. The other way is dark magic. Last time I was here spirit witches used dark magic to enter.”

      “We’ve strengthened the wards since then. Penetration is now impossible.”

      “Every spell has a weak point, if it didn’t there wouldn’t be a market for those specialising in spell reversal.” I sighed, sensing I was losing this argument. I tried another angle. “Ok, let’s imagine that you are safe, that the realm can’t be penetrated. Are you happy with the outside world being ruled by vampires? With humans and witches all living as slaves? Can you live with that?”

      Mathair answered, “we would not be able to tell the difference. Aside from guardians like Renwin, and mentors like Mateo, the rest of us do not leave the realm. In such an eventuality, we would close ranks. Renwin would stay here, and Mateo would return home - with you too. Then we would leave the humans and witches to fight it out with the vampires alone.”

      Audrey’s jaw dropped open as a panicked look entered her face.

      I shook my head. “You might be able to live with yourself doing that, but I can’t. Humans and other witches are not disposable. There are good people in the world, people I love like my brother. But even the bad ones don’t deserve a fate like the one you’re describing. Don’t you have a heart?”

      She got to her feet, her expression suddenly thunderous. “You ask if I have a heart? Did the humans have a heart when they persecuted us in the name of Christianity, almost wiping out our kind, forcing us to make a new life hidden from them in our own prison-like world? Do you think we chose to live sequestered away like this? It was forced upon us. And now you ask me to have a heart for people who only ever treated our kind with brutality.” She paused. The hut had gone deathly quiet. “Perhaps it is no bad thing if the vampires take over. It is no bad thing for the planet, and it is not such a bad thing for us either.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. She was on the Dracul’s side! And as I looked at the nodding heads and sympathetic eyes of the other villagers, I realised they all agreed with her. The worst part was, her argument was compelling, I couldn’t even think of a way to dissuade her, her position was logical and reasonable. Lifting my head towards the ceiling, I silently prayed for something to come to me, anything that could help me win her over. But it turns out she hadn’t finished.

      “Anyway, it matters not what we decide. Even if we allied with you, the other villages would never join you. Your fight is doomed, everyone knows that.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because the Arch Prophetess has foreseen it in a vision.”

      She paused, “there is no hope. You will all die.”
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      It felt like all the air had got sucked out of the room, leaving only the thudding of my heart. I struggled to wrap my head around it. Had the Arch Prophetess really seen that the outcome for us was certain death?

      My mouth was opening and closing but no sound was coming out. My head whipped to Renwin, anger unfurling in my chest. “But… but you said you saw different possibilities. Why would you lie?”

      Renwin’s eyes shifted from left to right, his expression flustered. “I didn’t lie.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “What do you mean by that?” I couldn’t avoid a sharpness from entering my voice.

      “I told you what I saw wasn’t conclusive and that was the truth.”

      The internal chatter of the room grew. Telepathically I heard one man call out, ‘he dares to contradict the Arch Prophetess!’

      The chatter became verbal and Renwin’s face reddened as his eyes darted around the room. He tried to defend himself. “The fates are still shifting.” He spoke over the noise. “you know my gift is not as advanced as the Arch Prophetess. She can see further into the future, see what others with this gift cannot.”

      Mathair banged her staff on the ground. “Calm, calm my children.”

      The crowd simmered down, quietness descending on the room once more.

      Renwin looked at me. “Please Bree, I understand this cause is dear to you but please reconsider this quest. What good is there in marching towards certain death? You cannot save those you love. They are already doomed. At least you can save yourself and the Druid Realm can have our Trinity back.” He paused, his eyes pleading. “Come home and live here with us - with me. We want you here, I am your real Father, we are your true family. You will never have to feel like an outsider ever again. You will be safe, and you can stop this life of constant fighting and hardship.”

      His words settled over me like a comforting blanket. Wasn’t that what I had always wanted? A quiet life with a true family. A life in which I was safe, where I didn’t have to struggle every day for precious little return. Hadn’t I yearned to live somewhere I could be truly accepted for the person I was? Stop being an oddball and fit in. I could have that here. I would finally get to know my real father and reclaim my birth right as a Druid and not just any Druid - the Trinity. I would have a life of peace but also prestige, the equivalent of being royalty in this Realm. This was my calling and I felt it beckoning to me, something I’d searched for my entire life, now almost within my grasp.

      I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t tempted. He was offering me everything I’d ever wanted on a plate.

      But as tempting as this life was, I couldn’t accept it. Not if it meant leaving my friends and human family to die. Frank was the first one who came to mind. As a human, he couldn’t live in the Druid Realm. I doubted even the mighty Trinity could persuade the druid matriarchs to change that law. If I tried to smuggle him in, his biology would never survive crossing the wards. Then there was the rest of my family, Aunt Siobhan, Uncle Paddy… Dad. I was finally healing my relationship with him. Although we shared a tenuous bond, he didn’t deserve to die, especially now he was trying so hard to change. Finally, there was my coven. Audrey had a nervous expression on her face. She was worried I was going to say, ‘yes’. How could she expect so little of me?

      I smiled at Renwin. “Thank you Father, that is a kind offer. But you are right, I am the Trinity. And that comes with a level of responsibility that I believe extends beyond the Druid Realm. I was made Trinity for a reason and that reason is to protect all the witch realms, not just this one. But I am a child of two worlds - human and witch. And I cannot stand by and watch those I love in the human world die or become blood slaves. The human world isn’t perfect, but it is worth protecting.” I paused, turning to the rest of the villagers inside the room. “The scars of persecution, left by humans, run deep here, I understand that. But the world has changed a lot since those times. You’ve been sheltered here for so long, you don’t know how much the world has changed. Christianity has waned, witch hunts are almost unheard of now. A type of modern witchcraft known as wicca is accepted there as a religion. Some humans even believe themselves to be druids and they go and practice what they think is Druidry at stone circles around solstice time.”

      There was a twittering of whispers and a few giggles and wide eyes, especially from some of the younger druids. I wondered how many of them would love to visit the human world if they didn’t believe it was so dangerous. Perhaps this comment was opening their eyes to the possibility that this could become a reality.

      I took a deep breath, searching their faces for understanding. “And humans have such an industrious nature, they strive for goodness, they thirst for knowledge and constantly seek to grow and achieve and build.”

      “What are you saying?” A man shouted out from the crowd.

      “What I’m saying is… don’t abandon humans to become the cattle of vampires, they are worth so much more than that. And I have to believe you have greater compassion than that.”

      Mathair shook her head. “But the Arch Prophetess has foreseen death.”

      I clenched my fists. I wasn’t going to take this lying down. “What if she hadn’t?”

      Mathair scratched her head. “Are you suggesting a time unravelling spell? You know how dangerous those can be.”

      “No.. No, that’s not what I’m suggesting. But what if there was a way to change our fate? If we visit her and ask her what other possibilities she’s seen.”

      Mathair shrugged. “She said she has seen no alternative future.”

      “No!” I shouted. “There is always a way to change things, there has to be, there always is.” My voice rose at the end to a whiney pitch.

      Mathair looked at Renwin.

      Renwin stepped forward, resting his hand on my forearm. “I understand this must be hard for you to accept.”

      I snatched my arm away. “I refuse to accept it. We will travel to the capital to visit the Arch Prophetess. And we will find a way out of this. We will find a way not just to survive, but to win.” My voice was gravelly and low. I set my jaw and turned tail, walking out of the room before the tears filling my eyes spilled over. Ignoring the voices shouting after me, I ran towards Renwin’s cottage, opened the door and slammed it behind me. Sinking to the ground with deep heaving breaths, I pulled my knees into my chest and allowed my tears to fall to the floor.

      Despite my words of determination, I was scared shitless. The Arch Prophetess was never wrong. If she’d said we were all going to die then that meant we were all going to die. And as much as I talked big, I saw very little way out of this. But I couldn’t just abandon the rest of humankind and witchkind to the Draculs. No matter if the odds were nil in my favour, I would keep going, keep fighting, keep trying, no matter what. I would not give up. I would not give in.

      But as my tears kept flowing, I couldn’t ignore the small voice inside me that said.

      You may not have a choice.
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      After the meeting in the village communal hut, Audrey and Mateo agreed with me that visiting the Arch Prophetess made sense as a next step. She had so much power over what people here thought. Although she wasn’t a political leader, culturally her words mattered more. Even if what she’d seen was final and conclusive, maybe there was a way to frame it to sound less catastrophic and get more people on our side? At this point I’d consider bribery if I thought it would work on her. But I knew it wouldn’t. She might be able to offer us some kind of alternative - something we hadn’t even considered. I knew we were grasping at straws, but desperate times called for desperate actions.

      Marching towards certain death. Renwin’s phrase rang out in my mind.

      If this was really true, I wanted to hear about it directly from the Arch Prophetess, not second hand.

      The next morning, Renwin offered to drive us to the capital himself. He’d borrowed a horse and cart from another villager and was busy strapping down the furs we’d use for payment beneath a canvas to protect from any rain along the way. It was a day’s ride from this village so we’d get there late and would only be able to see her tomorrow.  The deadline of four days was weighing heavily on my mind. After we saw her tomorrow, we’d only have two days left before the Spirit Realm was due to make their strike on Bourgania. We had to make it back by then, no matter what happened in this realm. My thoughts shifted to Hector and Scarlet, visiting the Ahimsas. How were they getting on? Once we were on our way, I would send a runic message from the back of the horse wagon.

      Audrey turned up her nose at the mode of transport. “Couldn’t we use the furs to sit on?” She eyed the dusty wooden benches at the sides of the cart.

      “We can’t exactly offer the Arch Prophetess used furs, especially not if we’re trying to butter her up to give us a better reading.”

      Mateo bristled. “The Arch Prophetess cannot be bought.”

      “I know that… but it doesn’t do any harm being as nice to her as possible. Even if she can’t be bought, perhaps she can be… influenced.”

      “That sounds like the same thing with different words.”

