
        
            
                
            
        

    


    
      A Shade of Vampire 26: A World of New

    

    




      
        Bella Forrest

      

    

  


  
    Contents

    
      
        
          Also by Bella Forrest
        

        
          Copyright
        

      

      
        
          1.
          Prologue: Bastien
        

        
          2.
          Victoria
        

        
          3.
          Grace
        

        
          4.
          Grace
        

        
          5.
          Derek
        

        
          6.
          Grace
        

        
          7.
          Sofia
        

        
          8.
          Grace
        

        
          9.
          Grace
        

        
          10.
          Vivienne
        

        
          11.
          Derek
        

        
          12.
          Victoria
        

        
          13.
          Bastien
        

        
          14.
          Grace
        

        
          15.
          Grace
        

        
          16.
          Grace
        

        
          17.
          Grace
        

        
          18.
          Grace
        

        
          19.
          Grace
        

        
          20.
          Grace
        

        
          21.
          Grace
        

        
          22.
          Grace
        

        
          23.
          Grace
        

        
          24.
          Grace
        

        
          25.
          Grace
        

        
          26.
          Grace
        

        
          27.
          Grace
        

        
          28.
          Bastien
        

        
          29.
          Derek
        

        
          30.
          Sofia
        

        
          31.
          Grace
        

        
          32.
          Grace
        

        
          33.
          Victoria
        

        
          34.
          Bastien
        

        
          35.
          Epilogue: Brucella
        

      

      
        
          Read More by Bella Forrest!
        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Also by Bella Forrest

        

      

    
    
      A SHADE OF VAMPIRE SERIES

      Series 1: Derek & Sofia’s story

      A Shade of Vampire (Book 1)

      A Shade of Blood (Book 2)

      A Castle of Sand (Book 3)

      A Shadow of Light (Book 4)

      A Blaze of Sun (Book 5)

      A Gate of Night (Book 6)

      A Break of Day (Book 7)

      Series 2: Rose & Caleb’s story

      A Shade of Novak (Book 8)

      A Bond of Blood (Book 9)

      A Spell of Time (Book 10)

      A Chase of Prey (Book 11)

      A Shade of Doubt (Book 12)

      A Turn of Tides (Book 13)

      A Dawn of Strength (Book 14)

      A Fall of Secrets (Book 15)

      An End of Night (Book 16)

      Series 3: Ben & River’s story

      A Wind of Change (Book 17)

      A Trail of Echoes (Book 18)

      A Soldier of Shadows (Book 19)

      A Hero of Realms (Book 20)

      A Vial of Life (Book 21)

      A Fork of Paths (Book 22)

      A Flight of Souls (Book 23)

      A Bridge of Stars (Book 24)

      Series 4: A Clan of Novaks

      A Clan of Novaks (Book 25)

      A World of New (Book 26)

      A SHADE OF DRAGON TRILOGY

      A Shade of Dragon 1

      A Shade of Dragon 2

      A Shade of Dragon 3

      A SHADE OF KIEV TRILOGY

      A Shade of Kiev 1

      A Shade of Kiev 2

      A Shade of Kiev 3

      BEAUTIFUL MONSTER DUOLOGY

      Beautiful Monster 1

      Beautiful Monster 2

      For an updated list of my books, please visit my website: www.bellaforrest.net

      Join my VIP email list and I’ll personally send you an email reminder as soon as my next book is out! Click here to sign up:  www.forrestbooks.com

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2016 by Bella Forrest

      Cover design inspired by Sarah Hansen, Okay Creations LLC

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Prologue: Bastien

        

      

    
    
      The mutants’ flames billowed down. Although I began to descend the tree, my mind remained at the top, beneath the night sky, where Victoria had disappeared. It kept posing the same question… Why?

      I touched down on the ground, narrowly dodging falling branches and flames, and launched through the undergrowth. Through the rapidly descending smog, I could make out Brucella and Dane reaching the foothills up ahead.

      Somebody must have sounded an alarm inside the mountain, because wolves were already piling out. Everything was a blur of chaos as everyone raced for their lives from the mutants.

      “Bastien!” Brucella yelled to me. “Stay with us!” She had reached her husband and was surrounded by a number of other Northstones.

      I turned away from her in disgust. Even if every single wolf here tonight was incinerated, I would hardly shed a tear. None of them felt like family. None of them felt like friends. My primary concern would be the fate of my home country with so many of the most influential tribes wiped out.

      Brucella continued to bark for me, but her voice became drowned out by the wind whipping against my ears as I lurched toward a swathe of trees still untouched by fire. As always, I felt as if I could not move fast enough.

      The sudden scrambling of the wolves had mutants flying in all directions, but I did not look back. I continued surging forward, away from Brucella. Away from Dane. Away from the Northstones.

      Away from that girl… wherever she is now.

      I felt crippled. Wounded. Confused. All I wanted was to get away. From everyone and everything, familiar and unfamiliar. I wanted the world around me to vanish.

      As I shot deeper into the woods, the darkness enshrouding me felt soothing. My feet digging into the soil beneath me, I shut down my mind and focused on the only constants I had left in my life. Constants that nobody could take away. My strength. My speed.

      Running as a lone wolf, I managed to shake off the mutants who had been hovering above me. The pounding of their wings and their fearsome cries dissolved in the distance.

      I did not stop until I arrived at a beach. A beach that was once an old port of the Woodlands, abandoned several decades ago in favor of a new one further south. A number of old boats bobbed on the shoreline, fastened together by rope. I raced over to a small one and chewed off its binding, separating it from the rest. Then I waded into the water, pushing the boat deeper with my head, until it was deep enough to begin its own course over the waves. I leapt inside and stood on the old rickety deck, gazing back at the island. An orange glow touched the sky in the distance, even as anguished howling pierced the night.

      As the waves carried me further and further away, I wondered whether this would be my life from now on. Running, running. Always running.

      Running and alone.
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      When my parents returned me to our treehouse, I could no longer stifle my emotions. I hurried to the bathroom and shut the door. Gripping the edges of the sink, I breathed heavily. And then the tears fell—a drizzle at first, then a downpour. I did not want my parents to see me. I did not want them to ask me why I was so affected. The pain was still so fresh. I did not feel ready to talk about it.

      But I could not have expected my mother to stay out as I broke down.

      She knocked at the door before sliding it open and stepping inside. “Oh, honey,” she said, lowering and gathering me in her arms. “What’s wrong?”

      Everything felt wrong in that moment. The world that we lived in, where criminals disguised as protectors reigned supreme. Being doubted and blamed for those bastards’ atrocities. And Bastien’s life. What would become of him? What might have already become of him?

      My mother sat next to me on the carpet and clutched my hands, giving them a squeeze. “Tell me, Vicky,” she coaxed.

      Something about the expression in my mother’s violet-blue eyes made me melt. Her deep concern. Her love.

      Suddenly I realized I did not want to hold everything back. I wanted to tell her the truth—partly in an attempt to make sense of my own thoughts and feelings, which were currently caught in a storm.

      I brushed against my eyes. “Bastien,” I began. “He doubts me… He thinks what happened could be all my fault.” If Brucella has managed to sink her claws into him deep enough, I thought bitterly. “I didn’t get time to explain.” And now I don’t know if I will ever get time. I was praying that he would remember that my parents had stopped by his cousin’s, and that he would suspect that Detrius was the culprit in all of this. But I did not know how much Bastien really knew about hunter technology. He had been brought up in a world of swords, spears, bows and arrows. Would the idea of a tracker even enter his mind? The Blackhalls’ lair still looked medieval. There were no external signs of the hunters’ influence there yet.

      My mother kissed the back of my hand. “He seems to be a resilient young man. If anybody has a chance of surviving, I’m sure it’s him.”

      How could I explain to my mother? Physically Bastien was strong and powerful. Brutally so. But inside… he was soft. He was in a vulnerable place in his life. I had been a lifeline to him in the aftermath of his family’s slaughter. And the thought of him believing that I could have betrayed him, played on his emotions at a time when he was most weak, cut me to the core.

      I had spent enough time around the Northstones to see that they were no family to him. Now he would be all alone, assuming he was even still alive. Even if he had somehow managed to flee from the hunters, what would become of his life? If he and the Northstones survived, would he eventually succumb to Brucella and marry his cousin, whom he did not love in the slightest? Would he just settle down into the path of least resistance? Would that spark, that fire I’d so admired in him, fizzle out?

      The thought was deeply upsetting. Almost as much as the thought of never seeing him again.

      I swallowed hard. “Mom, Bastien and I kissed. When we went to check on the portal. And I… I think I’ve fallen in love with him.”

      My mother’s eyes widened, although there was no judgment there that I could detect, just surprise. I wondered what was really going through her head, though. I had known Bastien, what, less than a week? Perhaps she was thinking that this was just a whirlwind romance. That I’d gotten attached to him due to the traumatic situation I’d been in and the kindness he’d shown me. That I had fallen for him just because he had been there for me at a time when I’d had no one.

      And the same was true for him. He had already admitted to me that I had helped him at the darkest time of his life. He had been going through his own trauma and to him, I had been that hand to hold, that shoulder to lean against, as he had been to me.

      Perhaps this really was nothing more than a whirlwind romance spurred on by trauma and isolation.

      Perhaps if we’d had a chance to spend more time together and get to know each other better, the feelings would’ve faded. We may have realized that we weren’t meant for each other.

      But all these thoughts and hypotheses did little to quell the burning in my chest now. The longing to feel his arms around me. To taste his lips once again. To have even just a brief meeting, where I could tell him what had really happened.

      “I have to find him again,” I told my mother, my voice deep with resolution. “I just have to get closure.”

      She nodded slightly in understanding even as she chewed on her lower lip. Of course she would not want me going anywhere near that realm again as a human. Technically, I had no excuse to return because when the League traveled back—and they would most certainly go back—they would not bring any vehicle with them. My excuse for joining the League in the first place had been to assist Kyle in manning vehicles.

      But I could not be expected to need an excuse to see Bastien. It was something I just needed to do. If I did not get closure with him, I might live with regret for the rest of my life.

      “I understand, Vicky.” My mother spoke finally. “I do understand. You’re nineteen now. I’m not going to tell you what you can and cannot do, and neither will your father. Though I can tell you my preference for dealing with this, and what I’m sure your father’s preference is.”

      I already knew what she was about to suggest.

      “Let us return, do all that we can to find him, and give the message to him,” she went on. “If he is at all capable, we will ask him to return to The Shade for a brief visit to see you, and you can talk alone. One of our witches can transport him back. But honey, you returning to that realm isn’t something he would want for you, if he truly loves you. He would want you to be safe.”

      It was a hard pill to swallow. But I had not completely lost my mind. Of course it made no logical sense for me to go back there when I would only be a burden to the League and a constant worry to my parents. I had worried them enough recently. And it wasn’t like they would be able to find Bastien any faster or more efficiently with me present. If they managed to find him and he was alive, my main worry was whether he would even listen to them. Though I was sure that if he just heard the truth about what had happened with Detrius, it would all make sense to him. He would remember the earnestness in my eyes as I had pleaded my innocence before Ben had swept me away. He just needed assistance in connecting the dots.

      I heaved a sigh. “I guess you’re right,” I mumbled.

      My mother leaned forward to brush her lips against my forehead before rising to her feet and pulling me up with her. She led me into the living room, where my father was visible on the phone through the window pacing up and down on the veranda. As he noticed us emerge from the bathroom, he spoke into the phone. “Yes, ready. We’ll be with you.”

      He hung up and entered the apartment, looking from my mother to me. He frowned slightly, probably due to my red and blotchy face. He moved up to me and brushed away a few remaining tears that had been lingering beneath my eyelashes, before kissing my head.

      Then he turned to my mother and said in a low voice, “It’s time.”
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      I was anxious to know what my grandfather had planned. He’d just called the League to the Great Dome. I had been in the middle of a shower, scrubbing away the unbelievable amount of grime that had gotten stuck in my hair and all sorts of other unexpected crevices over the course of our trip across The Woodlands.

      When my mother knocked on the door to inform me of the call and ask whether I wanted to come, I quickly hopped out, dried off and got dressed before joining my parents in the living room.

      On the veranda Caleb and Rose were already waiting for us with my human cousins, twelve-year-old Benedict and fifteen-year-old Hazel. They had their school backpacks slung over their shoulders. I guessed they had wanted to see us and their parents off on their way to school.

      School. What a strange concept it was, that life in The Shade continued so ordinarily. It truly felt like we lived in a parallel universe to the world around us.

      My parents and I joined them on the veranda after grabbing the backpacks we had prepared in advance. As we piled into the elevator, Benedict shuffled toward me and stood right in front of me, trapping me against the elevator’s wall. He lifted his head before slanting a sly glance at me. “How are you doing, Grace?” In spite of his question, there was no innocence in his monkey eyes.

      “Okay,” I murmured, already steeling myself for what was to follow.

      “That’s good,” he said, licking his lips, before finally springing it on me, “So has Heath asked you out yet?”

      Oh. My. God.

      Why does he have to do this in front of my parents?

      “Benedict!” Rose chastised. “Enough already with the whole Heath thing. Leave Grace alone.”

      The whole Heath thing. I felt mortified. Does he talk about me and Heath at, like, dinnertimes with his own parents? Who else has he been talking to? I already knew the answer to that: the whole island.

      Not that it mattered, anyway.

      Still, I kept my eyes firmly trained on the ground, avoiding my parents’ glances.

      “You’ll both be old by the time you get together,” Benedict mumbled beneath his breath.

      At this, I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Thanks for your concern, Doctor Love.”

      “You and Claudia should form some kind of helpline,” Hazel said, shoving her brother in the shoulder.

      Benedict moved to shove her back before Caleb stepped between them, foiling their game of Who Can Have the Last Shove before it could commence.

      I let out a sigh. Sometimes I wished that I had a sibling… and other times I didn’t. I had plenty of family to keep me busy as it was. In addition to my cousins and second cousins, I had three aunts, Rose, Dafne and Lalia, and two uncles, Jamil and Caleb, not to mention my grandparents, great-grandparents, and great-aunts and uncles.

      After a couple of minutes, we reached the path that would lead Hazel and Benedict to school in The Vale and parted ways. We continued toward the Dome. I hibernated in my own thoughts for the rest of the way through the forest. I found myself playing back our journey through The Woodlands. As nerve-racking as it was, I couldn’t say that I’d hated it. Being in such a tightly knit group, it felt like Heath and I had gotten to know each other better, something I’d never really gotten the chance to do until now because, well, he was a year older than me. He was in a different class at school and frankly, I was always too shy to go near him. Plus, I’d always assumed that he already had a girlfriend.

      Arriving at the Dome, we entered to find that all the League members had already gathered here except Victoria. I guessed that after everything that happened, her parents had persuaded her to remain at home. I also noticed a lot of extra dragons who did not officially belong to TSL standing around the edges of the room, as well as five extra jinn. Whatever my grandfather was planning, it seemed like we would be going into this like gangbusters.

      Arwen and Brock were, surprisingly, sitting apart, each with their parents. Brock glanced my way and gave me a smile, making me grin back.

      I took a seat with my parents, along with Rose and Caleb. Then my grandfather stood and called for silence.

      “Right,” he said, steely determination in his bright blue eyes. “We will be returning to The Woodlands, all of us this time. And the plan is simple. We rescue any wolves they may have taken hostage, then locate every single hunter base there and destroy them one by one. Loss of hunters’ lives will be a factor we cannot take into consideration.”

      I blinked. This was certainly a very different approach to how TSL usually did things.

      “That’s kind of heavy-handed,” Abby murmured.

      It was my father who responded to her. “Nothing but brutality will get through to these people. Some evils should not be given a second chance.”

      I smiled to myself at his latter statement. My father was paraphrasing advice an oracle had once given him.

      “We need to send them a message,” my grandfather went on, “that invading the land of innocent civilians is no way to combat criminals who might reside there. Not that they are attempting to do the latter anyway,” he added with a scowl. “This is nothing but a thinly veiled excuse for more control. We need to cause them problems in the supernatural dimension. We cannot make this easy for them.”

      “They could have invaded other realms by now, right?” Gavin spoke up.

      “Yes,” my grandfather replied. “It’s possible. Currently we only know about The Woodlands, hence for now it will be our focus. Does anyone have any objections?”

      Nobody raised a hand. I suspected that many in this room were relishing the idea of finally giving the hunters their comeuppance.

      “Good,” my grandfather said. “Now, Victoria said that most of the packs she visited were still unaffected. By now, of course, it could be a different story. But whatever the case, it does not seem that the hunters have been there long. I’m guessing that the base we entered is their main base, while others are simply conquered lairs. Hence, we will start by targeting the headquarters.”

      “So we have to go to the Philippines first?” Ashley asked.

      “No,” my grandfather said, shaking his head. “We won’t take the risk of returning through that portal. The hunters will be on high alert now, not to mention the fact that they have full sanction from the authorities to kill us or do whatever else they please. There is no need, anyway,” he went on. “We will use the portal we traveled through to return to The Shade. That leads to exactly where we need to be—the mountain where the wolves were gathered. So, there will be more questions and details to answer along the way, but seeing that nobody has any objections… let’s go.”
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      The plan was to travel in our helicopter-tank, Nightshade, to the portal in the middle of those fields that had bordered the enclosed city. The witches would make the vehicle invisible both during the journey there and also while we kept it waiting for us. My grandfather had already arranged to have the vehicle loaded up with ample weapons and supplies.

      I walked by my parents as we all made our way to the clearing in front of the mountains, where our amphibious chopper was kept. While waiting in line, someone brushed against my right arm. To my surprise, it was Heath.

      “Oh, hi,” I said.

      “Hi.”

      I hung back from my parents, letting them board first. Then Heath climbed up onto the ramp before extending a hand down to me.

      “Thanks,” I said, uncertain of why he was suddenly showing me this attention.

      To my further surprise, he kept hold of my hand as we moved through the aircraft. We passed Arwen and Brock, sitting together now. There were two seats free next to them, but as we approached, Brock splayed out his legs over them. Arwen and Brock glared up at us.

      “These seats are reserved,” Brock said. “Move along, traitors.”

      I chuckled, while Heath rolled his eyes. If they had really wanted to keep their relationship under wraps longer, they should have made themselves invisible in the woods so that Heath and I couldn’t pull off our prank.

      We kept moving along. The seats were mostly filled up already, but as we neared the front, we spotted two empty ones in a row and sat down. As the helicopter took off, I gazed out through the window at our disappearing island. I always felt a bit sick taking off, so I was glad that Heath remained quiet.

      About half an hour into the flight, however, he cleared his throat and said, “Do you mind if I talk to you about something?”

      My eyes widened as I turned to him. “Of course you can,” I said. “About what?”

      He looked uncomfortable as he scanned the seats around us. There wasn’t much privacy here. But what would he want to say to me in private?

      He nodded toward the galley. “Care to join me in there?”

      “Sure.” I might have jumped to my feet a little too enthusiastically.

      We entered the galley, which was currently empty, and moved to the far end of the room. I realized now how hard my heart was pounding. What does he want to tell me?

      His navy-blue eyes locked with mine. “First, I want to say that it’s been great getting to know you better recently.” He hesitated, glancing furtively at the door. “I’m, uh, also aware of… how should I put it… certain rumors going around.”

      I winced internally.

      “Back in The Woodlands, when Brock made that comment about me asking you out, it got me thinking that I should be straight with you.”

      I was hardly breathing at this point. “Straight with me about what?”

      “Grace… I’ve sworn myself to a path of celibacy until I am twenty-three.”

      Oh, wow.

      I stared at him, speechless.

      I never could have seen that coming. Although now that I thought about it, I’d actually never seen him with a girlfriend. It had been an assumption in my mind due to his, well, godlike good looks and swoon-worthy countenance.

      “Um,” I stammered, “do you mind telling me why?”

      He smiled. “Of course not. It’s been a tradition for the men in my father’s family for centuries. It strengthens a dragon’s character. But also, I will be leaving for The Hearthlands next year to pursue the occupation of a priest in the king’s court. Again, this was how my father spent his formative years.”

      Oh, my. “Will you ever return?”

      “Until I am twenty-three, I may come back to visit occasionally. After that, I may return to live on the island full-time, or I may remain in The Hearthlands. I can’t say for certain. I should also tell you that you’re the first person I’ve told. I planned to wait until next year before telling my friends… You seem upset,” he remarked.

      “No, not upset! I, uh, just had no idea.” His words were still sinking in. I thought back over all the times I’d pined for him over the last year. My thoughts and hopes regarding him. My fantasies… But spurred by Heath’s confession, I felt an unexpected surge of confidence. Like I could tell him anything now. Like I no longer had to feel awkward around him.

      “I’m going to be totally honest with you,” I said. “I’ve had an embarrassingly huge crush on you for, like, at least a year.”

      Heath chuckled, then nodded. “Yeah, I know. Benedict has made it hard for anyone under the age of twenty on this island to not know. He’d make a great newscaster.”

      I smiled more broadly, feeling rather touched that Heath had chosen to tell me first of all people. I appreciated the gesture.

      Before either of us could say anything more, my great-grandfather Aiden strolled into the galley and began helping himself to some juice. Heath and I took that as our cue to leave.

      As we returned to our seats, I wasn’t sure if I would ever fully stop crushing on Heath. It was hard to not admire a man so fine. But I wasn’t stupid enough to not read the hint he was giving me: move on. Get on with my life. Find someone else.

      Stop being a lovesick puppy.

      I felt strangely liberated throughout the rest of the journey. We spent it talking animatedly. Even Arwen and Brock broke their vow to ignore us and gazed at us over their seats. I thoroughly enjoyed getting to know Heath—the person beneath his intimidating, breathtaking exterior. He had a sharp sense of humor and struck me as an intelligent, collected person who thought much about the world and his future in it. I hoped that, even if we’d never be more than friends, this could be a friendship that would last.
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      We descended in the field bordering the township and touched down. As the hatch opened and we piled out, I already knew something was wrong.

      Where the gaping circular hole in the ground had been was simply a circle of dirt.

      “Someone’s closed it off,” Ibrahim said, staring at the soil.

      “Without a doubt, they have witches working for them,” Mona said darkly.

      “Or some other supernatural creature with the ability to wield this kind of magic.” I looked to Aisha and Horatio. “Can jinn close off gates?”

      They looked at each other before shrugging. “I’ve never been aware of a jinni doing that,” Aisha replied. “Possible I s’pose.”

      I let out a slow breath. These hunters were not stupid. They weren’t stupid at all. When they had stormed the mountain, they must’ve discovered the portal and then closed the damn thing off. This was unfortunate because, at least from what Victoria had told us, they had closed off all the other known gates in the Woodlands too, except for the one right inside their compound.

      Although we had witches and some jinn with us, I still did not feel comfortable about leading everyone back to that portal. The security would be battened down now more than ever, but more importantly, our arrival there could alert them of our plans. Even if we shot through while invisible, they had sensor technology to detect the presence of witches, vampires, and others. It would not take much guesswork to suspect that it’d been us.

      We couldn’t alert them to our plans yet. The element of surprise was one of our main advantages, and we had to keep it that way.

      I clenched my jaw. “All right,” I said heavily. “This just means that we will have to return to the supernatural realm via a different gate and then travel to the Woodlands on the backs of our dragons.” Since they still won’t allow themselves to be transported by magic. The dragons would play an important role in what I had planned. We could not do this without them.

      “What about all our supplies? And our chopper?” my daughter asked.

      “We will stick with the same plan. We will leave Nightshade outside the portal, and the witches can cast a spell of protection over it. It will take much more time to stock up on supplies, of course. Hence we need to try to find a gate that will lead us as close to The Woodlands as possible. We will need to carry with us as much as we possibly can.”

      “So which portal do you suggest we travel through?” Ben asked me.

      I looked to our witches. “What do you suggest?”

      “Hm,” Ibrahim muttered. “I suggest that we go via the nearest gate to The Shade—leading to the ogres’ realm. At least we know exactly what is on the other side of that.”

      Everyone agreed, and so we returned to the aircraft and took off again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Touching down on the beach, Kyle transformed the aircraft into a tank, and we went trundling into the jungle where we knew the gate to be—in the hollow of an old abandoned well. Once we reached it, Kyle drew the still-invisible Nightshade to a halt. We gathered as many weapons as we could manage before piling outside. After the witches had put up a protective barrier over Nightshade that only we could penetrate, we leapt into the portal in pairs.

      At the other end, we landed on a familiar beach. Over the years, weeds and bushes had encroached on this area, being close to the forest that lined the beach. It had become overgrown, rendering the gate hidden to anyone who didn’t have prior knowledge of its location.

      I moved onto the sand and looked up and down the long strip of beach. There were no ogres in sight.

      We made a few more trips back and forth, carrying through more weapons, before the dragons shifted into their beastly forms, allowing us to load the heavy equipment onto their backs.

      I climbed atop Ridan with Sofia, while others chose their own dragons and the jinn cast shadow over our group to shield us from the sun. The jinn opted to fly alongside the dragons.

      We launched into the sky. The ground beneath us quickly became a distant sight. As I gazed down upon the landscape, I could see the mountain kingdom of the ogres sprawled out beyond the high skull-topped gates. Then I noticed something else. Something gleaming from a mountainside beyond the gated kingdom in the far distance. Gleaming like glass against the sunlight.

      “Wait,” I called, causing everyone to halt in their travel. I pointed toward the shine. “Do you see that? Let’s move closer.”

      I should have been able to see clearly what it was even from this distance with my vampire vision. But the sun outside our shadowy shelter was impairing my sight. I considered whether it might just be an optical illusion.

      But as we drew closer, it was not. Brown oblong buildings with wide tinted glass windows came into view. Signature architecture of the IBSI.

      My fear had been realized. The Woodlands was not the first land the hunters had touched. While the ogres were not exactly a species we wanted to help, given their penchant for human flesh—particularly that of newborn babies—hunters gaining control in any place within the supernatural world would be good for nobody.

      I was half torn over destroying the hunters in this realm first, while we were here. But we would have to come back this way anyway for the portal. Our first priority had to be the werewolves—especially in light of the mutant attack. We didn’t know how many had survived, how many had managed to flee, or what the hunters were doing there now.

      Thus, I instructed the dragons to continue forging ahead to The Woodlands.
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      The Woodlands was so densely populated by trees, I feared we might not even be able to spot the IBSI’s buildings from above. But thanks to a high pole rising through the treetops—perhaps some kind of power or communication pole—we didn’t have difficulty. Then we caught the glinting of fluorescent lighting through the treetops’ foliage. We had arrived.

      “We ought not descend too low,” Derek said, “lest they’ve installed more sensitive alarms.”

      “Our first protocol will remain the same as regular missions, of course,” my father said, sitting behind me with my mother—all of us atop Tyron. “And what is that, Grace?” he asked me.

      “Rescue any humans or other innocents,” I replied.

      “Exactly,” my father said. “Lucas and Kailyn,”— he looked to the fae who were now hovering in the air—“you’ll come with me to do the initial scoping out, I assume.”

      “Of course,” Kailyn said.

      My father slid off Tyron, leaving my mother and me on the dragon’s back, while he, Kailyn and Lucas gathered together and thinned themselves.

      I wished at times like this that I had the ability to fly and thin myself like my father did. I would be far more useful on these missions.

      The trio descended on the treetops and disappeared through the leaves. We waited in tense silence, listening and hoping that they would not take too long, that they would meet with no obstacles on the way.

      I doubted anything would happen to them, being creatures that the hunters had still had little chance to study, but one never could be too sure with these people. There was an unsettling mystery to their operations, many things about their technology still did not make sense to us.

      I released a sigh of relief as, about half an hour later, the trio returned. As they arrived at our level, my father said, “We searched the buildings. Found no humans—or other innocent creatures. Just hunters and an enormous basement of their mutants. They also have a wide clearing around the back of the buildings where they keep the beasts. Hundreds and hundreds of them.”

      They must’ve slowly but surely transported them all through the portal from their base in the Philippines.

      Derek paused, his eyes settling on the quiet compound beneath us. “All right,” he said in a deep voice. “Then let us begin.”

      Everyone among us who could hover—namely the witches, fae and the jinn—remained in the air, while the rest of us remained in our positions. The fae began rummaging through our supplies of weapons, gathering explosives, while the witches and jinn worked on creating a sturdy shield beneath us to protect us from any retaliation we might receive from the ground.

      And then the first bomb was dropped. It shattered the peace of the woods, followed immediately by strangled cries and screeching. Hunters and mutants. I found it rather ironic that these explosives had been provided to us by the US government.

      By the time the fae had rained down three in quick succession, the entire compound was a storm of fire and smoke. But we had only just begun.

      The dragons began descending. I steeled myself as they each took a deep, sucking breath before shooting out torrents of deadly flames directly toward the buildings.

      I couldn’t help but feel that this might be overkill.

      If the place had been smoldering before, now it was absolutely blazing. There was certainly no need for me to assist in spreading the fire further.

      Becoming bolder, Tyron dipped lower, moving toward the back side of the compound where less fire had spread. I could make out a group of eight hunters who had not been caught up in the explosions and fire—I guessed they had not been in the buildings—racing toward the fence. Tyron quickly quelled their attempts, engulfing them in a billow of fire.

      Exploring the back side of the compound further, we discovered what my father had been talking about: the vast crowd of mutants. They were chained to the bases of trees.

      “Another dragon over here,” Tyron bellowed. Ridan headed our way. Riding upon him were my grandparents, Derek and Sofia.

      The two dragons doused the mass of mutants with fire. I knew these creatures to be resilient to heat, but not to the sort of heat that the dragons were breathing down. They would be scorched to a crisp.

      I was not bloodthirsty by nature. As brutal as these mutants were, all of this was hard to watch. Especially since the mutants had been chained and unable to fight back or flee. I had to recall the words my father had spoken earlier about how some evils simply needed to be eradicated.

      These hunters and their mutants, although they posed as protectors, were evil. Devils in disguise.

      As my eyes roamed the scorched backyard, I noticed something odd in a far corner that was as yet untouched by flames—a dark rectangular shape etched into the soil.

      “What is that over there?” I yelled through the chaos. I squinted through the smoke. A ceiling?

      I directed the dragons toward the shape. As they touched down on the ground, I realized that it was indeed a ceiling. A tinted glass ceiling to some kind of underground room.

      My mother, grandparents and I slid off the dragons.

      “We need a couple of witches or jinn over here!” Derek shouted.

      Mona manifested beside us a few seconds later along with Shayla.

      “We need to check out what this is,” Derek said, indicating the glass.

      With a mighty crack, the witches blasted open the covering. They peered inside, palms at the ready. Then Mona called, “There’s someone down here… doesn’t look like a hunter.”

      The rest of us joined the witches in peering down into a small, square bunker. It was illuminated by fluorescent strip lights. The room’s walls and floors were stark white, and it was empty, bare of all furnishings, except for a wheelchair in the center, in which sat a man. His head, crowned with fine, dusty blond hair, was leaned forward, toward his chest. Were it not for the slight heave and sigh of his chest, I might have even thought him dead. Glass had rained down on him from the roof, and some shards had pierced through the black robe he was wearing.

      We leapt inside. Now, kneeling in front of him, we could see the man’s face. A young man—I would have guessed he was in his late teens, maybe early twenties. His jaw was rough and unkempt—he looked like he hadn’t shaved for at least two weeks—and his eyes were closed. His skin was thin and pale. Almost as pale as my mother and grandparents’. Yet, as Mona lifted his upper lip to reveal a set of clean, white teeth, he had no fangs. Clearly not a vampire. As I reached out to touch one of his limp hands that rested on the arms of his wheelchair, he was not ice cold. He was closer to lukewarm.

      “What do you think he is?” my mother asked. “A half-blood?”

      Shayla reached out to feel his pulse. “Possibly,” the witch replied. “I’d need to take a closer look at him.”

      “Let’s get him out,” Derek said. “He clearly doesn’t belong here. Looks like he’s been a victim of some kind of experiment.”

      The witches used their magic to lift his wheelchair out of the room. Then my mother bundled me onto her back and leapt up to ground level along with my grandparents.

      “Shayla,” Derek said, “I suggest you escort him back to The Shade now. Obviously be sure to keep him isolated until you figure out exactly what’s wrong with him. Grace, why don’t you go with her? Shayla might be able to use your assistance.”

      “Uh, okay,” I said. I wasn’t too happy about leaving my family here but it seemed I would be more useful returning home with Shayla than here, where my limited powers were really not required with all these fire-breathers.

      I hugged my mother briefly before eyeing the sickly man again. I gripped the handles of his wheelchair and pushed him to Shayla. Then the three of us vanished from the hunters’ base, away from the smoke and the fire.
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      After Shayla and Grace left with the boy in the wheelchair, we returned to the center of activity, above the buildings.

      The brightness of the blaze made my eyes hurt. Once the buildings had been thoroughly destroyed, all enemy lives clearly taken, the dragons relinquished their fire.

      The witches and jinn worked together to extinguish the flames so that we would not wreck the woods further. Then we descended to the charred ground. The buildings had collapsed, the basements caved in and scorched. The compound was unrecognizable. The area was nothing but rubble now.

      We headed to the portal located in the front of the compound. Our witches already knew what had to be done next. They gathered round the portal and began performing a ritual to close it. After about half an hour, where there had been a gaping hole in the ground was flat soil.

      The hunters would not be returning to this part of The Woodlands anytime soon.

      As I looked around at the debris, I felt surprised at the lack of guilt I felt for what we had just done. Twenty years ago I was sure that I would have felt more remorse. But over the decades, we’d had ample opportunity to see through these hunters. Their corruption. Their mercilessness, even when it came to human casualties. They were much like the old hunters of Aiden’s time, except a hundred times more powerful. And things were only getting worse.

      More than anything… I just felt relief.

      But our job was not done yet. We’d targeted what we’d figured to be their main base in The Woodlands, but now we had to travel to Rock Hall, where the hunters had discovered the gathering of werewolves.

      I dreaded to think what state that place might be in now. It had been an inferno already at the time our small group had fled. And I dreaded to think what they had done with the werewolves. Would we discover them dead or alive? Held hostage?

      We would soon find out.
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      Shayla vanished me and the unconscious young man to the portal in the ogres’ realm. Now we could not just leap through the gate. We did not know what was wrong with this man. We had to be gentle with him. Shayla used her magic to glide us down, slowing us down against the suction, while keeping a firm hold of his wheelchair and maintaining its upright position.

      Arriving at the other end, in a field on the outskirts of some human city, we located our invisible helicopter. I climbed aboard briefly to check in on Kyle. Having nothing else to do but wait here for the League, he was resting on his bed, reading a book. He had a shelf full of them in the compartment above his bunk. He was used to hanging around.

      I gave him an update on what had happened before informing him that Shayla and I were heading back to The Shade. Then I returned to Shayla. She vanished us again, and when we reappeared this time, we had arrived within The Shade’s boundary, in the vibrant sunflower field bordering the entrance of Meadow Hospital. Shayla pushed the man’s chair inside and together we headed to the uppermost floor, where the isolation wards were located. We did not have any patients in isolation at the moment—in fact, the whole hospital seemed pretty empty. The last batch of humans we’d had here—those poor cargo ship workers who’d been trapped by ogres—must have already either died or recovered and been returned to the outside world.

      Shayla pushed his chair into the room at the far end of the corridor, and I closed the door behind us. Meadow Hospital really was a unique place. Unlike most hospitals, all of these rooms had been designed to feel cozy, like home. Warm lighting. Soft bedding. Bold paintings adorning the walls—mostly artwork by The Shade’s elementary school children. Waking up in one of these rooms, one would hardly think that one was in a hospital at all. I’d never visited a regular hospital before, but I had heard that they were usually bare and stark, more like prisons than a place to heal.

      Shayla pushed the man up to the bed. Walking around the wheelchair, she joined me in staring at him. Still, he was unconscious, breathing only very lightly.

      Shayla’s face was traced with concern as she moved to him again. She levitated him out of his chair and laid him down flat on the bed. She stood on one side of the bed while I stood on the other. Placing two thumbs gently against his mussed brows, she lifted his eyelids and gazed at his vacant eyes. I gathered the blanket at the end of the bed and pulled it up to his waist. Shayla undid the buttons of his robe and pushed it aside to reveal his bare stomach.

      I was surprised by what I saw. His chest was broader than I had expected beneath that baggy robe he had been engulfed in. Shadows of what appeared to have once been toned muscles were visible on his torso, now worn and faded from lack of use. The back of his neck was also broad, like that of a fighter. Who is—or was—this man?

      Shayla examined his arms, particularly his wrists. He had faint scars the size of pinpricks near his veins.

      “Yeah,” Shayla muttered darkly. “Those hunters have been injecting him with something.”

      She proceeded to measure his temperature, as well as prod and poke other parts of his upper body, looking beneath his armpits, checking his pulse again, performing a number of other external examinations. Finally she concluded, “I’m pretty sure that your mother was right. He seems to be half-blood.”

      “Where would the hunters have found him?” I wondered. “And why did they keep him down in that bunker?” And, for that matter, why was he in a wheelchair? Was he paralyzed?

      “We’ll need to wake him to find out,” Shayla replied grimly. She stood back, taking another moment to look him over. “Stay with him while I go mix something up. Won’t be a but a minute.”

      “Okay,” I murmured, feeling a little disconcerted to be alone with this strange man, even though he was unconscious.

      As Shayla left the room, I leaned in toward him, peering into his face. His cheekbones were sharp, his lips shrewd and pursed. My eyes rose to his pale, slightly perspiring forehead, and then to his dusty blond hair. It was overgrown and unkempt, like the scruff on his jaw. And it looked unnaturally thin. Weakened and worn, just like the rest of him.

      How long did those hunters keep him down there? I was burning with questions. I hoped Shayla would hurry up.

      The witch returned after about five minutes, manifesting herself on the other side of the man’s bed. She was holding a cup of frothing beige liquid. She crouched over the man, parting his lips before pouring in a few drops. Then she clamped his jaw shut again and set down the cup on the bedside table.

      We both watched him intently as the potion took effect. Gradually, his tired face began to show signs of life. His mouth twitched. Then his eyelids flickered. Gradually, they lifted open to reveal a pair of glazed, tawny-brown eyes.

      For the first time, I witnessed expression on the man’s face. It twisted and contorted, coming alive with alarm and confusion. As I was standing closer to his direct line of vision, it was me he first set his eyes on. Yet, even as he looked at me, it felt as though he was not really seeing me. He blinked hard, his irises glassy and distant. He raised his hands to his face, brushing his fingers harshly against his eyes, before they shot down to the bedsheets. He gripped them, then, with an alarming clicking of his joints, he attempted to sit up. Before Shayla or I could ease him back down, his elbows collapsed beneath him. His head descended on the pillow and he began coughing violently. Specks of blood landed on his chest. Coughing blood.

      “Need to fetch more medication,” Shayla said before hurrying off again.

      There was not much I could do in the meantime but place a hand over his and try to offer him a thread of comfort. I had no idea what kind of trauma he had been through, and right now, I just wanted him to feel like he was safe. That we did not wish to harm him but only help him.

      “Hey,” I said softly. “It’s okay.”

      He seemed quite oblivious to my words as he continued to cough.

      Shayla returned and fed him another potion. He resisted swallowing, but then, after Shayla insisted, he gulped hard and gradually his coughing diminished, giving way to heavy breathing.

      I grabbed some tissues and dabbed the blood away from his chest and mouth.

      I exchanged glances with Shayla.

      “What’s your name?” the witch asked gently.

      He squinted as his eyes fixed on her again. “My name,” he murmured. His voice was rasping and… British. “I-I don’t know.”

      Shayla looked taken aback. “What do you mean, you don’t know?”

      “I… I don’t remember.”

      I bit my lower lip. He appeared to be suffering from some form of amnesia.

      “Is there anything that you do remember?” Shayla asked.

      The man groaned, shaking his head. Then he struggled again to sit up. I was afraid that he might start coughing up blood again, but Shayla assisted him, easing him up slowly, until he was resting at a forty-five-degree angle. He didn’t show signs of descending into another fit. His breathing was still labored, however. His lips parted slightly, his eyes glossing over, as though losing himself to a distant memory. “Needles,” he replied hoarsely. “I remember needles. And men. Men in black uniform. And coldness. Awful coldness.” He shivered even now. Of course, if he was a half-blood, he would suffer from acute coldness. I grabbed another blanket and placed it over him.

      “That’s all you remember?” Shayla pressed.

      “Yes… that is all. That is…” His eyes returned to me. And then he gazed for the first time around the room that he had woken up in. “Where am I? Who are you?”

      “You’re safe,” I assured him. “Far away from those men in black uniform. You’re on an island called The Shade. Have you ever heard of it?” Or perhaps a better question would have been, Can you remember ever hearing of it?

      He shook his head, causing a deep crinkle in his forehand as he frowned. “I don’t know.” Then he ran his hands over his face, covering his eyes. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard. “God,” he whispered. “What happened to me?”