      “It’s not the same thing at all,” I brushed his concerns away with a swipe of my hand. I had to stay confident on the outside, even if my insides were doing somersaults.

      We climbed into the cart, perching ourselves on the wooden benches. Mateo’s stately posture made the humble cart benches look like he was sitting on a throne.

      Audrey dusted the seat down before sitting. The corners of her mouth turned down and she looked like she was holding her nose. The smell of goat manure was quite strong even if I couldn’t see any in the cart, it must’ve been here recently. A wave of nausea passed over me, reminding me uncomfortably of my pregnancy, a fact I’d pushed to the back of my mind since finding out. I pushed it back there again. I couldn’t deal with that on top of everything else right now. Winning this war was my priority, I could think about the baby later… and how to break it to Nik… and Joshua… or just Nik… Oh Lord! I heaved, holding my hand over my mouth.

      “It’s bad, isn’t it.” Audrey agreed, holding a scarf over her nose.

      “Perhaps I ate too much last night.” I mumbled.

      Mateo gave me a sympathetic look, but he didn’t say anything.

      Renwin pulled on the reins and the horses began a gentle trot. I’d forgotten how bumpy this ride was and it did my stomach no favours whatsoever. I needed a distraction.

      “I’m going to see how Hector and Scarlet are doing.”

      “Good idea.” Audrey replied.

      Stretching out my hands I wove the intricate patterns of a runic communication spell in the air.

      Hey, how is it going over there?

      Scarlet answered back with her usual chipper tone. Great! Viv has all the money waiting in a blockchain account.

      I punched the air. She’d done it! When she’d outlined her exact plan to get the money it had sounded risky and I wasn’t sure she’d be able to pull it off, but she had!

      And how about the Ahimsas, can they be battle ready in two days?

      Yep. Viv has everything in place to make the journey to the Arcane Realm. She’s secured enough charter planes and has Ahimsas flying into London from all over the world. We’re bringing them all over to the Arcane Realm tomorrow.

      My heart swelled. At least this part of the plan was shaping up perfectly. It was a relief to get some good news, after the dire warnings we’d had from the druids.

      But now Scarlet’s tone changed, the colours of her message shifting ominously. Have you spoken to Joshua?

      No, why?

      He had a message from Kelsey. You should send her a runic message as soon as you can.

      Right now works. Thanks Scarlet. I’ll speak to you later.

      Over and out skipper. I sensed her chuckle as her message faded.

      It took slightly longer for me to reach Kelsey as my connection with her was weaker than with my coven.  Hey Kelsey, what’s up? I heard you needed to speak to me?

      She didn’t waste time. Carlito is dead.

      What?! I exchanged a panicked glance with Audrey. She looked particularly upset and I remembered she’d clearly fancied Carlito. This could be catastrophic for our plans to ally with them.

      How did it happen?

      Killed in action soon after you left.

      Who’s your new leader?

      Mallow - remember him? He was piloting the airship that rescued you from those murderous motherfuckers at the state dinner.

      Sure, I remember. He’s a good friend of yours isn’t he? How do you feel about him as the new leader?

      He’s great, a really solid guy. But he doesn’t have any kind of standing with the other Nameless groups yet. They don’t know him at all. Not sure he could get them to agree to ally with you.

      Can’t he approach them anyway? We’ve got the money now, that should get them on side.

      That’s what I said. He’s going to try but he can’t make any promises. He wants fifty percent of the fee upfront.

      My gut clenched. Kelsey had double-crossed us before. Could this whole thing be a rouse to get the money and leave us without any allies?

      We can’t do that, it’s way too much.

      It’s the only way to get the rest of the Nameless to join us. Sweeten their palms before they join and promise there’s more where that came from.

      Couldn’t we send less - maybe twenty five percent now?

      No, it’s not enough. It has to be fifty.

      Let me discuss it with the others and I’ll come back to you…

      I sighed and looked at Audrey and Mateo. “What do you think?”

      Audrey sucked air through her teeth, raising her eyebrows. “It’s risky. We only met that guy once and now we must trust him with a quarter of a million dollars before he’s even delivered anything?…And not to mention Kelsey’s involvement, we all know her reputation. It smells fishy to me.”

      I clasped my hands around my upper arms. “I know, I don’t like it either. But the alternative is walking away.”

      “An unwillingness to negotiate on the amount is a warning sign to me,” Mateo stated. “But on the other hand, this is your war. The Nameless lose nothing by walking away.”

      He was right. We were in a weak bargaining position here. Mallow knew that which is why he wasn’t willing to meet us halfway.

      “Let me think about this,” I replied.

      Staring off into the rolling countryside, a chill passed over me. Scarlet’s positive news on the Ahimsas had been completely wiped out by this setback. It just felt like things were going from bad to worse. We’d started this war on the back foot and as time had gone on, instead of getting more allies, we’d got less. The Elemental Realm was squarely on the side of the Spirit Realm. Plus, they had the vast numbers of the Draculs. We had a flimsy ‘maybe’ alliance with a ragtag bunch of mercenaries who weren’t at all a cohesive, well-trained army. And with an amplified risk they’d double-cross us, steal our money and do nothing in return. Then we had the Ahimsas - a group of vegan, self-professed pacifists. It was more important than ever to get the Druids on side. But the Arch Prophetess had ruined our chances by prophesying certain failure for our cause and death for all of us. Mathair had made it clear that without the backing of the Arch Prophetess, we’d never get any Druids to ally with us. There was no two ways about it, I somehow had to get the Arch Prophetess to change her reading. My mind shifted to Mathair’s words.

      Are you suggesting a time unravelling spell?

      She’d meant it as a warning, not a suggestion. But as I pondered my options, I realised this might be one piece of risky magic I had to do. Time unravelling was unstable and could end up having disastrous consequences, far removed from the ones you’d intended. But if the alternative was death to me and my coven, and death or enslavement to all humans and witches… how much worse could a future contrived by time unravelling be?

      Morgana had catalogued the dire results from several high profile time unravelling spells performed by famous witches throughout history. There was the one that caused the Salem witch hunts. Then the one that led to a tsunami in Asia. Still another that caused the outbreak of a worldwide pandemic. Each of these events killed thousands and I would never forgive myself if I caused something like that.

      But could I live with myself if I didn’t try everything I could to stop Beaufort and the Draculs from taking over the world?
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      The next morning, we walked up to the circular cottage of the Arch Prophetess, with its familiar, weirdly shaped chimney and peeling orange shutters. Stepping forward, I rapped three times on the door knocker. Then I stood back, looking at the others as we waited. The door opened and there stood the arch prophetess, her jet black skin shining in the spring sunlight, her long dark dreadlocks dangling over her ample bosoms as her amber eyes twinkled. “Welcome once again Trinity Bree Ryan.” She placed both hands together and smiled before bowing, her long dreadlocks brushing her ample waist.

      “It’s an honour to meet you,” Audrey all but curtsied. The blush on her cheeks told me she found the woman awe-inspiring. Small wonder, the only other witch she’d been in the presence of with powers to match the Arch Prophetess, was me.

      Mateo swished his robes to one side before sinking to one knee as he put a hand on his chest. “I have not yet had the honour of an audience with you Ma’am. This is a rare privilege.”

      “These are for you.” Renwin handed the pile of furs over to her. “We trust they are enough?”

      “That is most kind, thank you.” She took the furs and there was a moment of silence as we all stared at her.

      “Oh please, do stop gushing all of you. Come inside so we can get this over and done with.” She stood to one side, ushering us in. “This way.”

      As soon as she was in front, I looked at Mateo and raised an eyebrow. Was it just me or was her abrupt comment bordering on rude? I hadn’t remembered her being like that before. But if there was one person who would get offended by a person’s ill manners, it was my monk mentor. And his expression remained neutral. Perhaps I’d imagined her tone. I was after all a newcomer to this land. I was obviously misreading her due to cultural differences.

      Once inside, I recalled how warren-like I’d found the cottage during my first visit. Surprisingly bigger on the inside than what it appeared on the outside. The large circular room where she conducted readings had been rearranged with new dream catchers and extra cushions added to the seating mats she already had.

      “I like what you’ve done with the place.” I murmured, looking around appreciatively.

      The Arch Prophetess acted like she’d hardly heard what I said and seemed eager to get on with the reading. She dumped the pile of furs on a side table with barely a glance. “You fared better on your travels here last time than I had feared, Bree.”

      “Yeah. I guess luck was on my side.”

      As she turned back, there was something manufactured about her smile. Only her mouth smiled, her eyes remained cold, almost calculating. If I didn’t know any better, I would think she didn’t like me. But why would that be? She hadn’t acted like that last time I was here. Perhaps she was just in a bad mood. Even cultural heroes had off days.

      “Please take a seat, wherever you like.” She gestured to the numerous cushions and seating mats.

      We each chose one and sat down in a semi-circle, facing her.

      “You wish to hear your destiny in the war against the Spirit Realm, is that not correct?”

      “Yes please.” I replied, shaking my hair out of my face as I took a deep breath and waited to hear her words of wisdom.

      She closed her eyes and was silent for a moment.

      We all stared at her, waiting, barely breathing.

      “Hmm, yes, as I thought.” Her eyes flipped open. “There is no ambiguity in this fate. You will lose the war and all die.” Her tone lacked compassion and was bordering on callous.

      I bit my lip as deep disappointment and fear washed over me and I took a deep breath to clear the suffocating emotion. No. I couldn’t accept this. We were here to find other options and that’s what I was going to get out of her. I cocked my head to one side. “When I was here last time you said your gift was to see possibilities. There must be other destinies you see for us?”

      Her response was emphatic as she closed her eyes and sighed. “Sorry, on this occasion there are none.”

      I looked at Audrey. She looked like she was standing in front of a firing squad.

      I just couldn’t accept this. “What about the spirits? What do they say?”

      “They agree with me.” She snapped.

      This time Mateo did pick up on it and he raised one eyebrow, exchanging a puzzled glance with me.

      The Arch Prophetess composed herself, brushing her dreadlocks out of her eyes as she hastily corrected her expression. “I apologise, I’ve not been myself today, I think I may be coming down with something.” She coughed.

      “Oh, I’d be happy to give you a healing session if you like. I have advanced healing magic.” I offered.

      “No, no. No need.” She waved her hand in front of her face. “It’s just a light cold most likely. I simply need to rest. I’m exhausted.” She clapped her hands together. “And on that note, I believe the reading is over.” She stood up, smiling tightly and gestured towards the door.

      Why was she rushing us out like this? We’d barely been here more than five minutes. And I had sooo many more questions. I looked her in the eye pointedly.

      She returned my stare with something approaching defiance.

      Her attitude was understandable. I was possibly being a bit rude. But I was beyond caring. Winning this war was more important than the sensibilities of a druidic cultural leader. I didn’t buy her line about feeling sick. She was acting strangely, and I wouldn’t leave here until I’d worked out why. In fact, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say she’d been lying to us since the moment we arrived. Could she be in cahoots with the Spirit Realm? Had she already given her allegiance to Conor and the Draculs, just like the Elemental Realm Sultan had? I was the only one here who had met her before and although my visit hadn’t been long enough to know her well, I’d gotten a feel for her. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. My witch’s sixth sense was on high alert. Something was off. And then it hit me what was making me feel so uncomfortable. She was acting differently! Really differently. Not just ‘she’s-having-a-bad-day’ different but ‘a-whole-different-person’ different.

      Was it possible she was an imposter? I stared at her, my eyes narrowing. She looked the same, exactly the same. But I knew better than anyone else how easy it was to pass yourself off as someone else with the right kind of dark magic. But I couldn’t simply come out and accuse her. If she really was the Arch Prophetess, it would be so insulting. My relationship with her would never recover and all chances of getting a better reading from her would be over.

      “Okay then,” I looked at the others. “I guess we better leave.”

      Audrey looked at me as if I’d gone mad. “Already? Are you sure?”

      I flashed her a glare that told her I had this well in hand.

      “Oh right, yes of course. Let’s leave.”

      We all stood up.

      My mind raced, trying to remember the details of our conversation from the last time I’d been here. Looking for something small that only she would know, which would confirm to me she was who she claimed to be. I was walking slowly to the door when I suddenly latched onto it. “I wanted to thank you again for the reading you gave me the last time I was here. You weren’t wrong about how robust my shadow is.” I smiled, taking one of her hands in both of mine as if in effusive gratitude.

      “Well, I’m never wrong. That is why you should listen to my reading this time.”

      I carried on smiling, tendrils of rage worming their way up my insides as my suspicion was confirmed. “You’re never wrong, are you?”

      “No, never.” Her smile faltered, doubt creeping into her features.

      I paused taking a deep breath. Then I dropped my smile and leaned closer, close enough that I could smell her rank breath. “You didn’t tell me my shadow was robust. You told me it was malnourished and neglected.” I narrowed my eyes. “Or should I say, the Arch Prophetess told me that…” I muttered a binding spell, wrapping chords of magic around her wrists.

      She howled, muttering a reversal spell before the bonds could fix. “How dare you! My memory may be a little fuzzy, it’s been months since you came here.”

      But I was already weaving my hands in the air as I spoke the words of a revelation spell. The magic matured instantly, and I saw her true form. An image of a woman around sixty years old with short grey hair, a barrel-shaped body and pale skin hovered cloud-like in front of the fake visage of the Arch Prophetess. But that was all I could do. Transformation magic was a specialised skill. I couldn’t undo it without more time and a quiet environment.

      Mateo assumed a fighting stance, his expression thunderous. “This is an outrage. Where is the real Arch Prophetess? What have you done with her?”

      But the dark witch was already retaliating. Lips moving her hands formed claws.

      Dark magic flooded the room bringing with it the stench of rotten eggs and the familiar excruciating prickling sensation over my skin.

      I dropped to the ground, instinctively trying to escape the pain. As my brain caught up with what my body was doing, I realised this was the worst thing I could do. From the ground it would be harder for me to conjure spells and easier for her to make her obvious next move - a choking spell. And sure enough, as the claws of her hands tightened, I felt my windpipe closing. I gasped, panic setting in as I struggled for oxygen, my hands grabbing at my throat. Through bleary, watering eyes, I saw Audrey, Renwin and Mateo all similarly afflicted. They rolled around, unable to conjure any magic as they fought for air.

      I had to stop this. I was the leader of this group, and my magic was stronger than anyone in this room - dark witch included. I’d resisted dark magic before, and I’d do it again now.

      It took every ounce of strength I had to haul myself to a kneeling position.

      The dark witch’s look of triumph turned to one of fear. She’d clearly never seen a witch resist a dark magic spell before.

      She hadn’t met me yet.

      Ignoring the searing pain on my skin and the burning in my chest, I formed my hands into the intricate shapes of the spell I required. My fingers moved too fast for her to see what I was creating, and I wanted it that way.

      “Hah!” I cried out as I flung a fire ball in her direction.

      She dodged and the edges of the flame caught her dreadlocks. The scent of burnt hair filled the room.

      The distraction caused her to lose her grip on the dark magic spell.

      Audrey sprang to her feet, hurling a spell blocker directly at the witch.

      It hit her shoulder, not a direct hit but enough to weaken her magic substantially.

      She growled and turned to face me. Ignoring the others, she spat out another dark magic spell. This time I sensed what it was before it hit me and dodged out of the way just in time. That was an incapacitation spell - designed to put a witch in a coma.

      If that was how dirty she was going to play, I was done playing clean. But I didn’t want this woman dead. We needed proof that the Spirit Realm had entered the Druid Realm and switched the real Arch Prophetess for a phoney. We needed this bitch to talk or at the very least to have her as evidence to present to Mathair and the other matriarchs.

      Renwin was one step ahead of me. Shouting out a binding spell, chords of magic wrapped around her.

      She shrieked, twisting and turning as she sank to the ground, powerless to resist, her arms and hands bound tightly to her torso. “You’ll never win this war.” She seethed. "Surrender now and accept the Spirit Realm’s dominion.” Her expression was menacing as she turned the Arch Prophetesses normally serene, amber eyes pitch black.

      I smiled at her, crouching down. “Now why would I do that when I’ve got all the proof I need that the Spirit Realm is a threat to the Druid Realm. You’ve just helped me to win this war.”

      Standing up, I dusted off my hands and puffed out my chest. For the first time since starting this quest for allies, I finally felt like we had an advantage. The Druid Realm couldn’t refuse us now. Whether or not we had the numbers to match the Spirit Realm, it didn’t matter. This was a direct threat to their nation, the safety of their citizens was at stake.

      But as this thought went through my head, another one followed it and this one was disturbing.

      She hadn’t answered Mateo’s question. Where was the real Arch Prophetess? If she was dead, the Druid Realm would go into a mourning state for at least a month. They wouldn’t be able to join us at the crucial fight in two days. And by the time they could join us, it may be too late.
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      The capital assembly room was filled with dignitaries from all four corners of the Druid Realm plus their matriarchs. Renwin had sent out an urgent telepathic message to the leaders that we needed to meet with them that same day. It was two days before the Spirit Realm was due to attack Bourgania and my last chance to get the alliance we needed.

      From the South quarter, Mathair, standing tall and proud, her crow familiar perched on her shoulder, her mouth set as she gripped her staff in one hand. Her long dreadlocks flowed over a brown shawl which covered a rough-woven dress trailing to the ground.

      Bronwyn, the East quarter ruling matriarch stood next to her. A tall, willowy, red-haired, middle-aged woman with grey eyes, a pinched mouse-like face and an owl familiar perched atop her staff.

      From the South came Agnes, her thick salt and pepper hair cascading over broad shoulders and nestling at a buxom chest, swathed in black woollen robes.

      Finally, from the north was Runhelda. A diminutive elderly woman with wide hazel eyes strikingly contrasted against Asian features. Her grey flecked hair was tied into a messy bun and around her head flew her buzzard familiar, playing with Agnes’ falcon.

      In addition to the four leaders, there were elders from each district all crammed into the round assembly space.

      As the eldest, it was Mathair’s job to call the meeting to order and this she did by banging her staff on the ground in three thudding raps.

      “Welcome brothers and sisters to this most important assembly meeting.” Her dark eyes roamed the crowd. “We are here to discuss a matter of utmost importance, perhaps the most important matter I have ever introduced.” She paused. “We are here to decide if we should break our isolation and join the Arcane Realm in the fight against the Spirit Realm.”

      Even though everybody here knew this, a murmur still broke out amongst the crowd.

      Mathair waited until everyone settled down before continuing. “First order of this meeting, I call Trionoide Bree Ryan to plead her case. Bree.” She nodded at me.

      Flanked by Renwin on one side and Mateo on the other, I still felt nervous. But I was a Druid by birth and a powerful witch by inheritance. I had every right to be here, and I was determined to make this opportunity count. I would not leave this room without securing the allegiance of the Druid Realm. I took a deep breath and stood up. “Thank you Mathair. I am honoured to be granted an audience with the assembly.” I looked around the room at the expectant eyes gazing at me. “Many of you have heard of me. But what you might not have heard is my story – how I came to be the Trionoide. It’s a story that is too long to recount in detail here, but one part is crucial – its beginning. Because it starts with me believing I was a normal human. Then, once I discovered I was a witch, I was kidnapped by the leader of the Dracul vampires, Hugh Beaufort. He attempted to rape and impregnate me to create a super-powerful, witch-vampire hybrid.” There were whispers from some members of the crowd, and I paused. “He failed. However, he did succeed with another witch. That witch is safe in the Arcane Realm, for now.” I clenched my fist and bared my teeth. “He cannot be allowed to get his hands on the child. Beaufort’s final aim is supreme power over the entire world, both human and witch realms. If he succeeds in conquering the Arcane Realm, he will take the hybrid child to use her power for his sick ends. He will be invincible. We must stop him now before it’s too late.”