      “I’m guessing that you were kidnapped,” Shayla replied. “From where, I was hoping you’d be able to tell us. Going by your accent, you’re not from America. You were taken to a room where you were locked up and apparently served as the object for some kind of experimentation… I’m hoping to nurse you back to health so that you can remember everything you have forgotten.” She reached for his arms and held his palms in her hands, studying them. She flexed his fingers and then his wrists. “Mobility seems okay in your arms and the upper portion of your body. Are you able to move your legs?”

      Panic flashed across the man’s face as his eyes shot down to his legs. As he winced, I realized that he was trying to move them. They didn’t budge.

      He exhaled a breath. “I can’t,” he rasped, his brown eyes shining with alarm.

      Shayla moved to his feet and began examining them. Then she moved up to his knees, feeling them through the fabric of his pants. “Do you feel any sensation at all?” she asked.

      “No.”

      She pursed her lips. “Yes. As I feared, your legs have been paralyzed.”

      His breath hitched.

      “It should not be anything that we can’t fix, however,” Shayla said, giving him a warm smile. “I’m going to leave you with Grace here while I go fetch you something to eat. You’re terribly weak.”

      With that, Shayla marched out of the room. I noted how she had not been using her magic to leave and arrive. I guessed she didn’t want to lay too much on the man at once. His head was already in a tailspin. I wondered if he had ever encountered witches before.

      “Why would they have taken me?” he asked me. “And who were they anyway? Why would they paralyze me? Why do I feel so cold?”

      I let out a slow sigh. Where do I even begin? He was still in such a daze right now, I doubted he could handle all the answers—and of course, I didn’t know all the answers anyway.

      “I’m not sure why they took you or why they paralyzed you. But those people are part of a, um, kind of research organization. A very ruthless one.”

      I was glad when Shayla returned to the room before I could make further headway in my response. She emerged in the doorway, holding a tray filled with a plate of sandwiches, a jug of water and a glass.

      Shayla first gave him some water to drink, which he downed readily. Then she handed him the sandwiches. He raised a slice to his lips and took a bite, chewing slowly. He finished the first sandwich, then reached for the next, but as he was halfway through this one, he retched and upchucked all over himself.

      “Oh, dear,” Shayla said, hurrying to take away the sandwich plate and clean him up.

      I wondered when the last time he’d ingested solid food was.

      “All right,” Shayla said, after she had finished cleaning him. She walked over to a closet and returned with a syringe. “I’m going to take a blood sample from you, if that’s okay. I need to begin a full diagnosis. We will try to feed you something again later. Sandwiches were too much of a shock to your system.”

      Looking weaker than ever, he allowed her to take his arm. She inserted the needle and filled up the syringe halfway with his blood. Then she left the room again.

      He appeared too worn out even to talk after vomiting his guts out. He had a pained expression on his face as he sank back against his pillow. His eyelids drooped. I thought that he might be on the verge of falling asleep, but then he murmured in a low voice, his eyes still closed, “I need more answers.”

      I thought back to the questions he had asked me before Shayla entered. I guessed that I could give him a brief overview and try not to go into too many details. And so I began to explain more about the IBSI, as well as supernaturals in general and the state of the world today.

      He did not speak a word the whole time, and by the time I was finished with my brief overview, he looked shell shocked.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      He stared blankly at the opposite wall, not acknowledging my question. I hoped I had not just blown his fragile mind. Of course the truth of the world around us was so much to take in, even a watered-down version.

      Then Shayla returned to the room again. I wondered whether she had had time to inspect the blood sample yet, but since she did not offer information, I didn’t ask. She took a look at the young man and leaned over to take his temperature and pulse again before turning to me. “I think we should let our guest rest for a while,” she said to me. “Give him some time on his own.”

      I nodded before grabbing another blanket, since he was still feeling ever so cold, and placing it over him.

      “I’ll be back to check in on you soon,” Shayla said as the two of us headed for the door. “For now, get some rest.”

      He didn’t respond.

      The two of us left the room, closing the door gently behind us.

      Shayla breathed in deep before taking my hand and vanishing us from the spot. We reappeared in one of the apothecaries on the ground floor, where I spied the man’s blood in a test tube next to a myriad of other bottles of multicolored liquids.

      “So?” I asked, raising my brows.

      “I need more time to examine the sample,” she said, folding her arms over her chest. “Hopefully I’ll be able to get a better idea of what the hunters were doing to him, and start working on a cure for his legs and memory… There aren’t a lot of other witches on duty right now, so I will be taking full charge of him for all medical issues. You, however, Grace, I would like to appoint as his caregiver for when I’m not treating him. He’s suffered a severe loss of memory, and likely a lot of psychological damage too. More than medical treatment, he needs mental and emotional support. You’ve been trained well by Corrine and me during your preparation for joining the League. I know that this is something that you can handle. What do you say?”

      “Oh, um…” The truth was, the idea really excited me. I’d never been given such a big responsibility before. I’d merely been an assistant, both in medical matters and in caring for patients suffering from trauma. I’d never been appointed as a caregiver in my own right. “I would love to… but what about school?” Now that I’d returned, I didn’t have any reason not to resume my classes.

      Shayla smiled. “I’ll talk to your teachers and say that I’ve offered you work experience. You can always work harder over the weekends or holidays to catch up on things that you’ve missed. I’ll volunteer Eli to help you, if you like.”

      I grinned. “Sounds like a deal.”

      “Good,” Shayla said, clasping her hands together “I’ll keep an eye on him for the rest of the day, and I’ll appoint Tom to check on him during the night.” Tom was one of the male human nurses who worked at Meadow Hospital. “And tomorrow morning, you can arrive here at, say, 7 AM?”

      “Sure.” I usually woke up at around 6 AM, anyway.

      “Then I suggest you return now and get some rest. It could be a long day tomorrow.”

      We bade each other farewell. I headed to the washrooms and, after disinfecting my hands, left the hospital. I was practically skipping through the sunflower meadow as I made my way back to the Residences. It was cool to have a reason to skip school, but I was also genuinely excited about the challenge Shayla had given me. It felt like I was finally doing something truly of value, of impact, rather than always following in the shadows of others and being a perpetual learner.

      This was a responsibility that I planned to take very seriously and give all that I had.
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      Before returning to my family’s treehouse, I decided to pay a visit to my aunts and grandmother on my mother’s side. Aunt Dafne was almost thirty years old in human years; she had been turned into a vampire at twenty-one. Aunt Lalia, in her mid-twenties in human years, had turned into a vampire only a couple of years ago. And my grandmother Nadia was frozen at forty-eight years old. She always joked that she would never reveal her real human age to me, although my mother had already told me her date of birth.

      All three single ladies shared a penthouse, a few trees away from mine. Then there was Jamil, my vampire uncle, who lived a little further away with his human wife and five-year-old son. Nadia, Lalia, Dafne and Jamil had all been turned by my mother at their request.

      My aunts and grandmother rushed to greet me as I arrived at their front door.

      “How are you, Grace?” my grandmother asked, planting a big wet kiss on my cheek.

      “How long have you been back?” Dafne asked.

      “Fine, thanks,” I replied, stepping inside. “Just got back earlier today.”

      “How’s it going with the others?”

      I thought back to the bombing. God knew how many lives we’d taken, of both hunters and mutants. The destruction we’d caused. “It was going, uh, well, I guess.” I went on to explain what had happened as the three led me into the dining room. The table had already been laid with glasses of deep red liquid; they’d started their meal. My grandmother always kept her fridge stocked with human food for when she had visitors—specifically me as a visitor. She prepared some falafel before planting it down in front of me. Mmm. How I loved my grandma’s cooking.

      “Do you know when they’ll return?” Lalia asked.

      “No idea,” I muttered.

      We talked almost exclusively about the trip over dinner, until eight o’clock struck and I decided to leave. I didn’t usually fall asleep until around 10 PM at night, but I had some preparation to do for tomorrow. So I bade them good night and left, returning to my treehouse.

      I took a shower and washed my hair before slipping into my nightie and heading to my bedroom. I sat down at my desk and retrieved my brand-new, pink polka-dot journal from a drawer. Picking up a pen, I turned to the first page. This notebook had been a gift from my cousin Hazel on my sixteenth birthday, and I had just been waiting for the opportunity to use it. This new project I was about to undertake felt like the perfect excuse.

      The witches’ training had been thorough and extensive when it came to caring for sick patients and sufferers of trauma. I turned my mind back to those lessons now. They had taught us to approach each patient individually and methodically. We would always start by taking a piece of paper and listing down everything and anything we knew about the patient—basically a character profile.

      As I placed the tip of my pen against the paper, I realized what a difficult exercise this was in this man’s case. Usually I would write the name of the patient at the top of the page. Here, I could only think to write, British Guy.

      Still, I wrote down what little I knew of him. His physical symptoms, like his coldness and inability to move his legs. Shayla’s statement that he was a half-blood. His general physical appearance. And then some notes on his demeanor, what little I had gleaned of that. I hadn’t had much of a chance to observe his personality yet. I also noted his inability to hold down food today. And that was about all I could fill the page with.

      Well, that was quick.

      But it was a start nonetheless. Hopefully, in the coming days, Shayla and I would be able to learn a lot more about him, and I would fill up more pages of my notebook. For now, I placed it into my backpack along with my pen, which I planned to take with me to the hospital tomorrow. Then I sank into bed.

      Although I had gotten to bed earlier than usual, it wasn’t until about midnight that I finally dropped off to sleep. My mind was too filled with recollections of everything I had witnessed in The Woodlands, and I also worried about how my parents and family were faring now on the mission. Then I began mulling over what the day might be like tomorrow with the nameless half-blood stranger.

      If there was anything that I could complain about in my life—which, if I was honest with myself, there really wasn’t—it certainly wasn’t that it was boring.
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      As we arrived at the mountain, it was time to make good on my word to Victoria. I’d promised her that we would do our best to look for Bastien and relay her message to him.

      Truth be told, when my daughter had confessed to me that she had fallen for the young man, I’d felt deeply concerned, although I’d tried not to show it. She was nineteen years old now. I’d meant it when I’d said that she was free to make her own decisions. Of course she was. Still, the abrupt way in which she and Bastien had met, and the exceptionally short amount of time they had spent together, made me fear that the relationship would end in disappointment—even if Bastien survived the hunters. But that was a concern that I had to keep to myself.

      In any case, as much as it pained me on my daughter’s behalf, I didn’t hold out much hope that she would ever see him again. I feared that the hunters might’ve slaughtered the whole lot of those wolves, burned them to ashes along with the woods.

      The woods surrounding the mountain were scorched to the ground. Even the mountainside itself was charred black.

      We touched down on a mountain peak, affording us a clear view. We scanned the area to spot hunters milling about on the ground below. There were also mutants—many, many mutants—roaming about the area. None of these were on chains. They moved freely among the array of werewolf corpses strewn about the soil. I felt sick as I spotted a group of mutants pecking at the bodies.

      This area was about to get another scorching.

      Once we’d located most of the hunters who’d remained outside, the dragons resumed their fire-breathing. They soared downward so fast, the hunters barely knew what hit them as deadly billows of fire shot down and enshrouded them. The mutants emitted a chorus of screeches as they launched into the sky as a single cloud. Being unable to see their attackers had them confused and on edge.

      Two dragons focused their attention on the horde, exhaling more fire. The mutants rose higher to dodge the flames. The dragons followed, continuing to harass them with their blaze until the mutants fled. Away from the mountain, and, hopefully, away from The Woodlands. Without their masters, I wondered what they’d do.

      Now that we had cleared the outside of the mountain, it was time to search within it. The dragons remained outside in their beastly forms to keep guard, while the rest of us ventured inside. We hurried along the dark entrance tunnel with Derek and Ben at the lead. At the end of the tunnel, in front of an ancient-looking door, stood three hunters armed with what looked like machine guns. Ben, Xavier and Derek silently took them out, and they collapsed to the ground.

      We hurried onward. Stepping over the dead hunters and arriving at the door, we pushed it open and found ourselves emerging in a grand auditorium. Rock Hall.

      The room teemed with werewolves. Their faces looked strained and worn; they all appeared awfully traumatized, some close to passing out from fright. But at least they were alive. They still could not see us, of course, although all of them had turned in our direction as we pushed the door open.

      I scoped out the circumference of the room. In the far corner was another door. I supposed that there would be guards on the other side of that, too. What do they want all these werewolves for? I wondered why the hunters hadn’t killed them already.

      The witches lifted the spell of invisibility so that the werewolves could see us. They gazed at us with fearful eyes.

      “We are not enemies.” My husband spoke up. “We are here to help you. Free you.”

      The door at the other end of the auditorium swung open. Three hunters stepped out. They would have heard us. Raising their guns, they began opening fire. Corrine put up a shield while the jinn sent the men blasting back against the wall, guns spinning out of their grips.

      Our group hurried across the hall toward the exit to search for any other hunters in the mountain, but Xavier and I hung back.

      “Bastien Blackhall?” I called, eyeing the hall of werewolves.

      “Is Bastien Blackhall in here?” Xavier reiterated, louder.

      Nobody spoke up. We could not see his face anywhere in the crowd.

      “Does anybody know where he is?” I asked.

      There were murmurs indicating no, and much shaking of heads, while others just looked back at us blankly.

      I heaved a sigh. It was very possible—perhaps more than likely—that he had gotten caught in the blaze outside. He had been in a tree when Vicky had last seen him, after all. I breathed in deeply. This might be the first true heartbreak my daughter had ever experienced.
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      While my sister and brother-in-law hung back in the auditorium, the rest of us continued through to the other tunnel, where we found more hunters. The jinn and witches led the way, doing most of the heavy lifting, ending hunters swiftly with their various brands of magic. We traveled deep into the mountain until we reached the end of the tunnel. We turned around and returned to Rock Hall.

      The werewolves had gathered around Xavier and Vivienne, but their attention shot to us as we emerged in the hall. I didn’t think I’d ever seen so many werewolves all in one place. I wondered how many tribes in total were in here. Victoria hadn’t mentioned a number when describing the gathering to us.

      A group of men stepped forward, the strongest, most imposing men in the room. Next to some of them were women, hardly any less fierce. A crowd of about forty in total. I supposed they were the alphas. The chieftains.

      “Are you King Derek Novak?” one of the men asked, surveying me and the rest of my group.

      I nodded.

      “I am the leader of the Cuthrals,” he said. “Your sister and brother-in-law explained to us that you have come to free us from these barbarians.”

      I nodded again. “That’s what we hope we have done, or will have done very soon.”

      All the chieftains bowed their heads low to me.

      “Thank you.” Several spoke in unison.

      “Our deepest gratitude.”

      Gratitude shone in the eyes of every single werewolf in this hall.

      “We have destroyed their primary base,” I went on, “where they had established a compound with buildings, and we have gotten rid of every hunter in sight in and around this mountain. But I believe that you are not free yet. There are hunters elsewhere in this realm, am I correct?”

      The werewolves exchanged glances. “It is hard for us to say for certain, but we believe so.” A female with wild blonde curls spoke up.

      “Do any of you have any idea where they might be located?”

      “They invaded the Tuftbrooks,” the Cuthral chieftain said. “We believe that they killed them all and then occupied their burrow. Other than that, we are not aware of any other locations.”

      I drew in a deep breath. “Then you must help us search this realm and eradicate any hunters who remain.” I had no idea how big The Woodlands actually was, or just how colossal a task that would be—or how many days it would take—but while we were here, we needed to make sure that we had well and truly gotten rid of the last of the cockroaches.

      Then we would need to assume that they would not return anytime soon after the massacre we had just proven ourselves capable of. And in the meantime, we had to begin uprooting them from other realms—I supposed starting with the ogres’ kingdom. They must’ve built very strong walls around that base, with high-voltage electricity, to keep the likes of ogres out. I wondered if they had even established a base in the dragon kingdom already. Something told me that if they had, they would be doing all that they could to keep it hidden. I couldn’t imagine them easily gaining a foothold in The Hearthlands against the strength of the fire-breathers, who, perhaps more than any other species, were intensely defensive of their land. Besides that, they were also extremely close-knit as a people—unlike the werewolves, among whom it was rare to find two tribes who could cooperate. Now, however, observing these werewolves all gathered in here together, I couldn’t help but feel this invasion would improve relations between them as they fought together for their country. This could only make them stronger in the end.

      “Thank you again for your assistance,” another chieftain spoke up. “We will do all that we can to locate the rest of the hunters. We can split up into parties, each one searching every mile of The Woodlands. But I would suggest that a good place to start would be the Tuftbrooks, since we know for certain that the hunters have been there.”

      There were murmurs of agreement from what seemed like every other wolf in the hall. It was as though they thought and spoke as one unit now, as true countrymen and women should.

      “Then there is the matter of Bastien’s cousin, Detrius.” Sofia spoke up. “The Blackhalls’ lair has been compromised too, thanks to him.”

      Of course. Although we had not noticed any hunters there during our brief stop, Detrius was in cahoots with the hunters. That would not do.

      I was leery of being so heavy-handed, however. Especially since we had no idea who the culprits really were—whether it was solely the work of Detrius and his father, or whether others had joined in the conspiracy too. Once we had visited the Tuftbrooks’ burrow and finished our search across the rest of The Woodlands, I sensed it would be best to leave that matter to Detrius’ angered countrymen. After everything they’d almost lost, I doubted that they would have a problem agreeing amongst themselves who deserved to be punished and what the appropriate punishment was.

      “Then let us gather outside at once and prepare to leave,” I boomed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Victoria

        

      

    
    
      I couldn’t focus on anything. No matter what I tried to distract myself with, my mind just kept being drawn back to that werewolf.

      It was the not knowing that was the worst. Not knowing what, exactly, he might be thinking of me right now. Not knowing where he was, if he was even still alive.

      My only relief came when I slept, but even that was after a hard struggle.

      Is this what it’s like to love someone? To be so consumed with thoughts of them that you’re rendered dysfunctional?

      That my state of mind could be so affected by Bastien’s circumstances unnerved me. Especially since they were circumstances I had no power to do anything about. It didn’t help that Grace wasn’t here. Although she was two years younger than me, my cousin was one of my closest friends on the island. I wished I could talk to her, even if there was nothing that she could say to make me feel better. I just felt the need to talk to somebody.

      Maybe I should go talk to a werewolf. Who else would be better? Something drew me to the idea of going to seek out Saira. She was elderly and wise, and had seen much of the world.

      I abandoned all attempts at completing my math homework and headed out of the penthouse.

      Saira lived in one of the mountain cabins perched among The Black Heights. I unchained the bicycle I kept at the base of our tree and leapt on it to travel swiftly through the woods to the foothills of the mountains. Here, I had no choice but to abandon my bike in the clearing and begin climbing up the jagged stone steps toward the cabin houses. It was really about time that we installed an elevator among these mountains. Although the cabins were inhabited primarily by witches—with the occasional werewolf—humans still visited here sometimes.

      I was panting and wheezing by the time I reached Saira’s cabin, which was about halfway up the mountain, a quaint one-bedroom building with pots of red and yellow tulips lining the wooden veranda. I climbed up the steps and knocked on the door. I hoped I would not be disturbing her.

      The door clicked open and Saira appeared in the doorway. She wore a dark pink dressing gown and her bushy brown and gray-speckled hair was swept up in a high bun.

      “Victoria,” she said, a smile warming her face. “How are you?”

      I let out a sigh. “I’ve been better, to be honest. I’m sorry to disturb you. Are you in the middle of something?”

      “Only a hot cup of honeyed milk,” she said. “Come in.”

      “Thank you,” I said as I stepped inside. The entrance gave way directly to a small living room. It seemed that Saira was the simple type. She didn’t like clutter. The cabin had only the most basic furnishings, yet it was not lacking coziness. A fluffy brown rug stretched out before the hearth, and jumbo cushions the size of armchairs lined one end of the room.

      “Take a seat,” she said. “I’ll be with you in a second.”

      I lowered myself on one of the pillows and sank into it, even as I admonished myself. I was an insular person. I usually preferred to listen to people rather than talk myself. This wasn’t like me. But with my parents away, along with the rest of my family, I was aching for some kind of refuge.

      Saira returned carrying a tray containing a heaping pile of cookies and two steaming mugs of hot, caramel-colored milk. She handed one of the mugs to me and set the tray down on the coffee table in front of me. She took a seat in the rocking chair opposite me.

      “So tell me,” she said. “How can I help?”

      Setting my mug down, I ran a hand over my forehead, tracing my temples. Where do I start?

      “Do you know anything about the Blackhalls?” I asked.

      Saira furrowed her thick brows. “Blackhalls,” she murmured. “Not much. Why do you ask? Did you meet them during your trip to The Woodlands?”

      And thus I began to recount my journey through The Woodlands. Meeting Bastien—even Saira had never heard of a wolf who could shift at will—discovering that he had been betrayed by his own cousin, then reuniting with the Northstones, before the tragedy that had taken place at Rock Hall.

      I still wasn’t even sure what the purpose was of telling all of this to Saira other than to relive it all again. Relive and regret it all over.

      Saira, however, did not seem to find my visit curious at all. She listened and responded with compassion and without judgment. I did not know much about Saira’s past before she’d arrived in The Shade. Perhaps she’d once had a child, or children, of her own. But whatever her background, by the time I’d finished pouring my heart out to her about everything—call it maternal or she-wolf intuition—she told me exactly what I needed to hear.

      “Wolves have good instincts, dear,” she said. “I can’t say that your wolf friend has survived, of course. But if he has, you’re causing yourself a whole lot of unnecessary heartache by worrying about what he might think of you.” She leaned in closer, her kind eyes fixed on mine. “Shall I tell you a little something about male wolves?”

      “What?” I asked.

      “They sense a good woman when they find one,” she replied, crossing her arms over her chest. “They may not realize it on a conscious level, but their subconscious knows it. Their affection is raw and often uncontrollable. They’re drawn to protect them, touch them, smell them, keep them close… to a point where they become dependent on the female, and it can intensely hurt them to be apart. Sometimes even psychologically damage them. Male werewolves, in many ways, are more fragile than their female counterparts. They fall harder and deeper. Even in light of so-called evidence of your betrayal, if there was truly a spark between you two, as it seems there was, and if he’s alive… I believe with all my heart that somehow or other, he will find a way back to you.”
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      As far away as I wanted to remain from all that was familiar, I could not venture too far in my boat. Not when my homeland was being bludgeoned and raped. It was like a cord around my midriff, binding me to the land. It was my duty to return, but I was not ready yet.

      I sat in the small boat, my back turned toward the shore, while the endless expanse of blue stretched out in front of me. And I wished. I wished that I was stronger than this. I wished that my heart was lined with steel, as hard and enduring as my muscles. I wished that I did not feel all that I felt in this moment.

      Would Victoria really have betrayed me? Was she as callous a woman as Brucella?

      When she had responded to my kiss, had it all been an act?

      All along… had she never been my friend?

      It didn’t make sense. Every part of me wanted to reject it. But then, I reminded myself, a lot of things in my world hadn’t been making sense of late. Not since the night I’d lost my family.

      Maybe things will make more sense if I just accept Victoria for what she is. A liar. A cheat. A player of hearts.

      But then, each time I tried to accept it, I would remember her light blue eyes, the way she’d looked at me. The way she’d smiled or squeezed my hand. The way she’d nestled her head against my chest at night. The way she had pulled me closer as I had caressed her lips. The way she’d breathed my name.

      Although evidence for her betrayal was before my very eyes—what kind of a coincidence would it be for the hunters to arrive with their monsters just after we accepted her family into our midst?—I could not ignore the feeling pervading my body that Victoria was innocent. And there simply has to be another explanation.

      Life would not be so unkind to me. It would not…

      “Bastien!”

      My heart dropped to the pit of my stomach as a familiar voice shrilled out from behind me.

      I whirled around and, to my shock, laid eyes on one of the old port’s large ships gliding toward me. I had been so lost in my own mind, I hadn’t even sensed its approach. Gazing up toward the deck, I was met with the odious face of my aunt. Standing next to her on the deck were Sergius and Rona, along with many others from the Northstone tribe. So they had managed to escape, and they had gotten the same idea as me.

      “Climb aboard, nephew!” Brucella called, even as she began to mount the railing. Her ship was more than close enough for an easy jump.

      And jump she did.

      She hurled herself across the waves and landed at the bow of my boat, causing it to shudder and shake beneath my feet. Then she lunged toward me. But I did not give her the chance to touch me.

      I would not climb aboard her ship. I would not allow myself into the Northstone fold. Doing that would be like admitting that I had lost Victoria forever. It would mean putting aside the fact that my aunt and Dane had attempted to kill her, and simply accepting that she had deserved it all along. That Brucella was right, and Victoria had been a rogue.

      And it would be one step closer to Rona.

      One step closer to falling into a life that I did not wish to be mine.

      “No,” I growled beneath my breath.

      With a forceful thrust of my legs, I leapt off the boat before Brucella could reach me and dove into the waves.

      I did not look back to see if she had followed me—I was sure that she had. I just kept thrusting myself downward into the water, kicking as hard as I could. I did not stop swimming for many miles, until I was certain that I’d lost her.

      I did not know what I might come across in these waters. In all my life, I had left my home country only a handful of times, and that had simply been on boat trips with my father to traverse the ocean for a couple of miles.

      I did not know many things about the world. Or even about my own life right now.

      But I did know that I had to keep running. I could not let them catch me. I had to stay free…

      It’s what Victoria would have wanted.
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      I was up by five-thirty the following morning. I headed to the kitchen and whipped up a quick breakfast for myself before grabbing my backpack and heading to the hospital.

      Arriving at the patient’s room, I pressed my ear against the door. Metal clinked against porcelain. I knocked.

      “Come in.” It was Shayla’s voice.

      Her eyes widened as I stepped in through the door. She was sitting next to the man, supervising him eating a bowl of broth. I noted that he had changed, now wearing dark green pajamas, and his thin hair was no longer greasy; it was shiny and sleek. His face also looked brighter and fresher.

      “Someone’s an early bird,” Shayla remarked.

      “Yeah, well, I woke up early and figured that I might as well come straight here… Good morning,” I addressed the man.

      He glanced up at me briefly, his mouth full.

      “How’s it going?” I asked the witch, taking a seat on the opposite side of his bed from her.

      “Great,” she said, chirpy. “Tom already helped with showering, and this is our guest’s second bowl of broth.”

      “That’s awesome,” I said, smiling at him.

      “I came up with a different potion during the night,” Shayla explained. “Now he’s able to down things a lot better. Also, this broth is a lot easier on the stomach than bread.” She stood briskly. “Well, I’ll be leaving for the time being. There’s more broth in the kitchen, if it’s required.”

      With that, she left the room.

      The man was still focusing on his food, spooning it slowly into his mouth.

      I cleared my throat awkwardly before diving a hand into my backpack and reaching for my polka-dot notebook and pen. I placed them both on the bedside table, within my reach, before turning my attention back to him. Once he had finished his last gulp, I asked, “Would you like some more?”

      “No,” he replied.

      “Okay.” I cleared my throat. “Well, um, I’m going to be caring for you in between Shayla’s treatments and examinations.… I was thinking that, since you don’t remember your name, why don’t we pick one for you?”

      He frowned at me.

      “I mean, we don’t have to,” I added, “but it would just make things a bit more personal, you know…”

      There was a beat of silence, his face quite deadpan. It was hard to tell whether he loathed the suggestion, or whether he was considering it.

      Then he replied, “Josh, I suppose. You can call me Josh.”

      “Josh,” I said. “Okay! As you may remember from yesterday, I’m Grace. Grace Novak.”

      He merely nodded.

      I raised my hand for him to shake. He took it, though his grasp felt weak and loose. I preferred to put that down to his lack of strength rather than extreme lack of enthusiasm.

      “The doctor, Shayla, mentioned that she believes I am something called a half-blood,” he said, eyeing me. “She said that your mother used to be one.”

      “Yes,” I said, happy that he was showing signs of actually wanting to engage in a conversation. Then I started rambling, “She was. It’s quite normal to feel as cold as you do. It really kinds of sucks being a half-blood, rather than a full vampire, I won’t lie.” I’d given him a brief explanation about vampires yesterday too. In explaining the existence of the IBSI, unavoidably, I’d had to touch on some of the supernatural creatures they hunted. “Although vampires are freezing cold to the touch,” I went on, “they don’t feel as much pain as half-bloods do, since they no longer have human sensitivity. You, on the other hand, do. That’s why it’s important that we keep you wrapped up.”

      Then I continued to talk about the rest of my family. In the back of my mind, I was thinking that perhaps talking about my family could possibly jog something in his own memory about his family.

      As I came to a stop, it didn’t seem to. He just looked at me, quiet.

      He didn’t ask any more questions after that, and I found myself struggling for things to talk about. For topics to engage him with. Having a conversation with a man with no memory was harder than one would think. I could talk to him, but he had nothing really to add to the conversation.

      Then he broke the silence by saying, “I want to get out of this bed.”

      “Oh, sure,” I said, leaping to my feet a little too quickly. “Um…” I headed for his wheelchair, and pushed it to the side of his bed. He immediately grabbed one of its handles and began attempting to pull himself onto it. I clutched his shoulder and said, “Let me help you with that. Don’t want you falling.”

      He grimaced, looking loath to accept my help, and I feared for a moment that I might have even offended him by offering it.

      His response piqued my curiosity further about his past. It showed that he was instinctively independent, which appeared to confirm my suspicion that he had not always been paralyzed.

      I made a mental note to record that observation in my notebook when I next got the chance.

      I reached an arm around his waist, assisting him in sliding into the chair. Then I bent down, guiding his feet to the footrests. I grabbed some blankets and wrapped them around him.

      “You all right?” I asked.

      He only grunted in response. I was about to ask him where he wanted to go when he began wheeling himself away from me, toward the exit of the room. Oh.

      He reached out for the door’s handle and pulled it down, letting himself out. I followed swiftly after him.

      “Um, Josh, where would you like to go, exactly?” I asked, not wanting to overstep my mark, but also kind of concerned.

      He just continued wheeling himself down the long corridor, beginning to build up pace, even as I caught him wincing. He kept going until he reached the other end. When he turned around and began to wheel back, it dawned on me that he was doing this for the exercise. He felt the urge to work his muscles—whatever muscles he could work.

      As he reached within about fifteen feet of his room, his hands slipped off the wheels and he rolled to a stop. I hurried to him, circling the chair and standing in front of him to see what was wrong. He was wincing more than ever, even as he rolled his shoulders gently. He appeared to have exhausted himself already. Worried about him straining himself further, I gripped the handles of the wheelchair and returned to his room.

      I did not wheel him back to the bed, however. I moved to the long, wide window that afforded a gorgeous view over the sunflower meadow and the forest of redwood trees beyond it. It was a shame that it was dark outside. The flower fields were pretty even at night—it was the witches’ magic that allowed them to bloom—but they would look so much more stunning beneath the sunlight. I glanced down at Josh as he gazed through the glass. I could not miss the longing in his eyes.

      Hmm…

      I have an idea.
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      We remained looking out of the window a while longer before he looked away, back toward the bed. I took that as my cue to return him there. He got worn down easily—first the vomiting and now wheeling up and down, although I had to admit that the corridor was pretty long. It would’ve made a human moderately tired, not to speak of a sick patient, at the speed he had been rolling.

      I fluffed up his pillow and then assisted him in easing himself back on the mattress before laying blankets over him again.

      His eyes were already closed by the time I looked up to his face again.

      “Warm enough?” I asked, laying a hand on his shoulder.

      “Mm,” he murmured.

      “ Okay,” I breathed. “Good.”

      I sat by his bed until his breathing became deeper and heavier. Once I was sure that he was sleeping, I slipped out of the room and headed down to the apothecary. I found Shayla still there, bending over a bunch of tubes on one of the counters.

      “Hi, Shayla,” I said, moving over to her.

      “Hi, Grace, how’s it going?” she replied, not looking up.

      “It’s going okay. I think. Look, I wanted to ask for your permission to do something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I wanted to take Josh outside for a stroll.”

      “Josh?”

      I smirked. “Yeah, I suggested that he choose a name.”

      “Good idea.”

      “What is a good idea?”

      “Both. Calling him Josh, and taking him outside. Some fresh air will do him good… In fact, it’s a funny coincidence that you come here now.” Finally she tore herself away from the counter and faced me. “I’m not having any luck with this blood sample,” she said, sighing and clasping her forehead. “I’ve consulted with other witches on the island, but none of us can figure it out. We’ve definitely found traces of vampirism, which would confirm what we already worked out, that he is a half-blood. But other than heavy sedatives, we can’t for the life of us work out the rest of Josh’s mystery. There are certainly other traces of drugs, but we can’t guess what they are, let alone figure out an antidote. They are quite unlike anything we have encountered before. So we are still in the dark about what they gave him, or did to him, to cause his memory loss, and his paralysis—assuming that his paralysis was indeed caused by the hunters and he hadn’t already lost use of his legs.”

      “I honestly don’t think he was paralyzed before,” I said. “He acts as though his brain, his subconscious, has not accepted that he can’t walk.” I told her about his exercise earlier. “And he loathes being helped. I guess it’s possible that memory was wiped from him too, but… I don’t know. It’s just a feeling, I guess. It seems instinctive to him to be independent.”

      “You’re probably right,” Shayla replied. “In any case, I was going to say that I haven’t given up yet. Corrine, Mona and Ibrahim are people we could consult about this. They may see something that we don’t. But in the meantime, I was going to suggest that you take him to visit the jinn. They pretty easily cured your uncle of autism, so going to see them should be much faster. I’ve done all I can for now insofar as a diagnosis.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Sure. He’s sleeping now again, so I guess we’ll go as soon as he wakes up.”

      “Good luck,” Shayla murmured.

      I left the apothecary and returned to Josh’s room. He was still dozing, as I had expected. I sat by his side and reached for my notebook and pen. I wrote down some more notes on his character profile page, then turned to the next page and started brainstorming places I might be able to take him to see on the island—some of the most beautiful spots—as well as things we could do together. Though if the jinn managed to cure him, I would be out of a job soon. Still I made a list, not having much else to do as I waited for him to wake up…

      Only he didn’t wake up. He slept for the rest of the day and then into the evening. By the time seven o’clock came around, I seriously considered waking him up. But I just couldn’t bring myself to. Shayla suggested that I might as well wait until tomorrow, when he would wake up naturally.

      I felt disappointed, but optimistic as I headed back to my apartment with my backpack. By the end of the day tomorrow, he could very well be back on his feet and recalling all of his lost memories. Because if the jinn had managed to fix Uncle Jamil, why on earth wouldn’t they be able to cure Josh?
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      Since he had slept so much the day before, I expected that he would be awake early. And I was right. When I arrived in his room at 6 AM, he was already sitting up in bed.

      “Good morning,” I said. “Did you sleep well?”

      He cast me a glance. “Not particularly.”

      “Oh, well, let me get you some breakfast.” I hurried out of the room and headed to the kitchens. I found a pot of soup already cooked up. I filled up a thermos flask with the soup, grabbed two bowls and spoons, and placed them on a tray before heading back upstairs. I put the tray on his bedside table and proceeded to pour out some of the soup into a bowl and handed it to him. I had deliberately not eaten breakfast in my own home because I’d wanted to share it with him. I filled my own bowl and started eating. It was actually quite delicious.

      “I would like to take you outside today, Josh, to see some other people on this island whom I really believe can help you—even better than Shayla.”

      He raised a brow and stopped chewing. “Who?” he asked.

      “Jinn,” I replied.

      “What are jinn?”

      I proceeded to explain what they were, but concluded by saying, “It’s best you just see one. My family has first-hand experience of being helped by their powers.” I told him about Jamil, and the cure they had given him. I couldn’t miss the spark of hope that lit up in his eyes.

      “Yes,” he said, setting down his spoon. “I must see them.”

      I called for Tom, who arrived a few minutes later. He took Josh into the bathroom, where, from the sounds of it, he helped him brush his teeth and shower.

      “Would you like assistance shaving?” Tom asked.

      “Thanks, but no.” Josh’s answer came as a grunt.

      When he emerged in the room again, he was still unshaven, but wearing clothes more suitable for the outdoors than his pajamas: a thick, thermal sweater and pants, even though it wasn’t cold outside. I gave him a smile.

      “Shall we go then?” I asked.

      He nodded, though when I moved to take his chair’s handles, he shook his head.

      “I’ll push myself,” he muttered. I opened the door for him, and out he rolled down the corridor. I wondered if we were going to have a repeat of yesterday, where he would roll for a bit and then collapse from exhaustion. But although he covered the same distance this time, by the end he did not appear as exhausted. Perhaps he was gradually gaining strength in his arms.

      He allowed me to push him into the elevator. We descended to the ground floor and exited the hospital, emerging in the sunflower meadow. As I breathed in the fragrant morning air, I couldn’t help but steal a glance at him. His eyes were wide, bright and alert.

      I pushed him until the end of the meadow and then along the path through the woods. Soon we spotted a group of human fourth-graders on their way to school.

      “Those are pupils of The Shade’s school,” I explained as I caught him looking at them.

      “Did you go to school here?” he asked.

      “I still do,” I replied. “But I’ve been given some time off…” So I can look after you.

      Nearing the courtyard outside the Sanctuary, I was surprised to spot Victoria sitting alone on one of the ornamental stone benches.

      “Just a minute,” I said to Josh, pushing him over toward her. Hearing the wheels crunch over dry leaves, she looked up suddenly, and that was when I realized that her eyes were bloodshot.

      “Vicky?” I said, frowning. “Are you okay?”

      She forced a smile. “I’m fine,” she said, her eyes flitting to Josh. “When did you get back?”

      “Yesterday,” I said. “This is Josh. We found him at the IBSI’s base, unconscious. Shayla has been working to fix him and I’ve been appointed as his caregiver.”

      I was tempted to press and ask if she was all right once again, but whatever was the matter, she probably didn’t feel comfortable talking about it in front of a complete stranger.

      “We’re on our way to visit the jinn now, to ask them about some, uh, medical issues.”

      “Okay,” she said. “It’s nice to meet you, Josh.” She shook hands with him and then gave me a hug before I continued wheeling him along the path.

      I could take a pretty good guess as to why Victoria was feeling down. She seemed to have developed quite an attachment to that wolf who’d saved her, the way she had been insisting that we go back to help him and his people. I hoped that wherever he was now, he was all right and she would be able to see him again.

      As we made our way through the woods, Josh was looking around in quiet wonderment. He let out a breath as we arrived at the borders of the Residences. He had just spotted the first couple of treehouses: Ashley and Landis’, and Gavin and Zinnia’s homes.

      “I live in a tree house like that,” I said proudly.

      “How did you build those things up there?” he asked, squinting up at the treetops.

      “With the help of our witches,” I replied simply. “We wouldn’t be able to do most things on this island without help from them and our jinn.”

      

      As the morning progressed, it really became very pleasant out. A warm breeze rustled through the woods, and I relished the silence, the snapping of twigs beneath the wheelchair, the occasional chirping of birds.

      Finally we reached the end of the forest and arrived in the clearing in front of The Black Heights.

      Ever since the jinn had arrived to live permanently in The Shade, there had been two main entrances into the bowels of these mountains. One for the dragons, for their portion of the mountains, and one for the jinn, for theirs. I headed to the jinn’s, further to our left, and pushed open the heavy wooden door. We appeared in a narrow tunnel with marble floors lit by glowing lanterns. Jinn typically made their residences a lot more luxurious than this, even the entryway, according to my parents who had visited the realm of jinn—The Dunes. But the jinn of The Shade had toned down their extravagance while here for the sake of fitting in better with the rest of us.

      Reaching the end of the tunnel, we arrived in a circular entrance hall which split off down various corridors to the jinn’s apartments. Many of them were absent now, having accompanied the League to The Woodlands. I took the nearest corridor to our right and headed for Safi’s apartment. Safi was Aisha’s older sister, though I always remembered her as the girl who had fed my mother human bones.

      I knocked on the door. She opened it after about a minute and hovered in the doorway, gazing at me curiously, then down at Josh.

      “Sorry to disturb you,” I said, “but we’ve got a problem we need help with.”

      She raised a brow.

      “This is my friend, Josh,” I said. “We found him in The Woodlands, at IBSI’s headquarters. He has suffered a severe loss of memory and he doesn’t have any feeling in his legs. He can’t move them at all. I’m really hoping that you can find a solution, just like you did for my uncle.”

      She looked at him thoughtfully. Without asking for permission, she placed her hands over his head and brushed her thumbs over his forehead. She eyed his legs.

      “Well,” she said. “I can try. Josh is a half-blood, I note.”

      “Yes,” I said. “Thank you.”

      “Give me a few hours,” she muttered. “Most likely, I’ll deliver something by tomorrow. To the hospital, yes?”

      “Top floor, room G5,” I replied.

      “Very well.”

      “Thanks, Safi.”

      With that, she closed the door.

      I checked on Josh’s expression again as I wheeled him away. He looked dumbstruck, like he was still processing the vision of Safi. Having been brought up on an island of supernaturals, I just took all of this for granted. It was hard to imagine what it must be like for Josh to wake up here.

      “The bottom half of her,” he muttered, as we exited the mountain. “Why is there smoke?”

      I found it amusing that this was the first question he asked about her. I remembered asking the same question of my mother when I was a kid.