      Agnes spoke up. “But why should this concern us, my child? We are safe behind the unbreakable wards of the Druid Realm, as we have been for centuries.”

      I shook my head. “You may think you’re safe. But we have proof that you’re not, not even here.” I made a few runic symbols, sending a message to Audrey and Mateo who were waiting in a nearby hut we’d secured before the meeting. The doors flung open. Audrey and Mateo strode in. Between them shuffled what looked like the Arch Prophetess, her head hung low, her expression forlorn.

      Runhelda sprang to her feet. “What is the meaning of this? How dare you imprison our most venerable national treasure in this manner? Release her immediately.”

      I smiled, “I certainly would love to release her – if this was the Arch Prophetess. But it’s not, is it,” I snarled, looking at the imposter. “Tell us your real name.”

      The dark witch looked at me, her eyes set in a hard line of hatred, her lips immobile, her silence deafening.

      I walked up to her and slapped her across the face, ignoring the gasps of those around me. “Tell them or feel the full weight of my Trinity powers, witch!” I leaned closer and looked her in the eyes. “I can incant a revelation spell, you know I can. And that will be more painful for you.”

      She gritted her teeth before relenting. “Fine. I am Vanessa Trescothick, of down valley in the Spirit Realm.”

      Outraged cries and chattering broke out among the assembled crowd.

      “Settle down everyone.” Mathair’s voice rose above the noise.

      I waited until it was quiet again before interrogating Vanessa further. “Why did you come to this Realm?”

      “I was assigned this task by the Spirit Realm. My mission was to derail your efforts to get an alliance with the Druid Realm.”

      I raised my eyebrows and looked at the crowd before turning back to her. “And what brand of magic do you specialise in?”

      “Dark magic and transformation spells.”

      “How did you enter the Druid Realm?”

      “I broke the wards using some of the Arch Prophetesses blood. A dark spell, easy enough to do.”

      Bronwyn stood up, clenching her staff a little tighter, her face pale, her expression drawn. “Where is the Arch Prophetess now?”

      Vanessa’s eyes darkened with sinister malevolence. “Where do you think?”

      “Tell us.” I hissed, my gut clenching in anticipation.

      “She sleeps with the Goddess.”

      Omigod! It was just as I had feared.

      The Arch Prophetess was dead.

      My mind reeled from the revelation even though I had known it was a possibility. This was a disaster. The Druid Realm wouldn’t join us now, they’d need time to mourn and bury her.

      The crowd had gone wild, shouting, stamping, some of them rushing forward, grabbing at Vanessa. Audrey and Mateo barely managed to hold them back. We couldn’t allow her to be killed here. She was a valuable asset. We could pump her for more information about the Spirit Realm’s campaign.

      Mathair banged her staff on the ground and her crow flew around the crowd. The bird’s caw had the same unworldly calming effect on this crowd as it had done when I’d witnessed this feat at her village. The room hushed allowing Mathair to speak. Her expression filled with contempt as she looked at Vanessa. “Where is her body?”

      “Buried in an unmarked grave in the Spirit Realm. You’ll never find her.”

      Mathair looked at Bronwyn then Agnes, then Runhelda. I sensed telepathic communication passing between them, but the message was veiled from the druids present, I couldn’t work out what they were saying. But I got a faint trace of the context, and they were pissed off. I felt their wrath bubbling through me with the intensity of boiling tar.

      All four of them stood up, as one. Mathair’s expression was incandescent. “It is not enough that you enter our realm unlawfully, replacing the Arch Prophetess with yourself, using dark magic and then killing her.” She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, composing herself before continuing. “But to bury her in an unmarked grave, on foreign soil, away from her ancestors is the most abhorrent act of disrespect… of… of cowardice I have ever witnessed.” She was so angry, spittle flew from her mouth as she struggled to form words. “You must return her body immediately.”

      Vanessa shrugged. “I cannot. I don’t know where she’s buried.”

      “Who does know?”

      “Perhaps the leader, Cerbius Desta. But he won’t be concerned with placating a few old druids right now, he’s busy fighting a war.”

      Mathair sucked in air and set her lips. “Then let him be concerned with war no more. For we will annihilate him, we will crush his mind, carving out the details of where she lies using our powers. Then we will bring back the body of our sister Arch Prophetess ourselves. We will delay our traditional period of mourning until we have her body back where she belongs.” She turned to me. “You have the alliance you seek Trionoide. We will join you in this war.”

      My heart soared and I felt giddy as I looked at Audrey, then Mateo and Renwin. Success had never felt so good, although it had come at a grim cost. Finally, things were turning in our favour. The Druid Realm was unlikely to possess a great fighting force, having been isolated for so long and being a peace-loving nation. But they did possess strong magical abilities and a lot of heart.

      Even with their numbers though, we wouldn’t have enough soldiers to defeat the Spirit Realm and the Draculs. We needed the Nameless too. With a heavy heart, I realised I had to accept Mallow’s deal. It meant trusting someone I barely knew and someone else who’d cheated me once before. Kelsey seemed genuinely sorry for how she’d acted. She’d insisted she’d changed but this could all be a grand deception, part of setting us up once more. Despite this, I knew I had no choice.

      I would contact Kelsey later and ask for a direct runic communication with Mallow. At least then I could get a feel for the man and do my best to sense if he was lying.

      Everything hinged on this alliance, and I had no idea if I could trust Mallow and Kelsey or not.
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      Two days later, we were back in the Arcane Realm, and I stood staring out over a blood scorched sky. The Arcane Realm High Council had reopened the ether to allow the Druid Realm forces, and the Nameless, once they arrived, to enter. As the enemy forces were already here, it wouldn’t make things any worse for us than they already were. Bairseach, the sacred dragon of Renwin’s village, swooped across the sky, its dark, ruby scales illuminated by the russet light of the rising sun. She wasn’t the only supernatural creature joining the battle. Familiars fought side by side with their druids on the ground below. Ahimsa vampires zipped between obstacles, using their speed to stealth attack the enemy, dispatching spirit witch soldiers before they’d even realised they were in danger. But they weren’t the only vampires on the field. The Draculs fought with bloodthirsty zeal, taking out several arcane witch soldiers with each attempt. It was a terrifying display of their prowess and, not for the first time, I wondered if we had enough numbers to defeat them.

      I couldn’t stop pacing as I rubbed my arms and implored Ishida. “This is not right. I should be down there with them, we all should.”

      The General’s eyes remained impassive. “No. You have the most experience fighting against Beaufort and McGinty. We wait, like we’ve agreed, until we have eyes on them and then you and your coven will take them out.”

      We’d set up shop in the highest tower of Skell Tor, an old castle, on the outskirts of Bourgania. Cloaked in powerful shrouding magic, we were safe from attack for now. But the spell could be breached by anyone who knew we were here. It was likely that Conor and Beaufort had adopted a similar strategy. We’d told all the troops to look and listen for any signs of where they could be hiding and send us runic messages the minute they had any clues. Killing the leaders would not only be demoralising for the spirit realm army, it would lead to chaos on the field that we could use to our advantage, swiftly bringing the battle to a close. Many of the spirit realm soldiers were only here under threat of death. Once the leaders were gone, they’d desert in large numbers.

      From up here, it was hard to see exactly which way the battle was going. But we got regular reports from lieutenants via runic messages.

      Now a message fizzed into view, faint letters solidifying in the air.

      Still no sign of the Nameless Ma’am.

      It was from Lieutenant Begsby, commanding a battalion stationed along the wards.

      I clenched my jaw, feeling a muscle at the side of my eye twitch involuntarily as I took a deep breath. The fight had been going on for several hours and there’d been not a peep from the Nameless. No messages sent and none received in response to those I’d sent. With a sinking feeling, I had to admit that my suspicions had been confirmed.

      I closed my eyes, dipping my head as I murmured to Joshua. “She’s stitched us up again, hasn’t she?” They’d never had any intention of joining us. We’d been cheated by Kelsey yet again. I felt like such a fool.

      He rested one hand on my shoulder. “She’ll be here. I think we have to have a little more faith in her.”

      I opened my eyes and looked at him. “Even after what she did last time?”

      He bit his lip. “She had a good reason that time. I can’t believe she’d do it again. Why would she?”

      “Er, because cheaters don’t change?” Theo pointed out.

      “She’s not a cheater.” Joshua bit back, “she was in a bad place, that’s all.”

      “I wish I shared your optimism my friend,” Hector dryly replied.

      I shook my head, my throat dry as I thought of all the hoops Viv had jumped through to get that money to Mallow. Was it even Mallow’s account? Or had Kelsey engineered it so she’d take it all. Probably. Another thought hit me. Was Carlito even dead? We’d only heard of his death via her. Maybe the whole thing was a lie.

      I sighed, sweeping one hand over my face. Well, at least we had the Druid Realm and the Ahimsas fighting alongside us. But would that be enough?

      I walked back to the tall windows which looked out over the battle scene. We were losing soldiers at an alarming rate. It was the Draculs, there were just too many of them. Far more than the Ahimsas. And they were better fighters. If we didn’t do something soon, this battle would be over before we even found Conor and Beaufort.

      “Let me onto the field,” I growled, clenching my fists.

      “No!” Ishida’s voice was more commanding than before as he sensed my impatience growing to desperate levels.

      “I insist.” I looked at him. “Don’t make me show you just how forceful I can be.”

      He sucked in air, pursing his lips together as he looked me in the eye. “Look, I know you’re a more powerful witch than me – everyone in this room knows that. But I’m appealing to your intellect here. Every General knows you can’t let your emotions dictate your strategy. You have to wait. I know it’s hard.”

      I shook my head, taking another deep breath as I bit my lip. This was torture.

      General. A runic message came through, an urgent beacon filling the room. We know where McGinty and Beaufort are.