      “Jinn do have bottom halves, legs and the rest of it,” I explained. “But it’s kind of like a custom that they don’t reveal their lower selves to anyone but their significant other.”

      “Oh.”

      Now that I was on the subject of jinn, as I wheeled him back into the woods, I told him some stories about my father and mother’s experiences with the creatures. Jinn played a big part in their history. After all, they had first met while being kept as slaves of the Nasiris in The Oasis. And then there was the whole adventure with my father figuring out how to defeat King Cyrus. That was always a fun one. As I recounted my parents’ history, I realized just how many stories I had to tell.

      Josh asked me all sorts of questions as I told him of our history. It was an encouraging change to see him so interested, intrigued.

      “What about you, Grace?” he asked finally. “You told me that you are half fae, while your father is fully fae. What are fae exactly? What do they do?”

      Ironically, in my overview the other day about supernaturals, I had not touched on fae. I had kept mostly to physical beings like vampires, werewolves and witches, and had not really gotten to the more subtle ones like fae, jinn and ghouls.

      “I’ll show you what I do, if you like,” I said with a grin. “But I need to take you somewhere first.” He seemed to be in better spirits than yesterday, and he wasn’t showing nearly as much sign of exhaustion. So I started pushing him toward the direction of Sun Beach. Thankfully I found a witch along the way—Macie, one of Shayla’s friends—who transported us most of the distance. Josh looked breathless as we arrived by a line of trees at the border of the beach.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” he managed. “Think so.”

      “Sorry,” I said. “I should have given you more of a warning about what it’s like to travel by magic.” It was something I was so used to, I just took it for granted.

      Josh gazed toward the rays of light spilling through the trees, his eyes widening.

      I pulled out an umbrella from my backpack. I opened it and moved to hand it to him so that he could hold it over himself.

      He just looked at me and frowned. “I don’t need an umbrella.”

      “Well, you might feel more comfortable with it,” I said. “As a half-blood, you can tolerate the sun much better than vampires, but it can still be unpleasant. But if you want to try it…” I shrugged. “Up to you.”

      I pushed him out of the shade and into full sun. I watched his reaction closely as the rays touched his skin. He winced, as I’d been expecting him to, though not too much.

      “All right?” I asked.

      “Hm.”

      I glanced up and down the beautiful beach. It was completely empty at this time. It usually was during school hours on a weekday. It was weekends that this place got really packed, and on a Friday after school. Now we had it all to ourselves. I crossed the sand with him, pushing the wheelchair to the border of the ocean. At this point, whatever sensation he was feeling from the sun seemed to have intensified.

      “I’ll have the umbrella now, please,” he said.

      I handed it to him. Then, after making sure his chair’s brakes were on, I left him at the edge of the waves, facing me as I backed into the water.

      “You said you wanted to see what I could do,” I said, scooping up water in my hands. Fixing my eyes on it, slowly I made it rise from my palms, every drop, and take the shape of a ball. I made it swell and churn in my hands, then rise until it reached the level of my neck. Here I paused to catch Josh’s reaction.

      He was staring at me in wonderment. I smirked.

      “How do you… do that?” he asked.

      “I’m not really sure, to be honest.” Manipulating elements like fire and water came as second nature to me. They just responded to my will, the same way my limbs would. Though most fae usually had a leaning toward a particular element—in my and my father’s case, fire— all fae were able to affect other elements also.

      Still molding the ball of water, I moved up to him, bringing it close enough for him to pass his hand through it. Then I relinquished my power, and it disintegrated.

      For the first time, I witnessed him smile. A small, half smile, but a smile nonetheless. He shook his head in disbelief even as he chuckled. “Bloody amazing.”

      He almost looked like a different person when he smiled. His worn, tired face lifted, and his tawny-brown eyes sparkled. I didn’t miss the dimples that formed beneath his sharp cheekbones, either. It made him look softer, younger… more like his age.

      Perhaps the meeting with Safi had helped lift his mood.

      I was surprised by how thrilled I felt at managing to evoke a smile from him.

      As I stood in the water, the waves lapping around my ankles felt so soothing. Therapeutic. Without asking for his permission, I rolled up the ends of his pants before pulling his chair deeper into the water until the waves lapped against his feet.

      I looked to him again for a reaction, but his smile had faded. If anything, he looked slightly awkward, uncomfortable even.

      Then I felt like an idiot as I remembered.

      “You can’t feel that, can you?”

      He shook his head.
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      I drew him out of the water and placed him again at the edge of the waves, where at least he could enjoy the view. We spent almost an hour on Sun Beach, breathing in the fresh air. I did some more water tricks for him and he even attempted to push his wheelchair across the sand. That was definitely too strenuous for him. That was hard work for anyone.

      Then I supposed we ought to return. I pushed him all the way back to the hospital, and as we returned to his floor, I was surprised to see Shayla and Safi outside his room, talking in hushed tones.

      On noticing our approach, they turned to face us.

      “You’re back,” Shayla said, giving us a broad smile. She was holding a thin glass vial, containing a light transparent liquid. “Safi has brought this already.”

      “Oh, awesome.” I’d been expecting to have to wait until tomorrow.

      Shayla walked over to Josh and unscrewed the lid. “You ought to take half of this now, to prep your system, and then the other half in three hours, after which the cure should complete. Open your mouth, please.”

      He acquiesced even as he eyed the vial curiously, allowing her to tip the half of the liquid into his mouth. He swallowed, grimacing.

      “Now you should lie down,” Shayla said.

      Safi took her leave—evaporating from the spot—while Shayla and I returned Josh to his room and helped him back into bed. I re-bundled him with blankets.

      And then we had nothing to do but wait. I thought that he might rest his eyelids again, but he appeared to be too tense, too full of anticipation to sleep. I couldn’t concentrate on much else either.

      Although I had packed some books in my bag, and had even pulled one out to read, I couldn’t concentrate on the words.

      Josh glanced at me. “What are you reading?” he asked.

      The fact that I had to check the cover to answer his question showed how much I’d been paying attention to the book.

      “Uh… Oliver Twist,” I replied with a grin. This was technically my English literature homework.

      I showed him the cover.

      “Would you read to me?” he asked. “It would make the three hours pass more easily.”

      “Oh, sure!” I hadn’t been expecting him to ask, but I was more than happy to oblige. I cleared my throat before turning to the first page. It was a strange feeling to be reading aloud to someone. I could hardly remember the last time I’d done it. Maybe it had been to Benedict, when he was around six years old. Rapunzel, I thought it had been. He’d always loved those fairy tales—I was sure my cousin was a closet romantic… One day, when I got my chance, I would out him.

      I did my best to make the reading for Josh entertaining—more of a performance than a reading—although I came across quite a lot of words that I didn’t understand. I’d made a fair bit of headway through the novel by the time Shayla knocked on the door with the second dose.

      “Do you feel any different at all?” I asked Josh.

      He shook his head.

      “Well, Safi said that the cure doesn’t take place until he’s had this second dose—within another three hours,” Shayla said. She fed Josh the last of the liquid, then stepped back from the bed.

      She smiled as she glanced at the book in my hands. “Safi also said that Josh should go to sleep as soon as he’s taken it.”

      “Oh, okay…” I felt surprisingly disappointed to pause the reading. I realized just how much I’d been enjoying it. I could have sworn that disappointment crossed Josh’s face, too.

      “Well, see you later,” I said to him, before turning and heading out of the room with Shayla.

      “See you later, too,” he replied.

      I realized as I shut the door that that was the first time he had said goodbye to me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I knew that this wait would be agonizing. But now that I was released from caring for Josh for the next three hours, I decided to go and pay Victoria a visit. I found her in her home, poring over a pile of history books. Apparently she had home study leave.

      “If you’re busy I can come back later this evening,” I offered.

      “Nah, take a seat,” she said, pulling me down to take a seat in her bedroom.

      The last time we’d had a proper conversation was when we had been sharing a bunk in Nightshade, while waiting in the Philippine jungle. That seemed like an age away now.

      As she sat down on her bed, she confessed to me what I had suspected about her and Bastien. That they’d developed an attraction, and even shared a kiss, before everything had spiraled downhill.

      She gave me a pained smile. “Don’t mean to drag your spirits down, though,” she said. “I had a talk with Saira. I’m feeling a bit better now.”

      “Glad to hear that,” I said, squeezing her hand. I was not used to Victoria being sad. She wasn’t one to mope or wallow. I didn’t even think I had seen her cry before. I gave her a long, tight hug, before glancing up at the clock.

      Oh, my God. Where had the time gone? I’d totally lost track of it. We’d spent over three hours chatting.

      Our conversation had drawn to a natural close, anyway, so I said, “Well, I’ll leave you to your work. I’ve got to get back to Josh.”

      “Oh, good luck with him.”

      We hugged and kissed each other’s cheeks before I hurried out of her apartment and raced back to Meadow Hospital. As a supernatural, I could run fairly swiftly. Not as swiftly as a vampire, werewolf or a full fae, of course, but still fast by most standards.

      My heart was pounding as I reached the top floor of the hospital. I skidded to a stop outside Josh’s room. As voices drifted through the door, I was too anxious to even knock. I just burst inside. My eyes shot to Josh’s bed, where he was sitting upright, surrounded by Safi and Shayla.

      And my heart catapulted to the bottom of my stomach.

      From the jinn’s and witch’s heavy, disappointed expressions, I already knew that Safi’s solution had been unsuccessful. And Josh… he looked shattered.

      “What’s happening?” I asked, hurrying to Josh’s side. I instinctively reached out to hold his hand.

      “Nothing worked,” he croaked.

      “Why not?” I asked, staring at Safi.

      “I’m not entirely sure,” she replied, her dark, sculpted brows knotted. “We can cure mundane, human illnesses without difficulty. Human ailments, both physical and mental, are very responsive to our brand of magic… so I can only think that those hunters’ methods were not quite mundane.”

      Oh, no.

      Whatever life I had seen returned to Josh after our trip to Sun Beach had drained out of him, and he looked worn and faded as the day we brought him here. He looked crushed.

      I had been so sure that the jinn would be able to help him. This news came as an utter shock to my system. If the jinni’s cure had failed, I couldn’t imagine that there was anything that Corrine, Ibrahim or Mona could bring to the table. Jinn’s magic was always the final resort. Their powers were overall stronger than the witches’.

      “So what now?” I asked.

      Shayla ran her tongue along her lower lip. Concern shone in her eyes as she glanced at Josh. “I’m not sure, Grace. I’m not sure.”
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      The next few hours with Josh were the hardest so far. I just… didn’t know what to say to him. I was supposed to be there, offering him emotional support. Encouragement. Being chirpy and cheerful. But I felt so down myself.

      I offered to read to him again, but he didn’t even want me to do that. He just turned over on his side, his back facing me, and stared at the opposite wall.

      When 8 PM came around, I took my leave, even though it killed me to leave him all alone.

      I returned home and got ready for bed. But I couldn’t sleep. I kept tossing and turning, even as I felt surprised at how affected I was. I’d only spent a couple of days with him, and he was still as good as a stranger to me. But… he’d been made my responsibility. He’d been placed in my charge. If I was doing my job properly as a caregiver, I reminded myself, I should be feeling like this. I should be losing sleep right along with him.

      

      I felt like death by the time morning arrived. I’d maybe gotten a couple of hours of sleep. Yet I was relieved that it was time to get up. I didn’t think that he should be spending too many hours alone at a time like this. I took a shower, grabbed my backpack, and returned to the hospital.

      I stopped outside Josh’s door and pressed my ear against it. All was quiet. Perhaps he was still sleeping. Gently, I pulled down the handle and entered.

      Every internal alarm bell went off at once as my eyes fell on his bed. It was empty.

      “Josh?” I called, gazing around the room.

      The door to the en suite bathroom was open.

      I hurried to it. My breath hitched as I caught sight of Josh’s legs, flat on the ground. I rushed inside. He was lying stretched out on the bathroom floor. Terrifyingly motionless.

      “Oh, God! Josh!”

      As I moved to the upper half of him, I realized he had blood smeared on his head and a bump. A large, protruding bump. There were razors scattered around him, along with a fallen jar of shaving cream.

      As I grasped his shoulders and struggled to ease him upright, the motion seemed to stir him. His eyelids flickered, then opened. His lips were parched, his eyeballs reddish. I could see clearer than ever the throbbing bump on his head.

      “What happened?” I pressed.

      He just shut his eyes tight again and clenched his jaw.

      Then I noticed the edge of the sink. It was stained with blood. And I put two and two together. The razors, the shaving cream. He’d tried to reach for them himself to shave. That meant he had also pulled himself out of bed and into the wheelchair without assistance.

      “Oh, Josh,” I exclaimed. “Why didn’t you call for Tom?”

      I hurried back into the bedroom to ring downstairs for Tom, as well as Shayla so she could take a look at his bump. The last thing he needed was a concussion. Then I rushed back to the bathroom and gathered the shavers and foam from the floor and placed them on the shelf. I turned to him again and motioned to help him back into his chair. “I can help you shave.”

      To my shock, he jerked away from me as I attempted to raise him to the wheelchair. The glare he shot me made me stagger back. “Let me be a man, damn it!” he snapped.

      I stared at him in a daze as he gripped the arms of his chair and hauled himself back onto it with difficulty. His cheeks reddened. Scowling, he let out an anguished breath before turning his chair around and returning to the bedroom.

      Tom hurried in through the door, along with Shayla, and they reached him before he could attempt to help himself back into his bed. They eased him onto the mattress before Shayla checked his head.

      I cast one last glance his way before leaving the room. As I stepped out into the corridor, hot tears prickled the corners of my eyes. God, why am I so sensitive? It’s pathetic.

      I guessed it was just the shock of finding him there, lying splayed on the floor, and then his lashing out at me immediately afterward when I had been trying to help him.

      But as I dug deeper into my emotions, I realized the real reason behind my tears. I felt intensely saddened by my patient’s plight.

      He wanted to be a man, he’d said. Yet here he was stuck with us, more incapacitated than even a child… with no way out in sight.

      It didn’t matter how nice or kind or accommodating we were to him. It didn’t matter how beautiful or cozy or pristine Meadow Hospital was.

      He was a bird trapped in a cage.

      I have to find some way to free him.
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      I figured that it was best to give it some hours before subjecting Josh to me again. He had obviously been deeply embarrassed. I’d seen the flush in his cheeks. Maybe I would even wait until tomorrow to return. Give him some space. I was sure that Shayla would understand.

      Besides, I had some thinking to do in the meantime.

      I went straight back home to my room. I pulled up a chair and sat down at my desk before powering on my laptop and pulling out my notebook. At times like this I was endlessly grateful that we could access the internet in The Shade.

      I surfed the web, researching and brainstorming for hours, while jotting down ideas and comments in my notebook. Once I felt that I had researched all that I could, I left my bedroom and headed for the large storage room toward the back of the apartment. My father kept exercise equipment here, among stacks of boxes. I began sifting through his equipment, trying to see if anything was suitable. Not much was, but there were a few pieces. I retrieved them from the shelves and set them down in the corridor.

      Next, I headed for our three spare bedrooms and poked my head inside each of them. We didn’t have any guests staying here now, of course. And we did not have guests all that often. Usually it was one of my cousins come to stay over.

      As I stepped into the third room, I knew that this was the one. This had the largest windows of all three and afforded the best view—miles of redwood forests, a glimpse of the Black Heights, and in the far distance the ocean. Also, this room was pretty bare already, with just a single bed, a chair and a bedside table. It would not take much effort to clear it. I dragged the furniture out and stuffed it into the room next door before going back for the exercise equipment I’d taken from the storage room. I left it in the now-empty guest room and then exited the apartment.

      My next stop was a visit to the senior school’s gymnasium. It was empty of pupils at this time, and there were no adults around from whom I could ask permission to borrow some things, but I was sure that nobody would mind. I milled around, scanning the equipment and deciding which would be most suitable, just as I had done with my father’s. Most of the stuff here was heavy-duty, far too weighty and bulky for me to carry without help.

      I was considering returning to the hospital to have a word with Shayla, but as I stepped out of the gymnasium, I caught sight of Shadow bounding across the school yard, Anna’s sons—young Kiev and his older brother Jason—close behind the mutt. Both of them were vampires. Great. I didn’t need any more help than them.

      I called over to them and explained what I needed to do, and they gladly agreed to help. And so the three of us transported all of the equipment that I had singled out in shifts back to my apartment. Shadow could’ve helped us if we had had some sort of sledge or cart he could’ve pulled along. Instead, he proved to be a bit of a hindrance, constantly jumping up at me to lick my face. He always got more excitable around me than others, and I was not quite sure why. Perhaps because I rarely took him for walks and I was more of a novelty to him. He definitely slowed down the process, but within an hour, we had filled up the spare bedroom to my satisfaction.

      I said thanks to Jason and Kiev before they headed off, leaving me to begin arranging the room. This took me almost as long as bringing the stuff here, as I tried to put some real thought into it. Once I was done, I couldn’t keep the smile off my face… There was one more touch, however. I returned to my room and grabbed my MP3 player and speakers, and hooked them up in one corner. Perfect.

      The way Josh made a habit in the mornings of wheeling up and down the corridor before he wanted to do much else made me think that in his previous life, he’d had some sort of strict morning regimen. Well, now, if he liked what I’d done, he could come here instead. Every single piece of equipment I’d selected was specifically meant for strengthening the upper body: arms, chest and torso. He might not be able to move his legs, but if he took it slowly and steadily, and didn’t strain himself, I was certain that he could bring his faded muscles back to life… and maybe in the process feel more like a man.

      I felt quite proud of myself as I gazed around the room, wiping my brow with the back of my hand. Since I had decided to give Josh a break from me for the day, I spent the rest of it catching up with homework. Though I found it hard to concentrate. I kept imagining myself showing him the room tomorrow and wondering how he would react. Whether he would be delighted or… something else. I hoped at least that it would bring a smile to his face.

      I wasn’t sure what we were going to do with him now, if we couldn’t cure him. But at least we could try to improve his quality of living. We had to stay optimistic… That was something that my father had instilled in me from an early age. Make the best of what you have, and never let your circumstances drag you down. My father could sure give that kind of advice from experience. He’d been put through the mill unlike anyone else I knew in The Shade, and that was really saying something given the history of this island.

      Once bedtime arrived, I packed up my homework and retired to bed, though not without taking one last look at our new gym.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Grace

        

      

    
    
      My gut twisted as I made my way to the hospital the next day. I felt nervous about seeing him again after the way we had left off. Arriving outside his door, I pressed my ear against it, listening cautiously. I heard the familiar clinking of metal against porcelain. I knocked three times and then opened the door to find him sitting up in bed, eating breakfast. It was some kind of beet-colored soup this morning. He did not seem to get very hungry during the day, and breakfasts appeared to be the only meal that he wanted to eat. Perhaps his body just did not burn enough energy for him to work up a decent appetite.

      The large throbbing bump on his head was no longer. He did not even have a bandage around him. At least that was something Shayla had been able to cure.

      Our eyes met for about a second before he glanced away. But not so quickly that I did not notice the slight flush in his cheeks.

      As I approached his bed, he swallowed and said in a low, hoarse voice, “I… I’m sorry for my behavior yesterday. I did not wish to upset you.”

      “It’s okay,” I said.

      An awkward pause followed. I found myself staring at his bowl as he continued draining it.

      “Does your head feel completely better?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he muttered.

      All right… Enough beating around the bush. “After you’ve eaten, I have a surprise for you.”

      His eyes met mine again, and they brightened ever so slightly. “Surprise?” he asked. “What do you mean?”

      “It wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you,” I replied.

      He finished the last of his soup, and when he confirmed that he was full, I helped him out of bed and into his wheelchair. After wrapping him with blankets, I pushed him out of the hospital. I pushed him faster than I usually would have, even though it made the ride a bit more bumpy for him. I was eager to arrive at our destination.

      I sensed his wonderment as we reached the borders of the Residences, and he let out a breath as he realized that I was approaching the elevator leading up to one.

      “You’re going to take me up there?” he asked, craning his neck to gaze up at the treetops.

      “Yup. This is where I live.” I felt a sense of pride as I said the words. Even though I had lived in this penthouse since birth, I hadn’t lost sight of the fact that my upbringing had been extremely privileged. My parents had made a point of instilling gratitude into me and making me aware of the kind of living standards that most of the world was subjected to.

      I wondered where Josh had been brought up. I wished that I knew where he had been plucked from by the hunters. Josh’s accent indicated that he was from England, but that seemed kind of an odd place to kidnap someone from when there were far closer countries to the portal IBSI had located that led to The Woodlands. Why not just find someone from the Philippines? If they had wanted to experiment on a half-blood, they could’ve easily created one from scratch. We knew for a fact that they had a stock of imprisoned supernaturals in their custody—vampires included—those they had caught causing trouble for humans, or so they claimed. My own mother had once been taken by them to one of their research centers. She had witnessed firsthand the myriad of creatures they had access to.

      Drawing myself back to the present, I pushed the button in the elevator. We ascended to the veranda that lined our apartment and I pushed Josh inside. Before revealing my surprise, since he seemed so fascinated by The Shade’s tree houses, I decided to give him a little tour of our apartment first. I showed him the kitchen, the living room, the dining room, before taking him to my bedroom.

      On stepping inside, I realized that, apart from Benedict and my other male relatives, this was the first time I had brought a boy in here. Now that I had, I felt painfully aware of how girly it was and frankly… juvenile. My shelves were still filled with keepsakes from my childhood, silly trinkets and plastic toys, but mostly fluffy animals. I used to collect them… when I was nine.

      I was about to clarify that my constantly busy schedule had been keeping me from doing a much-needed clear-out when Josh’s lips curved in a smile. He had just laid eyes on Podgey, a stuffed elephant almost the size of my desk chair, slumped in one corner.

      “What?” I asked, defensive.

      He coughed. “Uh… How old are you?”

      Oh, man. Here comes the humiliation…

      “I’m seventeen,” I murmured.

      He nodded, his smile broadening.

      At least his mood had lifted, even if it was at my expense.

      Time for a change of room.

      I gripped the handles of his chair and backed him out of the room, even as my cheeks heated to a rosy red. “Well, while we are on the subject of age,” I said, “you really have no idea how old you are?”

      There was a pause, then he said, “Eighteen.” As my eyes widened, he clarified, “I’m not sure why I believe this, since I don’t remember my eighteenth birthday. It’s just a feeling.”

      “Okay… that makes sense.” When he wasn’t scowling or grimacing, he looked about eighteen to me.

      I wheeled him down the corridor toward the spare bedrooms before finally reaching our destination. My pulse was racing stupidly fast as I reached for the handle and pushed the door open.

      As I pushed him inside, my eyes were glued to his face. His first reaction was to frown as he gazed around at the elaborate setup I had worked hard on yesterday. And then he looked up at me, cocking his head to one side and raising a brow.

      “This is… for me?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I replied, beaming. “All for you. For as long as you’re with us.”

      His hands slipped to the wheels of his chair and he moved himself forward on a tour of the room. He eyed each of the apparatuses closely. He reached out a hand and grazed his fingers over two of the smallest weights. Then he looked out of the main window. It was low enough that he could comfortably see through it while seated, and it was broad enough to be able to get a breathtaking view, even when standing on the other end of the room. And we were so high up that if one blocked out the walls from one’s vision, one would almost feel like they were flying.

      “Thank you, Grace,” he said. “When you said surprise, I… really didn’t expect this.”

      He returned to the pair of small weights that he had touched earlier. Although they had been the lightest and smallest in the whole of the school’s gym, they weighed down his arms instantly as he picked them up. It looked like it was a legitimate effort to even bring them up to his lap.

      But I did not even consider going to help him. This was his playground now. I would be here with him to make sure that he wasn’t putting himself at risk of any serious damage, but otherwise, I wanted him to feel like he was completely on his own here. Free to do whatever he wanted. His fingers tightening around the two weights, his face scrunched, but slowly, he raised them up over his head. They dropped down swiftly, but he pushed them up again and again.

      Then he rested, letting out a breath.

      I went to fetch some water for him, and by the time I had returned, he had resumed lifting.

      “I thought that you could come here in the mornings,” I said as I handed him a glass of water. “I thought it would be more fun than wheeling up and down that same old corridor.” Taking a swig from my own glass of water, I set it down before moving over to the MP3 player. I had no idea what kind of music he might like. I just played the first song that was on there, a pop song.

      He didn’t seem to pay much attention to the music, however. In fact, he barely even registered the sound. After he’d finished drinking, I took the glass from him and he continued his gentle exercises.

      Rather than just sitting here, I decided to join him. I absolutely abhorred working out in a gym, in truth. I found it mind-numbingly boring, even with my favorite songs blasting in the background. I preferred to jog, walk or climb. But it made sense that I accompany Josh now.

      I didn’t fancy weights, but there was a machine thingy that looked fairly interesting. Machine thingy. That spoke of how much I visited the gym. I needed to consult my notes to remind myself what it was called. I lay down on the backrest before reaching up and grabbing handles. I pulled them downward, feeling the muscles in my upper arms burn.

      I’d barely pulled down three times when Josh commented, “You’re doing that wrong.”

      I let go of the handles like they’d turned iron-hot and stared at him.

      He had put down his own weights and was moving over to me. His face was serious, his eyes squinting in concentration, as he eyed the apparatus I was resting on.

      “You were craning your neck every time you pulled downwards,” he went on. “You shouldn’t do that. You could hurt yourself.”

      I was still staring at him. He was awfully knowledgeable about this for a man who had no memory.

      “You must’ve learnt that somewhere,” I remarked.

      He nodded thoughtfully, running a tongue over his lower lip. “Yes,” he said. “I suppose I must have.”

      His age, and now this… I wondered how many other memories were just bubbling beneath the surface, waiting to be uncovered. The fact that he had suggested that I call him Josh so quickly made me wonder whether that had actually been his name… or perhaps the name of somebody he had once known.

      Maybe with time, he will heal by himself. The drugs or whatever else the hunters had inflicted on him might simply fade away. That was a hopeful thought. I hoped not unrealistically hopeful.

      “Well,” I said, “let me try again and you can tell me if I’m doing that thing with my neck.”

      I retook my hold around the handles and pulled downward, this time making a concerted effort not to strain my neck muscles.

      “Better,” he muttered. Then he paused again, staring at my hands wrapped around the handles. “Though,” he remarked, “your wrists don’t look right.” Reaching up, he grasped my wrists and straightened them. I realized only now that I had been bending them at a weird angle when I’d pulled downward. I really was clueless at this.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      I tried again, and this time, Josh approved. He watched me continue before returning to his own weights and picking them up again.

      I exercised for about another ten minutes before I got fed up. Around the same time exhaustion took its toll on Josh. He set down the weights and leaned back in his chair. He reached for the blankets wrapped around him and cast them aside.

      I handed him some more water, which he drank readily. Then I wondered, “Are you hungry, by any chance?”

      “Hm,” he said. “You know… I think I am.”

      That was certainly an improvement. “Come with me and I’ll cook something for you.”

      I waited for a second to see if his arms moved to his chair’s wheels, to gauge whether he wanted to move himself, but since he didn’t, I moved behind him and pushed him to the kitchen.

      “Is there anything in particular you want to eat?” I asked. “Do you have any idea what you like?”

      He shrugged. “Just… whatever you’ve got, I’ll try it.”

      “I think you should try eating something solid for a change. If you throw up, then,  well, you throw up.”

      “All right…”

      I wasn’t great at cooking. Really not great. Usually when my parents were away, I visited my grandmother for main meals. My mom also packed up meals for me and put them in the freezer so I could take them out and heat them up when I wanted to stay at home to eat. But now that I had a guest, I was feeling a little more adventurous. Unwisely so.

      I looked in the fridge and saw that we had all the ingredients needed for omelets. And so began my endeavor. Unfortunately, I ended up burning the first two, but the third one came out all right. At least, it came out looking all right.

      I flopped it onto a plate and put it in front of him before reaching for a bottle of ketchup and a tube of brown sauce. I set them down on the table. He picked up the ketchup and squirted a bit on his plate before cutting up a piece of omelet and dunking it in the sauce. He put it into his mouth and chewed slowly, tentatively, as if afraid of what he might taste.

      Then, to my dismay, his face took on an expression of quiet disgust. He didn’t mean to be rude to me, I was sure. But I’d cooked bad meals enough times for enough people to detect when somebody wasn’t enjoying what I had put in front of them.

      “You don’t like it, do you?” I said. “You can be honest with me. I promise I won’t get offended.”

      He stopped chewing and furrowed his brows, looking down at his plate. “I, uh, don’t think it’s the omelet. There is nothing much to dislike about it—it’s rather bland. What’s really pretty unpleasant… it’s this stuff.” He poked his fork at the tomato sauce and curled his nose. “Ketchup.”

      Aha. That I had cooked food that was merely bland was actually a compliment by my standards. “Why don’t you try this brown sauce instead?”

      He poured a few drops onto his plate and tried it. But he didn’t like that any better. Not a ketchup or condiment fan in general, it seems. I was the total opposite. I loved ketchup. When I was a kid, my mother used to joke that I ate more ketchup than fries. I had a sweet tooth in general.

      After a few more bites of pure, “bland” omelet, Josh seemed to change his mind about it. He set aside his fork, admitting defeat.

      “Do you want something else?” I asked. “How about cheese on toast?” That’s British, isn’t it? “Or I can see what’s left of the frozen food my mom left…”

      “I’ll try your cheese on toast,” he replied.

      “Okay,” I said, half chuckling. I took away his plate and fixed him some good old cheese on toast, after adding a bit of dried oregano to it to make it a bit more flavorsome. He had a better time eating that. My main concern was not so much how much he enjoyed the food, but the fact that he was able to hold it down at all. He finished two whole pieces of toast, and after ten minutes, he was still showing no sign of vomiting.

      Taking away his empty plate, I was about to suggest that he try a small piece of strawberry pie that we had in the refrigerator when a deafening explosion rocked through the apartment. I dropped the plate, my heart shooting to my throat.

      It sounded like… a bomb. Josh’s eyes were wide with shock and confusion.

      And then came another explosion, even more deafening than the last. “Oh, my God!” I gasped, clutching my ears and wincing.

      What is going on?

      I rushed to the window. In the distance, hovering somewhere above the Port, were swarms of black, wasp-like helicopters. The sky above The Shade’s boundary was choked with smoke, and as yet another deafening boom thundered down on the island’s protective barrier, blinding light flashed. Bombs. They were dropping bombs onto our barrier. What the heck?

      I raced back to Josh and clutched his shoulders, hoping to reassure him. “Everything’s going to be okay, all right?” I said hurriedly.

      “What is that?” he breathed.

      “The IBSI. The same bastards who took you captive. They are raining down explosives, but don’t worry. Try as they might, there’s no way they can penetrate our island… You just wait here. I’m going to go and see what’s happening, and I’ll come right back to you.”

      I didn’t even give him a chance to respond before hurtling out of the apartment and down to the forest ground.

      I raced to the Port with all the speed my legs could carry me to find a whole gathering of residents already in the clearing before the jetty. I caught sight of Shayla near the front, her head panned up toward the sky. I rushed over to her, gripping her arms and drawing her attention to me.

      “What is this?” I panted.

      Shayla looked just as confused as I felt. “I’m not sure. I’m certain that they know they can’t make a dent in our island. I don’t understand why they’re even bothering…”

      “Revenge?” I suggested. “For what we’re doing to them in The Woodlands?”

      Shayla shook her head. “It doesn’t make sense. Obviously, they want revenge, but this is the most stupid way to attempt it possible. They know the power of our boundary… I can’t help but think they just want to get our attention.”

      Well, they sure got that…

      I spotted several dragons standing nearby, including Lethe, who was nearest to me, holding hands with his human wife, Elodie. He was the only ice dragon on the island; he’d come here on a visit some years ago, fallen in love with one of the human girls, and never left. Warm climates didn’t suit him well at all, but in The Shade it was just about tolerable for him due to the spell of night.

      “Hey, Lethe,” I called to him. He turned to face me, his frigid eyes fixing on me. “Can you take me up there?” I requested.

      He frowned, then looked to Shayla for permission.

      “Why?” Shayla asked, grabbing my hand.

      “I want to get high enough to talk to them,” I said. “Ask them why on earth they’re here.”

      Shayla shrugged. “All right. Obviously, Lethe, make sure you stay within the boundary unless you want to get blown to smithereens.”

      With a grunt of acquiescence, Lethe transformed into a blue, scaly ice dragon. I hurried onto his back before he launched into the sky. As another bomb dropped, I feared that I might actually go deaf. Once there was a span of relative quiet again, and Lethe and I had neared the helicopters, I roared up, “WHAT DO YOU WANT?”

      That was pathetic. There was no way they could have heard me beneath those choppers.

      “Lethe,” I said. “Can you please call up to them?”

      Lethe’s entire body rumbled beneath me as he let out a mighty bellow. “WHAT DO YOU SEEK HERE?”

      I was sure that must’ve gotten through to them, even amidst the noise of the choppers’ blades.

      Then the door to the aircraft directly above us slid open and a man peered down, a brown-haired hunter I had never seen before.

      Shayla followed Lethe’s and my lead and joined us in the air, along with several other witches and dragons.

      The hunter held up an amplifier and boomed down, “You have something of ours!”

      I exchanged glances with Shayla, and before anyone else could respond, I told Lethe to yell back, “We have nothing of yours!”

      “You stole away a specimen of ours from The Woodlands!” the hunter shot back down. My breath hitched. Josh. “Give him up, if you want any semblance of peace restored to your island.”

      Shayla manifested an amplifier of her own and yelled back, “We do not have any specimen here! The young man we found died on the journey back to Earth. Now shoo, before we set our dragons on you!”

      The hunters dropped another bomb, wreaking more havoc on my eardrums. Ugh. They need to stop doing that.

      “We know that you are lying,” the hunter yelled back down. “We have a tracker installed in him!”

      Oh, my God. I stared at Shayla. “How did you miss that?” I whispered.

      She was already cursing herself. “Dammit. I never thought to search him for a tracker. It was the last thing on my mind.”

      The Shade’s barrier wouldn’t have allowed the device to communicate once within the island, but the hunters could have traced Josh’s journey leading up it.

      “Whether we do or do not have him,” Lethe responded for us, “you have one minute to back off!”

      “Know that he will die if you do not hand him over to us,” the hunter replied. “He will die if we do not continue with his treatments. If you want to spare his life, you will hand him back to us now.”

      My blood ran cold. Die?

      “They must be lying,” Lethe muttered.

      It was extremely disconcerting to me that Shayla hadn’t replied yet. Her large, brown eyes were traced with doubt. I reached out for her arm and grabbed it, forcing her to look at me. “What are you thinking?” I demanded. “Do you think he could be telling the truth?”

      She chewed nervously on her lower lip. “As I told you, I don’t know exactly what they did to him. If I knew, it would be more likely that I could find a cure… I can’t recognize for the life of me most of the traces in his blood. I can’t help but think this is merely a ruse to get us to hand him over—for whatever reason they want him so badly—but of course, I can’t say for certain that they’re lying.”

      I drew in a sharp breath and gazed back up at the hunters. Handing Josh back to them felt like it would be certain death, surely. Either death, or some kind of prolonged miserable existence. How could we hand him back over?

      I took the amplifier from Shayla and yelled, “What did you do to him?”

      “Hand him over!” the hunter roared.

      “Why? What treatments have you been giving him?”

      No response.

      Oh, God. My breathing coming hard and fast, I twisted to face Shayla again. I was so tempted to suggest that we immediately launch an attack on the IBSI and drive them away, but… that hunter’s guarantee of Josh’s death had arrested my mind. I couldn’t shake the biting doubt. What if it really were true? And who was I to make this kind of decision to ignore or accept his words? This wasn’t my life. This was Josh’s. It was only right that I talk to him about this… even though it killed me to lay this kind of stress on him—just when he had been showing some tiny signs of progress.

      “L-Let me go and talk to Josh,” I stammered, as the hunters dropped yet another explosive.

      “Where is he?” Shayla asked.

      “I left him in my apartment. Lethe, please take me there.”

      Lethe soared away with me over the treetops. As we reached my treehouse, he paused and lowered to the veranda, allowing me to leap down. I raced into the apartment to find that Josh had moved up to the window and was staring out at the chopper-filled sky over the Port.

      He turned to me as I entered, looking just as confused and anxious as he had when I’d left him.

      “What is going on?” he croaked.

      I drew in a deep breath, buying myself time as I thought about how best to explain this to him. But in the end I figured it was best to just tell him the hard truth and not try to sugarcoat it.

      “The IBSI… They admitted that they were using you as a specimen for experimentation, though they refuse to say what for… but they’re demanding that we hand you back to them.”

      His eyes bulged. “What? How do they even know I am here?”

      I scanned his face, neck, arms, and hands: every inch of his skin that was uncovered by clothing. “They claim to have inserted some kind of tracker in you. But right now, that’s beside the point.” I swallowed hard, steeling myself for my next words. “Josh,” I said, “they’re claiming that if we do not return you, you’re going to die.”

      He stared at me, dumbstruck. “Die? Die from what?”

      “Well, that’s just it,” I said, blowing out in frustration. “We have no idea. A part of me thinks that they’re simply lying and this is some stupid ruse to get us to give you up, but another part of me is… afraid.” I paused again. “I hate to lay this on you, Josh. I really do. But this is a decision that none of us can make. This is your life. You need to decide.”

      He covered his face with his hands, rubbing his temples, even as he let out a low groan. “I would rather die than return to them.”

      Although that was what I’d expected he would say, I didn’t voice my agreement. He needed to make this decision without any interference on my part.

      He raised his head and gazed out again at the choppers, buzzing around in the sky like angry black hornets. He shook his head, shuddering. His brown eyes darkened. “I don’t want to go back to them.”

      He might’ve lost his memory, but deep down I believed he must have still been conscious of the trauma they had put him through.

      “For all I know,” he went on, “they could wipe my brain all over again. Lock me back in some tiny, airtight bunker for God knows how long.”

      As more explosions were let off, I said, “Are you sure about this? Don’t feel you have to rush to make a decision. These hunters might be causing a disturbance, but they can’t get inside. No matter how hard they try. You have time to think about this.”

      He took another moment to think, but then met my eyes, his mouth set in a thin hard line, his expression resolute. “I would rather assume that they are lying than take the risk that they are not.”

      I held his gaze for several moments longer, trying to verify whether I really saw true conviction in them. I did. He had made up his mind. “Okay.” I nodded. “I’ll go and tell Shayla your decision.” I was about to rush out again but I held back to give his hand a gentle squeeze. “Don’t worry. We’ll take care of this.”

      Then I turned on my heel and returned to the veranda before resuming my seat on Lethe’s back.

      As he carried me back to the Port, I tried to fill my mind with only positive thoughts. I tried to reason with myself. We were seeing small signs of improvement in Josh, like his being able to hold in solid food, and his stamina slowly rebuilding. If the hunter really was telling the truth, how would that be possible? Wouldn’t he only be getting worse?

      Descending on the crowd that was waiting for us, I informed Shayla, “He doesn’t want to be handed back. He is staying with us.”

      She nodded, not looking in the least bit surprised. Then she fixed her eyes on the hunters, her jaw setting in a grimace. “Then it’s time to give these bastards an ass-kicking… Shade- style.”
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      Neither Lethe nor I were needed for this task. This was a job for the fire dragons. I doubted even the jinn and witches would be required for this.

      The fire-breathers burst through The Shade’s boundary, unleashing an unholy storm of flames. It engulfed the choppers completely, as well as every patch of sky within sight. It had become a sky of fire.

      Shouts abounded, along with the firing of bullets and the dropping of more explosives, but from what I could make out through the blaze, the fire dragons were already above them and had blinded the hunters far too much with their fire to make their aim anywhere near accurate. Besides, the dragons’ scales were so tough, they were practically magical. They could withstand the spells of witches, which in their own way were just as powerful as these explosions the IBSI were raining down on us.

      After five minutes of chaos, the dragons relinquished their flames just a little bit. The helicopters that had survived were rapidly fleeing the area. The dragons didn’t bother chasing after those who had escaped, but they did burn all who remained within easy reach to cinders. Several aircraft crashed down against the roof of the island’s barrier, along with the limp bodies of men. The dragons swept down, clasping the wreckage and the bodies within their claws, and flung them miles away, into the ocean.

      As my hands trembled, I realized how in shock I was. It was not even so much their sudden arrival, nor what they had said about Josh. I just could not get over the fact that they had been so ready and willing to walk right into such danger. They knew how deadly our security was. They knew we were equipped with an army of dragons, jinn and witches who could take them down from the sky. And yet they had come to aggravate us anyway.

      We didn’t know exactly what they had done to Josh, but whatever it was, their actions confirmed to me that we were definitely right to keep him here. The fact that they were willing to risk the lives of God knew how many dozens of men for the sake of one young man who was supposedly at death’s door spoke volumes. They were desperate to get him back. And if they were desperate enough to launch such a fatal attack, they were certainly desperate enough to fabricate wild lies.

      And that was what we had to believe the hunter’s statement about Josh was. Nothing but a lie.

      Once the fire-breathers’ business was done, the witches allowed the dragons back into the island. They soared down and dumped themselves into the ocean, mists of steam releasing from their bodies.