      The General’s eyes lit up as he met my gaze.

      Where?

      They are in an airship, magically cloaked. Coordinates flashed into the air.

      Are you sure? Where did you get this?

      We’ve been extracting the information from a captured lieutenant for the past thirty minutes. He finally broke.

      I shuddered at the use of the word ‘extracting’. They had tortured the man.

      Pushing my guilt to one side I remembered what I’d promised myself. I had to be ruthless. Beaufort wouldn’t have a shred of remorse about torturing one of our side. I had to be just as callous.

      Good work Lieutenant Abouali. When this is over I will be recommending you for commendation.

      Thank you very much Sir. It’s an honour to serve. He ended the transmission, his message fading into the air.

      Ishida clapped his hands together, his smile stretching across his face. “Time to move.”

      As eager as I was to finally get Beaufort, something made me pause. I had to think like him. He’d always been one step ahead of me before. Could this be a trap? “Wait a minute. How well do you know Abouali? Could he be working for the other side?”

      Ishida shook his head. “Absolutely not. I’ve fought alongside him. He’s as loyal as they come, and I trust him like a brother.”

      I considered another possibility. “And are you sure that message was from him?”

      “Yes. His magical signature is unique, I’d know it anywhere.”

      “Did you sense any negative emotions in the message? Any signs that he was sending it under duress?”

      “None at all.” He walked over to me, his eyes softening with sincerity. “Agent Ryan, I know it’s hard to accept that we’ve had a lucky break, after all we’ve been through. But I really think that’s all this is.” He looked around the rest of my coven, chuckling. “Now go and get those sons of bitches!”
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      The coordinates were bang on. Sending us to the exact location of the flying machine. Once I’d performed the uncloaking spell, we could all see the aircraft, although it was probably still shrouded from other witches down below. It was vast, a giant mothership floating above Bourgania, the aerial equivalent of a Beaufort mansion.  Several rows of windows indicated a multi-level design. Leant invisibility by vanishing potion, we watched enemy soldiers going about their business, following the orders of their vampire overlord. The ship seemed to have hundreds of army personnel and servants manning it. It was eerie to think that something so large and intimidating was positioned right over Central Bourgania. It was another sign of just how powerful the Spirit Realm witches were. How long had it been here, without anyone in the Arcane Realm detecting it? Days? Weeks? The thought made me shudder. But most chilling of all were the rows of guns poking out of the underside of the vessel, artillery powerful enough to take out most of the city if fired all at once.

      We flew towards the ship. I’d zeroed in on an air vent, on the undercarriage of the vessel. A simple spell opened it. Once we were inside, we shimmied along an air shaft to reach a corridor. Peering through another air vent, we saw two soldiers guarding a room. Could I risk performing a remote viewing spell here? The soldiers may pick up my magical signature. We were still hiding in the ceiling but not far enough away that I could be sure they wouldn’t sense my magic. Telepathically, I asked Mateo what he thought.

      My advice is, do it. If they sense your magic there are enough of us to neutralise them.

      Keeping my eyes trained on the soldiers, I moved my lips, incanting the words of the spell as I closed my eyes and waited for the images to appear. The inside of the room came into full technicolour focus. And there, sitting on a bed was Phoebe Davenport!

      I gasped, flinging my hands up to my face as my eyes flew open and the image disappeared.

      The soldiers heard me, and they adopted a fighting stance, aiming their guns at the ceiling as they looked at each other, then back at the air vent.

      We couldn’t wait for them to shoot. Passing my hands in an arc over the heads of both men, I launched a dark magic attack. The magic flowed beneath us, leaving us unharmed. But for the wizards down below, the effects were devastating. They dropped their guns and fell to the floor, rolling in agony as strangulated noises came from their mouths. Uttering another spell, the air vent flew open, and I floated out, followed by the rest of my coven.

      Audrey withdrew her arcane knives, using magic to fling them bullseye into the necks of each soldier. It was over in seconds and their bodies stilled. She crouched down to retrieve her knives, wiping them on the soldiers’ lifeless forms before putting them back into her inside blazer pockets. “What did you see?” she whispered.

      “Phoebe is in that room. They’ve kidnapped her again!”

      We hadn’t yet heard that she’d been taken. Davenport was busy with the battle, working in the same castle we’d been stationed at although in a different section. He might not even know yet himself.

      “We have to leave her.” Theo replied, his voice low.

      “We can’t do that.”

      “Theo is right.” Hector whispered. “She’s not the priority of this mission. Our orders are to kill Beaufort and Conor.”

      “We can come back for her later,” Joshua added.

      I swore under my breath. “Alright. This doesn’t feel right but alright.”

      “It’s the right decision,” Audrey agreed, “rescuing her now could mess up the entire mission. We must get Beaufort and Conor first.”

      I nodded, taking a deep breath.

      My head snapped to the side. “Someone’s coming!”

      We sank into the shadows of metal pilasters arranged in rows along the interior walls of the ship. I muttered an oblivion spell, hoping it would work as well on spirit witches as it did on humans.

      It did, the soldiers marched right past us without a glance.

      Do another remote viewing spell Trionoide. Mateo spoke telepathically to me. We must be sure of our route to the Spirit Realm leaders before we advance.

      I nodded at him and performed the spell again, closing my eyes to scan the vessel. I’d been right about the scale of the place. It was huge, with hundreds of cabins housing enemy soldiers. It also had the kind of ridiculously unnecessary luxury additions Beaufort would’ve insisted upon. A swimming pool, a sauna, a jacuzzi, a huge private bathroom next to a gaudy bedroom – those were obviously his quarters. But he wasn’t there. My inner vision stretched further, and I found what I was looking for. At the centre of the airship, a command station filled with army personnel, strategy tables and data charts. At the front of the room, a panoramic window looked out onto the battlefield. Standing with his hands clasped behind his back, surveying the carnage he was creating down below was the unmistakeable profile of Dracul vampire leader, rapist and monster: Hugh Beaufort.

      The same veil of red mist that always descended over my eyes when faced with him, interrupted my remote viewing spell and he faded into darkness. “I see him,” I breathed. “He’s in a central command room.”

      “Can you work out how to get there from here?” Joshua whispered.

      “Yep. I saw the route clearly. It’s an intuitive layout.” I looked at the others. “Me, Mateo and Audrey will lead. Any soldiers we come across, I’ll hit them with dark magic. The rest of you take the rear and get any surprise attacks from behind.” I paused, barely able to believe we’d finally reached this point. “Let’s go get ‘em.”

      The plan worked. By now we’d been on so many missions together, we were able to sense each other’s movements, anticipating what each would do and acting in unison. This was why Ishida had wanted us to be the ones to take out the Spirit Realm leaders. We were good. We’d come a long way since that first chaotic vampette hunt. Each soldier we encountered we dispatched with an ease that would’ve been elegant had it not been so gruesome. Murder had never come easily to me, but it was something I had to do if I wanted to destroy Beaufort. With each death of another young Spirit Realm soldier, I reminded myself why we were doing this. The end justified the means.

      Elation flooded me as we reached the corridor outside the central command room without the alarm having been sounded. The soldiers guarding the room lay dead on the ground as we strode towards the entrance. A sliding door was all that lay between us and Beaufort. It was magically locked but nothing a basic spell couldn’t open.

      But, before I opened my mouth to perform the spell a clicking sound put me on high alert. My heart leapt into my mouth. There was a swish and sliding doors sealed the section of the corridor we were in, creating a cabin that separated us from the rest of the corridor. Panic rushed through me. I knew what this was. And my fears were confirmed as gas rushed through vents above us. I tasted obsidian. That wouldn’t stop me, I was a druid and didn’t need to rely on arcane magic. But as I tried to remember the spell I’d been about to utter, my thoughts grew fuzzy. My vision blurred and my limbs felt like they’d turned into wet spaghetti. Oh no! The gas must include some kind of drug. I gritted my teeth, trying to get a hold of myself. Around me I was dimly aware of others collapsing. Scarlet went first, then Audrey. I fought with all my might to stay conscious, but it was no use.

      Blackness crowded my vision as it shrank to a pinprick, and I passed out.
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      When I came to I was tied to a metal gurney, held upright, facing the large window inside the command room I’d seen in my vision. My lips felt like they’d been glued shut. They must be taped. I still felt woozy, and I couldn’t lift my head completely. Instead, it lolled against my chest, my eyes flickering as I tried to force them open. By my side were all the members of my coven, Audrey, Scarlet, Theo, Hector, Joshua and Mateo. They looked different somehow, but my thoughts were fractured, and I couldn’t put my finger on what had changed.

      It was hard to tell if my dry sandpapery throat was due to fear or the aftereffects of whatever drug they’d gassed us with. Of course, Beaufort had known we were coming. He always knew. He was always one step ahead. Even after all this time, he was still getting the better of me.

      As I studied my coven members again, my eyes opening slightly more, I inhaled sharply as I realised what was different about them. Their mouths weren’t taped shut, as I’d assumed mine was. Their mouths were covered with skin. It was dark transformation magic of the most sickening kind! My instinct to feel my own mouth was futile. With my hands bound behind my back I couldn’t. Nor could I do any magic with both my hands and lips immobilised.

      My gaze roamed around the room, all the men I’d seen in my vision had cleared out of here. All except the one odious man I knew I’d find. There he was, exactly where I’d seen him in my vision. I hadn’t seen these gurneys in that vision. They must’ve been brought in afterwards. Nor had I seen Conor who now walked into the room. He was wearing his old face again. He must’ve decided to ditch the pretence at being Cerbius Desta now they were so close to victory.

      Conor skulked over to Beaufort, his posture toadying, yet his expression supercilious as he smirked at me. “Shall we commence the proceedings?”

      “Are they awake?”

      “They are rousing, my Lord.”

      My Lord?!! He’d really drunk Beaufort’s Kool-Aid, so much of it he was inebriated.”

      Beaufort turned and looked directly at me.

      “I want her completely alert for this.”

      “I can speed things along with a little magic spell.”

      “Do it,” he commanded.

      Conor clicked his fingers and pain rushed through my body. What was happening? The dark magic was stronger than anything I’d felt before. It pummelled my cells with a ferocity I hadn’t even sensed in the Ambassador’s magic, and he’d been the most powerful dark wizard I’d ever met. How had Conor gotten so powerful? His signature had changed too. He felt older, stronger, almost as if he was borrowing from something ancient and primeval. Could he be drawing from Beaufort himself? But arcane magic was different from dark magic. And even Beaufort’s arcana wouldn’t do this. I struggled to comprehend what was happening as blood dripped from my nose, coagulating on the floor together with a dark substance that pooled, forming spots on the cream carpet.

      The pain subsided and I felt fully awake. I looked at the others. Scarlet’s eyes were even larger than usual. Hector looked close to tears, as did Theo. Mateo and Joshua seethed with a barely concealed rage. Only Audrey kept a stoic air of calm, one which I knew was an act. She was as scared as the rest of us. We were completely at the mercy of these bastards. And we were all about to die. Just as Renwin had warned would happen. Vanessa the dark witch may have been a fake prophetess, but even she had correctly called it.

      Beaufort sauntered over to me, his expression peppered with excitement as a self-congratulatory smile spread over his face. He was enjoying this more than I’d seen him enjoy anything else before. And he was taking his time, basking in the moment. “Well, Bree. You fell right into our little trap didn’t you, predictable as ever.”

      I felt my brow furrow, still unable to speak with my lips sealed by skin.

      He leaned closer to me, his rank breath invading my nostrils. “I’ll illuminate you. That soldier your lieutenant tortured to get the information as to our whereabouts. He was a Spirit Realm agent, one of the best, with a particularly high pain threshold he has trained to acquire. We instructed him to endure at least a good thirty minutes of torture before delivering his message.” He looked at Conor and they shared a chuckle. “We wanted to make it look real.”

      I didn’t think it was possible for my spirits to sink further and yet they did, my chest deflating against the gurney. It had been a set up! I’d explored all possibilities that the lieutenant on our side could be a traitor, but it hadn’t occurred to me to look at it from the other angle. How could I have been so naive! How could this shithead have got the better of me yet again?!

      “You see, I wanted you here to see the finale of my military campaign. I wanted you to see the moment we would take your capital, destroy everything you’ve worked so hard to protect. And now you have a front row seat.” He spread his arm wide, casting it across the floor to ceiling windows that gave us a panoramic view of Bourgania. “If you look over there, you can see the Arcane Academy, do you see?” He pointed at the familiar building which we could just see on the outskirts of town. Then he looked at his watch. “Any moment now…. And,” he looked back at the building. ‘Boom,’ he mouthed, his eyes glittering.

      We couldn’t hear the explosion from here, but we saw the blast, a mushroom of fire and smoke, blotting out the place where the majestic building had once stood.

      I inhaled sharply, my eyes widening. All those students… Morgana… Professor Obi… so many young lives, snuffed out in an instant.

      I looked at Theo. He had given up the fight against tears and they now flowed freely down his face as his chest shuddered in great rasps.

      Beaufort walked over to him and slapped him across the face. “Pull yourself together, boy! Do you want your last moments on earth to be spent as a slobbering weakling?!”

      This only made Theo sob more furiously, his face crumpling at the words, ‘last moments on earth’.

      Beaufort shook his head, his lip curling in contempt, “Pathetic.” He regarded Theo once more before turning back to the carnage in front of us. He clapped his hands jubilantly. “The show’s not over yet. I have a few more surprises, carefully arranged just for you.” He pointed at the horizon. “My spies have told me that is where your leaders are holed up. And Conor was good enough to confirm it using a remote viewing spell.” He turned to look at me, “you’re not the only one who can do those.” He looked at his wristwatch again.

      My heart sank and I looked down. I couldn’t bear to watch.

      Beaufort walked over and held my face up. “No!” He thundered. “You will watch. You will watch and you will suffer!”

      I wanted to close my eyes, but I was scared of what he might do if I did that. So, I could only stare in mute horror as he blew up the castle where Davenport, Ishida, the entire Internal Investigations Unit and most of the ministers and queen had been hiding.

      Now his expression became pensive as he looked at Conor. “This young wizard has made a sterling addition to my entourage. His skills at remote viewing are superb. He could see you entering from the air vent down below.” He swiped his hand as if swotting a fly. “That was child’s play. Yes, he also saw you spotting Phoebe. I wanted you to see for yourself that I’ve got her back and for good this time. But he can go one step further.” He clicked his fingers. “Show them Conor.”

      Conor incanted a remote viewing spell with a few additions. I struggled to remember what these bits did but as I searched my mind, I realised. This advanced spell could project the contents of what the wizard was seeing into the space around him. He was going to show us something. A battle scene came into view. At first only blurry outlines were visible, lines shimmering in light. Then these solidified into high definition.

      I felt my heart stop.

      There was Nik, kneeling on the ground with his hands bound behind his back, surrounded by Dracul vampires. In front of him stood a spirit wizard. Conor now moved his hands, sending a runic message to the wizard. The wizard withdrew a silver dagger from his pocket.

      I tried to roar but my voice only sounded as a strange muffled, animal whine, muted against my sealed skin. I thrashed against the gurney, trying desperately to break free. I had to stop this!

      But it was too late.

      The wizard plunged the knife into Nik’s heart. His beautiful face disintegrated, his death dust blowing away in the wind as the wizard turned back towards us and saluted.

      Beaufort’s eyes shone triumphantly as he looked at me. “How does it feel, having the one you love taken away from you in front of your very eyes? Does it hurt? I can almost feel your heart breaking.” His lips turned down at the corners. “Oh, this is no fun without hearing her speak. Remove her seal,” he barked at Conor.

      Conor hesitated. He looked like he wanted to give Beaufort a warning, but fear flickered across his face. He knew what would happen if he raised even the slightest objection while Beaufort was in this mood. He performed the reversal spell without a word.

      My skin tingled and I felt my lips loosen and then they were free. I gasped, my mind still in shock from losing Nik. But I knew I had to think quickly. This was an opportunity I couldn’t waste. Because now I could perform magic!

      But Conor was onto this. Before I’d even finished my thought process he conjured a spell blocker, flinging it at me with full force.

      I felt a physical pull as my magic drained from my body, taking all hope with it.

      Despair saturated my being. We had no way out. I’d tried everything, I’d worked so hard, but I’d still lost. It took me a moment to realise I was shuddering, great sobs wracking my body as tears flowed down my face. The rest of my coven stared at me. They were expecting leadership instead they got a snivelling little girl. But I was beyond caring. Nik was dead. Most of the Arcane Realm leadership was dead. My coven was about to die. Then everyone I loved in the human world would die too. It mattered little if I died. Because if I’d failed so badly, I wanted to die. Better that than live in the new world Beaufort would create, living as his blood slave or worse…. his whore.
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      From behind a veil of tears, I lifted my head, sniffing away snot to look at Beaufort. “Why do you hate me so much?” I wailed. It was one thing I’d never understood. We were enemies, fighting on opposing sides in this war but his hatred ran far deeper than that. This was personal in some way. Yes, I’d rejected him. But surely the man’s vanity wasn’t so large as to do all this for that one small affront to his manhood, was it?

      But Beaufort replied in a way I wasn’t expecting. His face remained neutral. “I don’t hate you. I don’t care about you at all.”

      His reply sent shockwaves through my body. All this time I’d assumed he was acting out of some personal vendetta, some hatred born of something I couldn’t understand. But I was wrong. How could I have got him so wrong?

      And that’s when something strange happened. It was almost as if a part of me splintered off, viewing myself at a distance through older, wiser eyes – the eyes of my higher self. A calmness settled over me. And in that moment, I reached into Beaufort’s mind, reading not just his thoughts but his soul. Although Druids were telepathic, it was normally only possible for us to read the minds of our own kind. But I was the Trinity, and my magical abilities were growing daily. As Beaufort turned back towards the window, surveying his new domain, I combed through his memories. Images, emotions and sensations flashed through my mind as if I was experiencing the events myself. I saw his childhood, a happy one, pampered and adored, as a noble lord in rural England. I saw his teenage, then his life as a young man. He’d got a good education. In middle age, he’d served as a war general. He’d sent working class men off to die while he remained safe from the front, yet he’d collected medals for bravery. He’d owned a plantation in the Caribbean, owning slaves and treating them with horrific cruelty. And he’d owned slaves at his estates in England too, raping the women and beating the men. It was hard to witness, and I bit my lip, inhaling sharply at each scene of barbarity. Then I saw the moment he was turned. He was bitten by an aristocratic woman he had a fling with before she gave him her blood in return. He’d considered it an honour and revelled in the extra freedom and savagery life as a vampire had afforded him, especially in the early days.

      But then things had changed. He’d fallen in love with another vampire, married her. For a while they’d been happy, and they’d had a child together.

      Lucy. Carlotta had told me the sad tale of how his daughter had died during a battle between the Ahimsas and the Draculs. Now I saw the scene played out, feeling the immense grief of Beaufort pour through me with each image I witnessed. This changed him. As much as he put on a show, acting the carefree pleasure seeker to everyone he met, in reality he could no longer feel happiness. He was a man who knew only anger and sorrow. In his heart I saw only darkness.

      When he’d said he didn’t care about me, he wasn’t lying. He didn’t care about me because he didn’t care about anyone or anything. He was dead inside. Incapable of feeling true joy, the only small pleasure he felt was when he knew he’d brought others down to his level of pain and suffering. He didn’t hate me. He wanted me to share his misery. Because then he would no longer be alone. In a way this was far from hatred. This was a yearning for solidarity. We shared a sick, twisted kind of bond. He knew it and I knew it. It was the closest thing he’d had to a real relationship since his wife had left him. That’s why he was doing this to me. Not because he hated me but because he wanted to get closer to me. He wanted me to become like him.