      Lethe descended to the ground with me, along with Shayla and the other witches who had been hovering in the air to witness the scene up close.

      “All right,” Shayla called out to everyone—there really was quite a large crowd by now. Vampires, werewolves, humans, even Brett and Bella had trundled out of their caves. “Nothing to see here anymore.” Then she took my hand. “Let’s go to Josh. The first thing I want to do now is get that tracker out of him. Should have done that the day we brought him here.”

      “Good idea,” I agreed.

      She vanished the two of us and we reappeared on my veranda. As we entered the apartment, we found Josh still sitting by the window. He would’ve witnessed the entire battle from this height.

      “They’re gone,” Shayla said, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Now, I would like to take you back to the hospital.”
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      Returning to Meadow Hospital, Shayla took Josh to the X-ray room. A full-body X-ray, she said, would be the fastest way to determine where the tracker lay. She entered the room with him and closed the door behind her, leaving me to wait nervously outside. I hoped that the tracker wasn’t lodged someplace horribly intrusive.

      I wasn’t left to wait long. Shayla emerged about a quarter of an hour later and allowed me inside. My heart lifted at the look of relief on her face.

      “This should be an easy job,” she said. “They put it in his right heel. Just a minor surgery is required…” I read the rest of her thoughts. Since Josh couldn’t feel anything in his legs anyway, there shouldn’t be any pain.

      We took Josh to the surgery room, helped him out of his chair and laid him flat on the operating table. Shayla decided to give him a mild anesthetic anyway, just in case. Beginning the procedure, she dug into the back of his heel and within a couple of minutes she had pulled out a long, thin, metal tracking device. It was so slim and small, it could have been mistaken for a needle.

      Shayla destroyed it before healing his foot. Then she allowed Josh to slowly sit up.

      “You feeling all right?” Shayla asked.

      “Yes,” he murmured.

      “You are now tracker-free,” I informed him.

      The witch helped him back into his wheelchair and we returned him to his bedroom. He didn’t want to lie down, so instead we positioned his chair near the window, where he could look out at the sunflower meadow. Shayla drew up a chair opposite him, indicating that I do the same. Then, clearing her throat, she began, “Now that we’ve got the tracker out of the way, we really, really need to try to find out who you are. Why those hunters want you so much.” She paused, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’ve been thinking that, even though our first attempts failed, I, my fellow witches and the island’s jinn should keep trying. Different potions, different methods of magic, perhaps even the same ones repeatedly could get through to you. Would you be all right with that?”

      He met her eyes, his expression dead serious. “I’ll drink any damn thing you feed me. Trust me when I say that I want to discover my identity more than you.”

      “Good,” the witch said, rising to her feet and clasping her hands together. “So it’s back to the drawing board for me. I’m going to call a meeting with both witches and jinn. I think you can expect us to start with our various procedures within the day.” Shayla turned to address me. “I suspect that this will be a process that lasts several days. We should experiment with Josh as much as we possibly can, even though it may be overwhelming—we must get to the bottom of this.”

      I couldn’t help but sense a deeper meaning to her words, a more chilling meaning. I sensed, more than burning curiosity to find out about his background, an underlying fear that I still had myself—that there could be something fatally wrong with him.

      But whether that was or wasn’t the case, either way, we needed to unravel Josh’s mystery.

      “So,” Shayla went on, “you will still have free periods together, of course, in between our calls. But I don’t want you to be gone too long at one time. Always take a phone with you and keep it switched on, because we could need him back at the hospital at a moment’s notice if one of us thought we were on to something.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      And so passed the next few days. Basically they became a constant bombardment of appointments with various jinn and witches—not just Shayla and Safi—and crazy numbers of potions swallowed, along with other magical procedures that were quite mystical to me. In between the appointments, I managed to take Josh to his new gym every morning, where his routines were gradually becoming more daring. After about a week, I noticed a pronounced difference in his arm muscles. Slowly, they were starting to take shape again. His appetite also remained steady, and he was able to continue eating solid foods.

      In addition to his exercise routine, I took every opportunity that came my way to take him out for explorations around the island. We made it a habit to visit Sun Beach for at least half an hour in the mornings, and I showed him other parts of the island that he had not seen before. For some reason, he was particularly drawn to the lake, even more than Sun Beach. I didn’t offer to cook for him myself again after the omelets, but instead took him to my grandmother’s house for meals. She was delighted to meet Josh, and she was always happy to have guests for lunch.

      I continued to take notes in my trusty polka-dot notebook, although the things that I picked up on were few and far between. He continued to be curious and ask questions about The Shade and the world around us, but I was able to learn very little more about him. Whenever I was around him, I found myself mostly answering questions, as well as broadening his knowledge on the supernatural dimension, until after the ninth day there really wasn’t much more I could tell him about the world that I hadn’t already. After all, my own knowledge of the outside world was fairly limited. I knew about it mostly from tales of my parents and other family members, because I had only recently joined the League and started going out on missions.

      To my and Josh’s heavy disappointment, throughout these nine days, neither the witches nor the jinn had any luck with a cure. Though I couldn’t honestly say that this came as a surprise to me. I had been hoping against hope that if we just threw enough at him, we would reach a breakthrough. But it just wasn’t happening.

      After Josh was in bed one evening, Shayla called me in for a joint meeting with the witches and the jinn, where they explained to me their failures.

      “Nothing any of us have tried has worked, nor has shown even the slightest sign of working,” Shayla said, her round face glum.

      “I think we just have to accept that the types of external cures we’ve been trying aren’t going to bring back his memory,” Safi said, looking hardly less disappointed than Shayla.

      “It’s like his head is made of wood,” another Nasiri complained.

      “So what?” I said, gazing around at each of their hopeless faces. “We’re going to admit defeat?”

      Nobody responded except Shayla, who simply shrugged. “Unless one of us has a break through. But all of us have worked pretty much nonstop for the past nine days. Working for another nine days isn’t going to make a difference. We are no further than when we started.”

      I blew out a sigh, slumping back in my chair. Safi’s words played over in my head. An external cure. Meaning a forced cure, induced by some sort of magic. It was endlessly frustrating. I knew that Josh held memories. More memories than he was revealing. He was not as far gone as I had initially thought—I’d seen for myself how some things were instinctive to him. Which meant that he remembered them. It was just a matter of figuring out how to bring them to the surface. I was sure of it.

      In any case, everyone around me was clueless, and sitting here in this meeting any longer didn’t feel like it would bring us any closer to a solution. Since it was late anyway, I stood up and bade them good night. I went straight home and headed to my bedroom, where I pulled out my laptop.  I stayed up for hours scouring the web for any mention of a missing Brit named Josh. My search proved fruitless. I found a man of the same name—a couple actually—but their pictures weren’t of our Josh.

      I flopped into bed, but did not sleep. I lay awake, tossing and turning.

      If only those two oracles were still alive…

      Perhaps it was because I was younger and more naïve, possessing not even a fraction of the knowledge that those witches and jinn had. But one of the many things that my father had instilled in me was determination. Doggedness. Even in the face of the seemingly impossible.

      I wished that he was here now. I distracted myself momentarily by wondering what was going on with the League. Although they had been gone a long time now, I was not really worried. They had a big task to complete, after all—scouring the entirety of The Woodlands to rid it of hunters.

      Thoughts of Josh once again filled my mind. Since I was clearly not going to fall asleep anytime soon, I switched on my bedside lamp and dove my hand into the backpack I had hung at the end of my bed. I withdrew my notebook, lay back again, and began paging through my notes.

      After scanning all of my comments, it was clear that we only had two strong pieces of information. Firstly, his accent, and secondly, his inbuilt instinct for physical training. From the moment I’d first seen his build, I’d thought that he must’ve been some kind of athlete or fighter. Coupling this with the fact that he had been caught by the hunters… I paused in my train of thought.

      What if he wasn't actually caught, per se?

      The idea hit me like a sock in the gut.

      What if he had been a hunter himself?

      That would certainly explain a lot of things. His build, for one, and also the fact that they were able to catch him in the first place. If he’d been one of the hunters, he would’ve been an easy target. What if he was originally from one of the IBSI’s UK bases?

      So many what-ifs crowded my brain that I struggled to contain them all. And the idea that Josh could have been a hunter chilled me. I’d developed an inbuilt hatred for all members of the IBSI. Then again, even if he had been one, for them to have handled him like this, he couldn’t have gotten along with the rest of them. He must have been opposed to them in some way or other to have been treated the way he had been. I couldn’t imagine what person in their right mind would have been willing to go through such torture. And now that he had woken up from his stupor, he had an inbuilt desire to avoid them at all costs. If he truly had volunteered himself for whatever procedure they were performing on him, why would he be so averse to being taken back by them? No. I couldn’t bring myself to believe that he had cooperated with them. He must have been taken by force.

      But how do I verify any of these ideas for a fact?

      Am I not just back to square one, speculating and musing?

      I recalled how his knowledge had come to the surface when faced with me using that exercise machine incorrectly. It had sparked some memory deep within him. A familiar situation. In his previous life, he had been around gym equipment… Just as he must have been around England for at least some period of his existence.

      What if we took him to a familiar setting?

      What if we took him to England? And more specifically, the IBSI’s headquarters?

      I immediately saw a glaring problem with that. I did not know how many bases the IBSI had in the United Kingdom. How would we know which one he had been a part of? I supposed that the headquarters would be a good place to start… But that could lead us on a wild goose chase if it was not the right one.

      Not to mention the risks taking him there would pose. Especially since we would need to get close enough in order for him to recognize the setting… How close exactly?

      It was not so easy for us to enter IBSI’s headquarters. Fae were the only species we knew for certain could bypass their hyper-sensitive alarm systems—and only those who were fully fae, at that. I would not be able to get away with it, being half human and unable to transform into a subtle state like my father could.

      Still, nobody seemed to have any other ideas regarding how we could move forward with Josh. There would be no harm in suggesting it to Shayla and seeing what she said. We could go to wherever the headquarters were—I believed they were in London, though I would need to verify that with the witch—and then play things by ear. Who knew? Maybe simply taking him to his home country would draw back a whole slew of memories, and we might not even need to approach IBSI’s territory. That would really be best…
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      Early the next morning, I found myself sitting in Shayla’s kitchen while she threw together a quick breakfast for herself.

      “So is that where IBSI’s headquarters is in England?” I asked her. “London?”

      “As far as I know,” she said. “At least, that’s where they used to be.”

      “Then what do you think?” I asked, quirking a brow.

      She took a seat at the table opposite me, a serious expression on her face as she munched on a bowl of granola.

      “I think your logic is sound,” she said after a pause. “Taking him to his home country could very well be the trigger that we need, since it seems that whatever memories are buried within him have to surface naturally, rather than being forced by our artificial means… But—assuming that he really was a hunter, which is a rather big assumption—as you say, depending on how close we have to take him to hunter headquarters, this plan could come with a lot of risks.” She paused for a swig of orange juice. “That said, I don’t see any harm in taking him back to England and seeing what happens. We might not need to make it as far as their headquarters. We could check into a hotel somewhere, I suppose… But we would obviously need to keep a low profile. We can’t have anyone recognizing him.”

      “You would need to forge some IDs for us, I guess?”

      “Yes,” she replied, “if we’re to stay in a hotel… I’m assuming that you haven’t mentioned any of this to Josh yet?”

      I shook my head.

      “Right.” She stood up, downing the last of her orange juice. “Okay, we’ll do it. Just you, me and Josh.”

      She dumped her bowl in the sink before grabbing her handbag and touching my arm. She transported us to the hospital kitchens, where we picked up some breakfast for Josh before heading upstairs.

      As we entered his room and approached Josh’s bed, I immediately noticed something different about him. He looked terribly ill compared to yesterday. There was not even the slightest warmth to his cheeks—he was pale as a sheet.

      “Josh?” Shayla said. “You feeling okay?” She placed an arm around him and propped him upright so that he leaned against the headboard.

      “I’ve felt better,” he said dryly.

      “Let’s give you some of this warm breakfast.” Shayla poured out a bowl of soup, but when she handed it to him, he shook his head.

      “Really not hungry,” he muttered.

      “Try to eat something anyway,” Shayla pressed.

      He took the bowl from her reluctantly before gingerly raising a spoon to his lips. Then he retched, though thankfully, he didn’t vomit. He spat the soup in his mouth back into the bowl. He shook his head again, returning the bowl to the witch. “I can’t eat anything now.”

      “I wonder why,” Shayla muttered. “Grace said that you were eating solids only yesterday.”

      “I don’t know,” he replied, resting his head back. “I wasn’t feeling all that hot last night, but when I woke up this morning, I had an awful stomach pain—still have.” He grimaced.

      Shayla and I exchanged worried glances.

      His eyes turned to me, an almost apologetic look on his face. “Won’t be able to visit your gym this morning either,” he said.

      I cleared my throat. “Josh,” I began, even as I considered that now was probably the worst time to be talking about a trip since he was feeling so unwell. “Shayla and I have been talking. Neither the witches nor jinn have made any headway in forcing your memories back so we were thinking that we ought to try taking you somewhere… To your home country, England. London, specifically, at least at first. That’s where the IBSI’s headquarters are located. We’re hoping that it might trigger something… you know?”

      Wincing, he propped himself up higher in bed, so that he could look at the two of us better. “London,” he murmured. “How would we get there?”

      “Shayla would transport us with her magic.”

      He shrugged loosely. “For how long?”

      “We don’t know,” Shayla replied. “The plan would be to check into a hotel and just… see how things go. How you react to your initial surroundings. Whether there’s any spark.”

      “All right,” he said, wincing again as though experiencing a shot of pain. “When do we leave?”

      “Today,” Shayla replied. “At least, that was my plan before we found you like this.”

      He shook his head. “No, I-I’ll be okay. Hopefully this is just an off day and I’ll be feeling better tomorrow. We should leave today, just as you planned.”

      Shayla examined his face a moment longer, gauging his response. Then she sighed. “Okay.” She reached for the phone to call Tom to assist Josh in getting ready, but before she could place her hand on the phone, Josh reached out and caught her arm.

      “Wait,” he said. “I want to get ready myself this morning. Grace can wait outside the bathroom. I can always tell her if something goes pear-shaped.”

      Pear-shaped. I’d never heard that expression before. But I guessed well enough what he meant.

      I felt nervous about Shayla agreeing to this after his last attempt at doing something himself in the bathroom. She also looked reluctant. However, she agreed.

      “I’ll leave you to it, then,” she said. “I have some of my own preparations to do. I’ll be back once I’m ready.”

      She left the room.

      I couldn’t help but wonder why today of all days Josh was insisting on this particularly. I knew that he never liked getting assistance for taking a bath, but he had put up with it until now. Why today of all days when he was feeling particularly down?

      He slowly inched toward the edge of his bed and reached for the back of his wheelchair. I watched anxiously as he grabbed the chair’s arms. He pushed himself off the bed and slid into it. He winced as his hip banged against the side, but he shook it off and began wheeling himself to the bathroom.

      I followed him to the door, which, thankfully, he kept open for the time being as he approached the sink. His toothbrush and toothpaste had been set within reaching distance, so it wasn’t difficult for him to manage brushing his teeth alone. But what I was most worried about was how he would manage in the bathtub. When he finished cleaning his teeth and moved to close the door on me, I was so tempted to ask him if he was sure about this… but I didn’t. Instead I just remained waiting tensely outside, my ear against the door, listening. I heard the squeaking of his wheels against the shiny floor, and then the running of water.

      I waited for the sounds of him gripping the side of the bathtub and hauling himself in… but they didn’t come. When there was still silence after a couple more minutes had passed, I dared call, “You okay?”

      “Yep,” he replied, a little tensely.

      “Okay,” I said. “Was just wondering what the holdup was…”

      “I, uh…” He swore beneath his breath. “I’m just thinking that I probably should take some help now, actually. Getting into the tub… I’m wearing boxers, obviously,” he added quickly.

      “Oh. Of course.” I’d thought he had been hinting for me to call for Tom, not that he was requesting my help. “So can I come in now then?”

      “Yeah,” he muttered.

      Grabbing the handle, I pushed open the door to find that he’d wheeled himself to the edge of the tub. He twisted in his chair to face me, looking almost ashamed. My eyes fell from his face to the rest of his pale, bare body. I was impressed that he’d managed to get his pants off by himself, as well as his nightshirt. Now he sat, wearing a pair of black boxer shorts. I couldn’t help but notice his physique. Even the short time that he’d been using those weights had made a difference. His chest, torso and arm muscles were significantly more pronounced—not exactly toned, but no longer shadows.

      This was also the first time that I was seeing his legs uncovered. They were long and lanky, but I’d expected them to look more slack than they did. Rather, the muscles in his thighs and calves resembled the muscles in his chest and arms before he had started working out—once sculpted, since faded, but still distinguishable. If he could only move his legs, I guessed it would not take long for him to get those back in shape either.

      When he cleared his throat, his eyes still fixed on my face, I realized that I had stopped to ogle him a little too long. My cheeks warmed. “Sorry,” I said, raising my gaze.

      I had never helped a man of his size into a tub before. I wasn’t exactly short, but I guessed that he was at least six foot in height, if he’d been able to stand. I was strong, though. And he was slim. Rolling up the sleeves of my cardigan, I moved forward and lowered to him until my cheek was almost touching his.

      “You can put your arms around me,” I said.

      He raised his arms and placed them around my neck, while I wound mine around his waist. Slowly but surely, I eased him out of the chair and sat him on the edge of the tub. While he was perched there, I removed a hand from his midriff and trailed my fingers in the water to make sure that it was the right temperature. It felt pleasantly warm.

      Now I had to be careful, as I lowered him the rest of the way into the tub, to make sure that I didn’t lose my balance and fall on top of him. That would be so awkward…

      When his backside touched the base of the tub, I let go of him, allowing him to sink into the water, before picking up his legs and easing them in too. I straightened and looked down at him with a sense of pride. “There. That wasn’t too difficult.”

      “Thank you,” he said, before reaching for a sponge.

      I considered leaving now, but since he wasn’t glaring at me or hinting that I did, I decided to stay. I drew up a stool and sat quietly at the edge of the tub while he began soaping himself.

      “You must be incredibly bored with me by now,” he said, slanting me a glance.

      I frowned at him.

      “After you were introduced as my caregiver,” he clarified, “I didn’t think that you would remain with me all this time.”

      I raised my brows. “Why would you presume that?”

      He shrugged, wiping his face and looking away. “Well, you’re only seventeen, right?”

      “Yes…”

      “Is this really what seventeen-year-old girls want to do with their time?”

      I paused, considering my response. I thought to reply that this was my work experience, but during the days we’d spent together, I had come to see this as a lot more than that. Plus, I didn’t want him to think that this was just an excuse for me to skip classes. Because it wasn’t. It really wasn’t. Heck, I’d become so invested in his wellbeing that I’d lost sleep on several nights.

      “I can’t speak for others,” I said tersely. “But I can tell you with one hundred percent certainty that I have been anything but bored since you arrived on the island.”

      He fell silent, looking not quite satisfied with my answer.

      “What about you?” I countered. “Aren’t you bored with me yet?”

      His eyes shot up to meet mine. “You are joking, aren’t you?”

      “No,” I replied, my face deadpan.

      A smile curved his lips. He shook his head. “I imagine it would be quite hard to get bored with you.”

      Now it was my turn to smile. “Why do you say that?”

      “Well, you’re… an interesting person, Grace. Leaving aside the fact that you’re half fae, you’re full of stories. You have strong opinions about things. You’ve lived a colorful life.”

      “Okay,” I said, my smile broadening. “I can take a compliment. I find you to be interesting, too.” Interesting enough for me to be a creeper and keep a constant diary about you. “And I’m sure that you’ll be even more interesting once we get back your memories.”

      “Hm.” His smile faded. “If.”

      “I prefer ‘once,’” I said.

      His grin returned. “Okay, Grace. Once.”

      His mood seemed significantly lighter as he continued washing himself. I wondered if even his stomach pains were subsiding, because he wasn’t wincing quite so much. Perhaps he was just distracted by our conversation.

      “Why did you insist on doing this yourself today?” I couldn’t help but ask.

      “Well, I can’t fit my exercise in,” he replied, wiping his face with a washcloth. “The least I can do is try to shift my own weight… That, and I suppose… something of you has rubbed off on me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He looked up. “I’m not sure if it’s been intentional on your part or not,” he replied, “but the message I’ve gleaned from you is to make the most of what I’ve got, while I’ve got it. When I feel beaten down, strive harder… or whatever.” He smirked self-deprecatingly. “Or maybe I’m just spewing crap.”