      The epiphany rushed through me with the strength of a tsunami. All this time I’d thought I needed to be more like him. I needed to be as ruthless as him, as savage as him, or I wouldn’t survive. I thought I needed to match his brutality to win. But that’s exactly what he wanted, and I was playing right into his hands.

      I was wrong.

      I didn’t need to be like him, I needed to pity him. He was broken. But I wasn’t – not yet. I could still build myself back up. I could defeat him precisely because I was different from him. I wasn’t cold and callous and ruthless, I never would be. I had heart. I loved, I felt joy, I had friends, I had family… I had a daughter, growing daily in my womb, and she could still be saved. He thought he could bring me down to his level. He had no idea just how strong I was. It was my passion that made me strong, my resilience, my love. Ruthlessness could fuck right off, I didn’t want it. I didn’t need it.

      With this revelation, I felt an inner light grow inside me. It warmed my entire being. Inside my mind’s eye I saw my cat, strong and agile with pure black fur and eyes of blazing green light which burned through me, connecting with my soul in the most intimate way. She purred and miaowed, licking her paw before rubbing her head and stretching. I sensed her saying, ‘follow me and I’ll follow you, all the days of your life’. My cat merged into my body, her gifts becoming mine. We became one in that moment and power rushed through me.

      The straps of the gurney snapped, and I floated into the air, my entire body shimmering with ethereal light which flooded the room.

      Conor’s eyes widened and he flung a magic blocking spell at me, forgetting in his panic that he couldn’t perform another one on me so soon. The one he’d incanted earlier was nullified by my newly exalted powers. Just as Mateo had said, magic blocking spells could no longer affect me. With my cat familiar fully embodied within me, I was invincible. I waved my hands over my friends’ faces and the seals of their mouths dissolved. Next I released their binds and they dropped from the gurneys.

      Joshua hurled a magic blocking spell, hitting Conor full frontal as he tried, yet failed to deflect the blow.

      Now completely defenceless he shouted at Beaufort, “Get out! Get out now!”

      Beaufort’s eyes widened, terror contorting his features as he understood his wizard protégé could no longer protect him. He bolted for the door, reaching it in a split second. But when he got there, I was already in front of him.

      I curled my lips up at one corner, crossing my arms in smug satisfaction. “Going somewhere?” I flicked a finger, sealing the door magically to prevent him from leaving.

      “P… please, let’s talk about this like mature adults.” He spluttered. “Let’s not let this unpleasantness come between us. We’re old friends after all.”

      I felt my face darken as rage lit me up. “Old friends are we? Friends don’t try to rape each other. Friends don’t murder friend’s boyfriends. Friends don’t blow up friend’s realms. You were never my friend. You were a dark stain in my life story, an unpleasant memory, that’s all you’ll ever be.”

      Joshua’s voice called over. “Look! It’s the Nameless, I recognise their insignia on the field. They did come after all!”

      Keeping my gaze on Beaufort, with another part of my mind, I did a quick remote viewing spell. An image of the battlefield came into view. Legions of Nameless were fighting back the tide of Draculs, slashing through them with a ferocity I’d never seen before. And their numbers were far greater than I’d thought, they poured over the landscape like a swarm of army ants, gobbling up all enemy forces who stood in their way.

      “Looks like it’s over for you,” I sniffed at Beaufort. “The Nameless are annihilating your army.”

      “Is it true?” He flicked his eyes at Conor for confirmation.

      “Afraid so, Sir.” Conor replied. He was circling with arms stretched, waiting for the spell blocker to wear off. But even when it did, my coven had him surrounded. Things were looking bad for him.

      Beaufort laughed nervously, the cogs of his mind working overtime to wriggle his way out of this. “I can be useful to you in the new administration. I’m a good strategist, surely you can admit that.”

      I was in an equanimous mood, so I humoured Beaufort, momentarily. “Yes, I can admit that.”

      Relief washed over his face, and he smiled. “So, you can see the value I can add to your supremacy when you ascend to the Arcane throne?”

      I shook my head, sighing. He still understood me so little. It was laughable, and now I did laugh a little.  “Oh Hughie, Hughie, Hughie.” I drenched my tone with sarcasm and fake affection. “I won’t be ascending to the throne.”

      He cocked his head, his face puzzled. “No?”

      “You see, I’m not like you. I don’t want power and glory. All I want is for the people I love to be left alone. And that has no chance of happening while you still walk the earth.”

      His face dropped and his eyes widened as he realised what I meant. In a final act of desperation, he darted towards the sealed door, knowing he had no way to escape but trying anyway.

      I withdrew one of my arcane knives from my inside jacket pocket. Swirling it outwards in an elegant arc, I dived at him stopping my knife just short of puncturing his chest. Sucking in his arcana, I felt myself grow in power and size. With my free hand I grabbed his throat, lifting him up to bring his eyes level with mine as we floated off the ground. “There’s something I want you to know before I end your life. A little titbit I think you’ll find… not exactly amusing, let’s call it poetic.” I chuckled, enjoying my mimicry of his speech pattern. “The money we used to pay the Nameless, the same forces who are now decimating your own?” I leaned forward, my face inches from his. “Viv stole it from your Swiss bank account.”

      And with that, I plunged my knife into his chest, enjoying the shocked expression in his eyes before his features turned to dust.
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      As I put my knife back into my pocket, a rustle behind me told me the spell blocker containing Conor’s powers had worn off. And the scumbag wasted no time in scooping up the opportunity to do harm. He launched a dark magic attack, sending a foul-smelling blast of poison radiating through the room. It activated the pain receptors of every witch it touched, including me, each of us dropping to the floor in agony. Even though I’d withstood dark magic before, the initial shock of pain got me every time. My skin felt like it was on fire, and I clawed at it, reminding myself to get up despite the pain, yet not quite able to do so yet. Through blurred vision, I watched as Conor hotfooted it out of the room.

      That little shit!

      I would not let him get away with this. He would pay for his crimes against the Arcane Realm.

      Clenching my jaw, I struggled back to standing. Shaking my arms, I bathed myself in reversal magic, expelling the dark spell that had affected me. Then I cast my arms over my coven, releasing them from the grip of pain. Charting Conor’s escape by means of a remote viewing spell, I saw he was headed for Phoebe. I could guess what he had in mind.

      “This way,” I motioned for my coven to follow, and we took off after him, flying through the corridors. Along the way we passed enemy soldiers. They had no idea what had taken place inside the command room, no idea that the war was almost over and no idea the fury I’d unleash on them as soon as they so much as tried to lift a weapon. I cut each one down, with a flick of my wrist, rendering them unconscious with a powerful arcane sleeping spell. It was the same one Morgana and Evelyn had used on me the first time they’d told me I was a witch, and the memory sent a smile to my lips.

      Rounding a corner, we reached Phoebe’s room. Conor had barricaded himself in, but it was nothing a basic spell couldn’t undo.

      The door slid open and there he stood, clutching a knife to her neck. “Come any closer and I’ll kill her.”

      Joshua looked at me and then back at Conor. Putting his hands up he softened his face. “Look mate, what do you hope to achieve here? Just let her go.”

      Conor held the knife closer, pressing it against the soft skin of Phoebe’s neck. “I’m not your mate!” He snarled. “Here are my demands. You will let me go. I’ll take Phoebe with me… as collateral and then we can negotiate her return later.”

      Scarlet crossed her arms. “You must be out of your goddamn mind!”

      Mateo’s eyebrows twitched in her direction. He didn’t like swearing even under these circumstances.

      “Who asked you?” Conor replied, snarling at Scarlet. “You’re a nobody, an NPC, less than a zero.”

      Scarlet lifted her chin, but I saw the hurt in her eyes. Conor had always had a talent for needling a person in their most vulnerable places. It was a shame he’d chosen to use his intelligence and natural intuitiveness in the worst ways possible.

      I looked at her kindly. “Ignore him Scarlet. He’s cornered and he’s lost, and he knows it, that’s why he’s lashing out. You’re a valuable member of our team, just as important as everybody else.”

      Conor’s voice became more fevered, rising and stuttering as his face reddened. “I mean it. I… I’ll kill her if you don’t let me go.”

      “No, you won’t,” I replied. Uttering a simple levitation spell, I lifted my arms and the knife rose out of his hands.

      He incanted another spell, jumping in the air to get it back. It was a spell reversal, but its strength was nothing compared to my magic and the knife simply wavered slightly before rising further.

      Phoebe rushed away from him, towards us. Her breaths shuddering as she steadied herself and faced Conor on our side.

      But he was not ready to go down without a fight. Although he was massively outnumbered, he wouldn’t give up. He directed a pointed stream of dark magic at me alone. I dodged and the stream hit the wall behind me.

      In response I directed a spell blocker at him. He sailed into the air and the spell went under his legs, dissipating in the air before disintegrating. He landed in a crouch, flicking out his fingers to deliver dark magic darts at Audrey and Mateo.

      “Aargh” Audrey slapped her neck and collapsed on the floor as the magic spread out from the contact point.

      Mateo was also taken out, rolling on the floor as he gasped and moaned.

      Conor was good, I had to give him that. But he was no match for me. There was one spell he wouldn’t be able to escape from. Gathering my energy, I summoned a fireball and pushed it towards him.

      But he pushed it back in my direction. Shit!

      I hastily conjured a forcefield of ice, wrapping the fireball in sub-minus temperatures to extinguish it instantly.

      What was he playing at? Sure, he could keep this up for a bit longer but eventually he had to know I would win. He couldn’t match my powers, even if he could delay his defeat for a few minutes.

      But as I studied his features I realised he was delaying just long enough to find a way out of this. And as I recognised the spark of an idea in his eyes, I realised he’d figured out a way. I sent another magic blocker towards him. But he’d already surrounded himself in a forcefield of powerful reflexive magic that not even my spell blocker could penetrate. Damn he was good! It was such a shame he’d chosen the other side.

      No matter, I could still round him up the old fashioned way. As much as he deserved to die, that wasn’t the way we operated. Our orders were to bring him back alive, to stand trial in the Arcane Realm courts.

      I flew towards him, physically entering the forcefield of magic he’d created. His magical signature wrapped around me and in that moment I sensed the other spell he was creating.

      What I felt chilled me to my core.

      Because Conor was busy creating a time unravelling spell! He was trying to bring Beaufort back!

      This would be a disaster. Not only was it possible he’d find a way to save Beaufort the second time around, with the wisdom of hindsight. He’d also create unknown consequences in the time-space continuum. Who knows what devastation could be unleashed through this one selfish act. Every time a witch had performed a time unravelling spell in the past, thousands of lives had been lost, and not just witch lives, humans too. I couldn’t let him complete the spell.

      As I watched his lips move, I realised he was mere syllables away from spell maturation. I had to act now, decisively and without hesitation.

      Withdrawing my arcane knife from my inner pocket, I ended the spell the only way I could - by ending his life.

      I drew the knife across his neck. Despite all we’d been through, a ball of grief fluttered across my heart and through my belly as I murdered my childhood friend. And I realised in that moment that I still cared about him. Up until now, deep down, I’d still hoped he’d find his way to redemption.

      That hope was now gone.

      Blood spurted out from the wound. Conor clutched at his throat, his eyes bulging and unbelieving as he looked at me. Far from being accusatory, his eyes looked lost, like the little boy I’d loved as a friend for all those years in Dunmoney. My heart broke for that little boy.

      As his life ebbed from his body, together with the blood that flowed from his neck, he sank to the floor, collapsing in a heap. He spluttered and gasped, a sickening gurgling noise emanating from his throat. I hurried next to him, holding up his head in my hands as I looked into his eyes. Warm, sticky blood soaked through my hands and into my trousers.

      “Oh Conor!” I breathed, feeling my eyes fill with tears. “Why did you make me do it? Why?”

      He opened his mouth, attempting to form words but failing.

      I didn’t need words. Because now my enhanced gifts of telepathy made me sense what was in his heart. And his message was simple. In his last moments, all hate, left him. He was just a boy who had let his ego run way out of control. A boy who had made huge mistakes and paid dearly for them. In that last moment he looked at me and what he wanted the most was forgiveness. He couldn’t understand why he’d raged for power and lived in hate and vengeance for so long. It all seemed meaningless to him now. He wanted to be a better man, even though he knew it was too late. He wanted me to pass a message to his family. He asked me to tell them he loved them and was sorry for all the hurt he had caused.

      As his eyes met mine his expression was one of begging. He didn’t know if I would do as he asked.

      I took his hand in mine. It was slippery with blood. Looking into his eyes, I nodded, sniffing away tears. “Alright Conor, I’ll tell them.” Then I smiled at him. “Goodbye old friend. May we meet again on the other side.” Tears streamed down my face.

      He smiled at me. It was a smile of such joy, just like the one he’d had when we’d made mud pies together in my backyard as children all those years ago. Then, his features became peaceful, and a look of gratitude and happiness passed over his face. His eyes turned glassy, and I watched as his spirit passed out of his body, shimmering softly to wave at me before travelling through the tunnel of light to the other side. I passed a bloody hand over his eyes, closing them softly as I wept.

      Conor had made his peace with the Gods and become the man he always should have been right at the end.
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      A few weeks later, we stood at the edge of the magical wards that led from the Arcane Realm to the human world and the sleepy, German tourist town of Vaden. My coven were all here, they’d come to see me and Joshua off on our trip to the Druid Realm, where we’d decided to build a new life.

      “Are you sure you’re warm enough?” Joshua’s brow was knitted as he pulled my hood up around my neck.

      “Yes!” I couldn’t help the hint of exasperation that crept into my tone in response to his fussing. If I’d known telling him I was pregnant was going to bring out the mother hen in him, I might have kept it to myself a bit longer.

      “You will write, won’t you?” Audrey sniffed, pursing her lips as her eyes grew watery. “Regular runic messages, with details of your new life, not occasional brief notes.”

      “We’re going to the Druid Realm, not the other side of the galaxy. We can still come back for a visit anytime we like.” Indeed, the Queen had made me promise I’d be on call for any state emergencies. They weren’t ready to let their Trinity go, even if I was ready for a much-deserved break. I wished I could retire from public life completely, but I knew that being the Trinity came with responsibilities. Although there was peace between the realms for now, I had agreed with the Queen’s wishes.

      Picking up the pieces after the Battle of Bourgania, as it had been named, hadn’t been an easy task. After Beaufort’s and Conor’s deaths, added to the thorough whipping the Spirit Realm troops were getting by our forces, word had quickly spread amongst those on the ground and the enemy had surrendered.

      It turned out that some druids with prophetic gifts had managed to get word to both the Arcane Academy and Skell Tor that an attack was imminent. This meant not everyone had died, although some hadn’t managed to get out in time. Phoebe’s dad was sadly one of the fatalities, as was General Ishida. But at least we’d got Phoebe back home safely to attend the state funeral with her mother. The Queen had survived as had some other notable members of the High Council like Lord Jaxybayev. Professor Obi had perished, word being that he was unable to tear himself away from his precious books. Trying to take them with him had cost him his life. But Morgana was still alive and well, sustaining only minor injuries. Audrey had reflected, to me, privately that Morgana’s haughty determination acted like a forcefield around her body. In return, I laughed that it took one to know one. She didn’t appreciate the joke.

      After Conor’s death, I’d made enquiries among his closest generals, eventually finding someone who knew the location of the Arch Prophetess’ unmarked grave. We exhumed her body, handing it over to the druid matriarchs to take home for a proper burial.

      Now would begin the long road to establishing democracy and law in the Spirit Realm. An emergency government had been put in place by a delegate of members from each of the realms. They would oversee elections, ensuring they were free and fair. It was important that the lower class witches, who had never been allowed to vote before, got their chance and weren’t coerced or intimidated by the upper classes. Once the government was established, the Spirit realm would also pay financial reparations to the Arcane Realm to help us rebuild our kingdom. As allies of the Spirit Realm, the Elemental Realm also had to pay. The Elemental Realm was a wealthy nation, having a healthy export trade of their mechanised technology to the other witch nations. We didn’t want this to stop so we made sure the reparations they paid weren’t crippling.

      Reparations weren’t the only source of our funds. Viv had cleaned Beaufort’s bank account out. We were using his ill-gotten billions to right many of the wrongs he’d caused in the human world. I had set up three charities. One for victims of human trafficking. Another for victims of sexual abuse. And a third to help victims of modern slavery. None of the funds had his name attached. I wouldn’t allow him to get any post-mortem glory.

      We sent a taskforce of arcane agents on special missions to each of Beaufort’s mansions. They freed any human pets and blood slaves and gave the victims access to these funds to rebuild their lives.

      We also wanted to ensure that from now on, there was regular communication and cultural exchange between the witch nations. It was partly ignorance and bigotry that had allowed ill-will to fester between us and the Spirit Realm. Both sides had been influenced by press propaganda and the minds of ordinary witches and wizards had to change. It would take a long time, but we’d get there.

      I’d spent time in each of the witch realms and each had something unique to offer that others could learn from. Even the Spirit Realm, strange as it was to my western, modernised mind, had taught me a lot. And their magic, linked as it was to the spirits, was truly special. Although I had complained about it at the time, the Spirit Realm had a culture that was worth preserving and worth sharing with others. My hope was that tourism between the realms would flourish in the new world we were creating, especially now we’d opened ether travel back up.

      As for me, I’d be taking a back seat from now on. Yes, I’d still be on hand via runic communications, if needed. But I was wary about being put on a pedestal and idolised. I’d meant what I said to Beaufort. I wasn’t interested in becoming Queen or anything approaching it. My leadership role had been temporary, to help win the war, that was it. The previous Trinity had lived a life of seclusion in a monastery and although I wasn’t taking it that far, I sure was looking forward to the quiet life of Renwin’s village. My father had offered Joshua a role helping him tend sheep while we raised our family.

      Now as I looked up at him, his smile was one of such love and tenderness. I didn’t regret my decision to tell him the whole truth about my pregnancy. I’d admitted I wasn’t sure if the baby was his or not. He’d proven to me just why he was the man I loved by saying it didn’t matter to him. He would raise the child as his own no matter her DNA. He loved me and he would love our child.

      I’d decided honesty was the best policy with my brother too. I was tired of hiding who I really was and although it would’ve been easy to perform a memory wiping spell on him, now that I would be living a quiet life, free from danger, I didn’t see the point. Plus, it was likely my baby would inherit many of my powers and I didn’t want her to have to hide them from her uncle. I wanted her to feel like she fitted in, not just in the Druid Realm but in her family too. There was a good chance that if she was Nik’s, she’d be a powerful witch, possibly even more powerful than me. That was a terrifying thought. The merest suggestion of Phoebe’s baby’s future powers had almost set off world war three. Could that be in my baby’s future? I couldn’t worry about that now. For now, all I wanted was to get to the Druid Realm in time for one of Renwin’s delicious rabbit stews… and an early night with Joshua.
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      Check out my Young Adult Dark Urban Fantasy trilogy. ‘World Breacher’ is a series like none you’ve read before. The story follows the lives of two teenagers. Orphan Naledi, who struggles to raise her sisters, in rural Africa and Giada, a newly-damned minion in Hell. When Naledi manifests the magical ability to breach portals through time and space, her world collides with Giada’s as they team up to stop a demon from resurrecting on earth. Readers have called it ‘Dante’s Inferno meets Hunger Games meets His Dark Materials.’

      

      World Breacher Book 1: Called by the Blessed

      World Breacher Book 2: Called by the Damned

      World Breacher Book 3: Called by the Redeemed
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