      My eyes widened. It had not been a conscious decision on my part to try to impart any kind of message to Josh. But it was true that in setting up his gym and taking him there every day to work his upper body, I’d wanted him to make the best use of whatever he found himself with. Wasn’t that what we all ought to do in life, appreciate what we had and make the most of it, rather than hankering after what was out of reach? At least, that was what my parents had always told me.

      “Well, that’s, uh… that’s good crap,” I said.

      He chuckled. “It is.”

      We both fell into silence for a while before he spoke again. “What do you plan to do with your life when you grow older?”

      “Hm…” I fingered the edge of the tub. “More of the same, I suppose…” Not that there really was anything “of the same” here in The Shade. There was always something different or unexpected going on. “I’m a member of the island’s League and I intend to remain so for as long as I live… at least, that’s what I think.”

      I wished that I could have returned his question and received his answer. Though if my speculation that he was once a hunter was correct, he would have already decided what he’d wanted to be.

      Neither Shayla nor I had mentioned this to him yet—this wild guess. I didn’t see any reason not to mention it to him now.

      “You know,” I began tentatively, “I have a theory about you.”

      He laid down his sponge and cocked his head to one side. “What’s that?

      “I have a feeling that you used to be a member of the IBSI.”

      His brows practically touched his hairline. “Seriously? Why would you think that?”

      I explained my reasoning, however shaky it might be. By the time I was done he didn’t have much to say to counter it.

      “I suppose anything’s possible,” he said.

      He fell silent for a while as he mulled over the idea.

      Once it looked like he’d finished cleaning his body, I noticed that his hair looked a bit greasy. Although I was still hesitant to offer such personal help, I suggested casually, “Your hair looks like it might need a wash.”

      He reached into his hair and felt it. “Yeah. You’re right.”

      He sank down into the bathtub, submerging his head. I looked toward the cabinet beneath the sink, where the shampoo was kept. Leaving the bath side for a moment, I pulled out a bottle of two-in-one shampoo and conditioner before returning to my seat.

      “Would you let me?” I asked, holding up the bottle. “I like messing with hair.”

      He rolled his eyes. “All right.”

      He sat up again and turned himself so that his back was facing me. I ran my fingers through his hair and soaked his scalp with shampoo. It was actually true that I liked messing with hair—since I was a kid, I’d always wanted to play around with my mom’s long hair, and I’d mess with Hazel’s and Victoria’s too whenever they came round for a sleepover. Perhaps if I hadn’t joined the League and I’d lived in a world that was far different from our own, I might have even trained to become a hairdresser…

      I finished lathering his hair before instructing him to dip into the water again. I rinsed it off, giving his scalp a massage at the same time. When he sat up, although he still looked awfully pale, he appeared quite relaxed. Certainly less tense than when I’d first come in here.

      As I examined him now, it looked like there was only one more thing to be done. His beard. It was still looking rather unkempt, and if we were to stay in a hotel, we needed to attract as little attention as possible. It was about time for him to have a shave, anyway. Feeling bolder now that he’d allowed me to wash his hair, I moved to the shelves and took down a new razor and a jar of shaving foam. I placed them on the edge of the bathtub.

      To my surprise, he chuckled. “Okay,” he said, reaching for them. “I can take a hint. Drop the caveman look.”

      I smirked. “I do think you’ll look better without it.”

      As he started opening the jar of cream, I quickly fetched a handheld mirror and held it up to him. As he began to shave, I watched closely. His beard slowly came off. I marveled at the transformation, and once he was finished, I was practically gaping.

      Wow. What a difference a shave can make. He looked so much younger. His features were also more pronounced—his jawline was harder, stronger than I had thought beneath his hair, and his cheekbones were also sharper. I spotted a faint dimple at the end of his chin, which was actually kind of cute. His lips also looked different: wider, fuller.

      I realized that I was looking at him more than he was looking at himself when he frowned at me and said, “What?”

      “You look, um… awesome.” Handsome was the word that had almost slipped from my lips.

      He looked back at himself in the mirror and widened his eyes. “You’re easily impressed, then.”

      I wasn’t about to start arguing that he was better looking than he was willing to admit. Instead, I just smiled faintly and pursed my lips.

      Now that he had finished shaving, I wasn’t sure what other business he had to do in the bath. He seemed to be ready to get out, too. I stood up, planting my left hand on the left side of the bath and my right on the right side, to gain a grip. Then I lowered myself—until my face was rather uncomfortably close to his—and gave him permission for the second time. “You can put your arms around me.”

      His cool, damp arms reached around my neck. As I began slowly easing him up, my right hand slipped from the edge of the tub. I’d underestimated how slippery the water had made it. I found myself falling… he was falling too… I was falling on top of him. The next thing I knew, we were both in the bathtub. Our faces were squashed together, our noses touching. And his laughter was loud in my ear.

      “Oh, my God!” I gasped, scrambling to raise myself off of him. “I’m so sorry! I’m so, so sorry!” Grabbing hold of the tub’s edges, I leapt out of the bath so fast one would have thought he had given me an electric shock.

      But Josh didn’t seem to mind my mistake in the slightest. He was still shaking with laughter.

      Well, at least somebody’s entertained…

      He could laugh, but I was supposed to be a professional. How could I have made such a stupid, clumsy mistake with a patient?

      “Are you okay?” I feared that I had hurt him. Although he didn’t look hurt, I could have damaged him somehow and he might not even feel it.

      But he could barely answer me through his chortling.

      At this, I couldn’t help but crack a smile. “Finished making fun of me yet?”

      “Not quite,” he managed.

      I glared down at him in mock admonition, until he calmed down.

      “Dare I suggest we try that again?” he asked, a grin still splitting his face.

      Smirking, I reached for a towel. Before gripping the edges of the tub this time, I made sure they were thoroughly dried. And then for good measure, I handed the towel to Josh so that he could dry his arms and hands.

      Then we tried again. This time, thankfully more successfully.

      I placed down towels on his seat before I raised him out of the tub and lowered him back into it. I handed him two more towels so that he could dry himself completely. Eyeing me in amusement, he handed one of the towels back to me. “Looks like you could use this just as well as me.”

      I could. I was soaking wet. I removed my cardigan, about to dab down my shirt a bit, before realizing how… ahem… clingy my t-shirt had become. I quickly replaced my cardigan and handed the towel back to him.

      “I’ll, uh, sort myself out downstairs.”

      “Okay,” he said. “I can manage things from here, I think.” He nodded toward the door.

      “Okay. If you need anything, just call for Tom. I’ll be back soon.” I cast him one last sheepish grin before exiting the bathroom.

      As I hurried down to the ladies’ room, I reached up to touch my cheeks. They felt on fire. I could only imagine how close their shade was to a tomato’s.
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      I ended up hurrying back home to change, realizing the stupidity of thinking I could change in the ladies’ room. I would have nothing to change into down there. While I was in my apartment, I also packed up some clothes in a suitcase for the journey. Not just for myself, but also for Josh. I ended up rummaging through my father’s wardrobe, since I figured that they were roughly the same size, and I knew my father wouldn’t mind.

      If we were going to be staying at a hotel, Josh needed to look presentable. He shouldn’t be rolling around in hospital pajamas. Looking through my father’s collection of clothing, I wondered what would suit Josh. I ended up picking mostly plain, safe, and easy clothes—jeans, T-shirts, as well as a number of sweaters and two coats. But as I spotted one of my father’s tuxedos, I decided to pack that, too. If we would be staying in a hotel, there might be an occasion to wear it. I also was sure to bring my notebook, of course, along with my toothbrush and a few other travel items.

      By the time I’d finished packing, ironically I realized that I’d gathered way more clothes for Josh than I had for myself. But that was okay. I doubted I would run out of clothes.

      Then I stopped by my grandmother and aunts’ treehouse. I’d wanted to tell them where I was going and say goodbye, but they weren’t home, so instead I left a note before returning to Meadow Hospital. When I arrived at Josh’s room, Shayla was already in there with him. He just couldn’t help but crack another grin at me as I entered, and despite myself, my cheeks flushed yet again. Ugh.

      Shayla looked from me to him, a smile forming on her lips. “All right?” she said. She was standing by her own suitcase, planted at the end of Josh’s bed.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      It seemed that she had already brought more suitable clothes for Josh—at least for traveling there. He was wearing black pants and a thick puffer coat with woolen gloves. His hair was dry already… and still, he looked too pale.

      “Do you think we should try to give Josh something to eat before we go?” I asked Shayla.

      “Already tried,” she said. “We can try again this evening.”

      The three of us exchanged glances. “So are we completely ready to leave?” I asked.

      “I am, if you two are,” Shayla replied.

      I moved to Shayla with my suitcase while she seated Josh in his wheelchair. Then she caught my wrist while placing a hand on Josh’s shoulder, and the hospital room surrounding us disappeared.

      [image: ]
* * *

      London—or at least Central London—was one of the few places in the world that had managed to remain unscathed by supernaturals. This was thanks to the wealth of the city, and the extremely high security measures the IBSI had put in place at its borders.

      As Shayla, Josh and I hit solid ground, we found ourselves standing in a narrow street, enclosed by high brick walls. The temperature was icy, and it was raining buckets. Shayla quickly led us to the end of the street, where we emerged into a broad avenue, lined with old-fashioned brick buildings. She pointed to one of them on the opposite side of the road—a tall, swanky-looking hotel with an exterior of white brick. I realized that this would actually be the first time I had ever stayed in a hotel before—at least within my memory.

      I gripped the handles of Josh’s wheelchair and we crossed the road—not without getting splashed by a double-decker bus zooming past. Arriving at the bottom of the steps leading up to the hotel, I was about to suggest that Shayla magic Josh’s chair to the top when she pointed to a winding ramp. “My magic needs to go into hibernation for now,” she said beneath her breath. “Remember, we don’t want to attract unnecessary attention.”

      Pushing Josh up the ramp and entering the revolving doors, we emerged in a posh, circular lobby. Before approaching the reception desk, Shayla pulled out three US passports.

      “You are Jane Simpkins,” Shayla informed me, “and you, Josh, are Joshua Madison. I am Beatrice Dare… In case anyone asks, we are Josh’s caregivers, and have brought him to London on a sightseeing trip—not that it’s anybody’s business what we’re doing here.”

      We moved to the desk, where Shayla asked if they were any rooms available—a single room and a double twin room, to be exact. The receptionist confirmed that there were. Shayla planted the IDs on the desk and requested a booking of two nights. My jaw dropped at the price, but Shayla barely batted an eyelid. She pulled out a wad of notes and handed them over to the receptionist. She really had come prepared, even with the right currency.

      One of the hotel staff led us to an elevator. He took us to the fifth floor before leading us to two rooms, numbers fifty-four and fifty-six, side by side.

      Shayla dismissed the man and watched him leave down the corridor before turning to us.

      “Well,” she said, eyeing me. “Where would you like to sleep, Grace? The twin bedroom, of course, is for Josh and one of us, so that we can keep an eye on him. I don’t mind either way.”

      I didn’t have to think for even a moment. “Uh, I’ll stay with Josh.” I figured it would be fun for the two of us to share a room. Like a sleepover.

      “Okay then.” Shayla handed me the keycard to our room, while she entered the single one. Swiping the card against the reading device by Josh’s and my door, it clicked open. I wheeled Josh inside before closing the door behind us.

      My breath hitched as I took in the room. Wow. This was more like a full-blown suite than just a twin bedroom. And the view through the old-fashioned windowpanes was stunning. It afforded a view of some kind of park, complete with lush green lawns and a lake in the middle, surrounded by wispy willow trees. Even beneath the gray rainy sky, it looked beautiful.

      The room was serene, tranquil. So quiet, I could distinctly hear both of us breathing.

      We averted our eyes from the window and looked again around the bedroom.

      “Well,” Josh said, clearing his throat. “Ladies first. Which side of the room do you prefer?”

      Of course, my preference was the bed closest to the window, but I thought that would be nicer for Josh to have.

      I pushed him to the window bed. “I’ll take the other one,” I said, before leaving him and laying my suitcase on my own mattress to begin unpacking.

      As I started laying out all the clothes on the bed, intending to hang them up in the cupboard before they could get too crinkly, Josh remarked, “Did you seriously bring all those for me?”

      He was eyeing the large heap of male clothing I’d taken from my father’s closet. I grinned sheepishly. “Yes,” I said. “I didn’t—and still don’t—know exactly how long we’ll be staying. We might need to extend the trip more than two nights.”

      I fished out the tuxedo from the pile and held it up to show him. I quirked a brow. “What do you think of this?” I asked him.

      He wrinkled his nose. “Bit posh.”

      I chuckled. “Then what is your style?”

      He rolled over to the bed and began sifting through the clothes himself. He picked out a casual pair of jeans and a loose T-shirt. “These are more my thing, I think,” he said.

      “You’re easy to please,” I commented.

      He wheeled himself back to his side of the room and watched as I finished unpacking. As I was hanging up the last three garments, there came a knock at the door. I hurried to answer it. Shayla stood in the doorway, holding a book—a tourist guide to London. She stepped inside and moved over to the table near the window. She drew up a chair and began paging through the guide.

      “I don’t know London,” she said. “I’m only aware of the location of the IBSI’s base here. But I’ve been reading this book and it looks like the most logical thing to do would be to go on one of these bus tours. It seems a good way to see the main sites in London and, if Josh is really from here, maybe something will trigger… something.”

      Josh and I agreed. After bundling Josh with some more layers—including a hat and scarf, as well as pulling on a thick coat myself—we grabbed three umbrellas courtesy of the hotel and headed downstairs to get directions to the nearest tour bus stop. The rain was still beating down when the open-topped double-decker pulled up. It was a shame that we couldn’t sit at the top because of Josh’s chair. Instead we ended up taking a seat toward the back, away from as many people as possible. Which wasn’t difficult. The bus was practically empty.

      We made sure that Josh had a window seat, of course, and Shayla instructed him to keep his eyes out the window at all times to take in as many details as possible. As the vehicle moved forward, it truly was a strange sight to see a place outside The Shade that remained so… unaffected. I wasn’t sure what the suburbs of London were like—but in central London, I didn’t get the impression that much had changed since the supernatural invasion.

      That said, one thing that struck me as weird was the lack of people around. For that matter, the hotel itself had seemed quite empty. We hadn’t noticed any other guests on the way down or up the elevators.

      Now, outside it was raining, which would explain a certain amount of emptiness on the streets, but the cafés and shops that we passed by also appeared to be three-quarters empty.

      “Why do you think that is?” I asked Shayla, breaking out of my own thoughts.

      “What?” she asked, keeping her eyes fixed out of the window.

      “There are so few people around.”

      Shayla frowned. “Well, it’s expensive. You heard how much those rooms cost us—even for a luxury hotel, it’s extortionate. Even the cost of these bus passes was ridiculous. I’ve a feeling that only the very wealthiest people can afford to live in Central London these days. Perhaps the rest just got thrust out to the less secure suburbs. Though they’d be more secure than US suburbs, for example. Europe and the UK haven’t been hit as hard by Bloodless as our part of the world, though of course, there are gates for other supernaturals to pass through worldwide.”

      “I wonder how many other cities in the world also operate like this,” I said.

      Shayla shrugged. “Probably quite a few of the major ones.”

      I turned my focus on Josh. His brown eyes were wide and shining as he gazed out of the window. We had been traveling for about ten minutes now, and hadn’t hit even a single patch of traffic.

      Over the next few hours, we passed all the sites that London was famous for—landmarks that even I’d heard about or seen pictures of. The Tower of London. The Houses of Parliament. The London Eye. Frankly, I wasn’t that interested in any of it. I kept looking back at Josh, hoping that at any moment, he might have a reaction. That something might spark in his eyes and he would suddenly proclaim he remembered something. Anything. But he remained quiet, simply observing our surroundings, without any sign of recognition whatsoever.

      When the tour ended, we piled off the bus, back onto the sidewalk. Shayla and I both stared down at him. “Well?” Shayla asked. “Anything at all?”

      “Not really,” he muttered. “I mean, most of the sites were vaguely familiar—I’m sure I’ve seen them before, but that’s not saying much, is it, for a major city? I remembered nothing in relation to me or my past.”

      Great.

      I felt as glum as the weather as we returned to the hotel. I’d really been hoping to avoid going near IBSI’s headquarters. Even with Shayla here, it felt like tempting fate. Still, it looked like we might have no choice now.

      As we neared the elevators, Shayla said, “I’m starving. Let’s go get dinner. Josh can try to eat something again, too.”

      “How are you feeling, by the way?” I asked Josh, as we made our way toward the restaurant at the back of the hotel.

      “Still have stomach twinges,” he mumbled.

      As we took a seat and ordered, I didn’t have much of an appetite. I just picked at some pasta and salad. Josh was able to down half a small bowl of asparagus soup without retching, which was at least some comfort. But it still worried me he’d lost his appetite compared to just a day ago.

      Shayla tucked into a full-blown meal. “I hate this cold,” she grumbled after she’d finished, pushing away her plate. “Makes me put on weight.”

      Returning to the elevators and making our way back upstairs, I asked the witch the inevitable question. “So now what? Tomorrow we need to approach the IBSI to see if that area could be more stimulating to Josh?”

      “Yeah,” she replied grimly. “I suggest we leave around 8 AM. I’ll magic us to the outskirts.”

      I glanced at Josh, who looked just as unenthusiastic about the idea.

      “I’m going to do some reading now,” Shayla said, opening the door to her room. “As for you two… it’s better if you stay in your room but, since it’s still early, if you want to wander around the hotel a bit, I guess that’s okay. Just don’t leave it, obviously, and try not to bump into anyone.”

      With that, she entered her room and shut the door.

      I walked around Josh’s chair to face him. “Well? What do you want to do? We could go exploring a bit, or I guess return to the room and watch TV or something…”

      He still looked weighed down with the disappointment of the day, the same disappointment that I felt. He shrugged. “Don’t mind.”

      I didn’t particularly feel like watching TV so I suggested, “Then let’s explore a little first.”

      I returned to the elevators and we moved up the hotel one level at a time, exploring each floor, all of which looked basically identical. Just more long, winding corridors, passing the occasional staff member and even more occasional guest—until we reached the top floor, the ninth floor of the building where we discovered a gym and a swimming pool. My eyes brightened instantly. Cool. They were both empty, too.

      I pushed Josh’s chair up to the doors of the gym. It was a shame that he wasn’t up to using gym equipment right now. I moved to the glass doors of the hall that held the swimming pool. They slid open automatically, inviting us inside. We entered, a rush of warmth engulfing us, the pleasant scent of chlorine filling my nostrils. I walked slowly around the large, empty pool.

      I left Josh for a moment and went to the edge of the pool to dip my finger in the water. Comfortably mild.

      Now that I thought of it, I really felt like a swim. Josh seemed to have already read my mind as he watched me approach the water. “Why don’t you take a dip?” he suggested. “I’ll watch.”

      I felt a bit guilty at the thought of leaving him at the side while I enjoyed a luxurious swim. But since he’d suggested it, I decided to go ahead. The only thing was… I didn’t have a swimsuit with me.

      I returned to Josh’s chair and pushed him toward the ladies’ locker room, leaving him outside while I entered to see if I could find any swimsuits. There were many items inside courtesy of the hotel—bath robes, towels, shampoo, an array of soaps, and even perfume—but no swimsuits. I guessed that meant I would have to swim in my underwear. I doubted the manager of the hotel would like that, but I also doubted anybody would bother to stop me, even if they spotted me through the CCTV cameras.

      So I stripped off my clothes and bundled them into a locker. Then I wrapped a robe around me and returned to Josh, waiting patiently where I’d left him outside the changing rooms.

      I moved to the edge of the pool, keeping the robe tightly wrapped around me as I sat down and dipped my legs into the water. Then I quickly slipped off the robe and slid inside before Josh could see too much of me… even though underwear was no more revealing than a bikini.

      The water really was deliciously warm. And jets of water shot from the walls of the pool, giving a bubbling effect like in a jacuzzi. I swam up and down for a bit and then moved to the edge, letting the jets of water massage my back. It occurred to me just how relaxing this would be for Josh.

      I looked up at him. He was still watching me. “Hey, Josh, why don’t you join me?”

      He merely scoffed. “You’re joking, right?”

      “No. Come in. I promise I won’t let you drown.”

      When he was still reluctant, I pressed, “Come on. Be a sport… It would make me happy if you joined me.” And I know you’d like it in here too, if you just trusted me.

      At this, he stopped scowling, and looked more seriously at me. Then he let out a sigh. “Okay. If you insist.”

      Yes.

      “The water is lovely and warm. You’ll be comfortable in here,” I encouraged. And you’ll feel light. Weightless.

      I returned to where I’d left my bath robe, and, hoisting myself out of the water, I wrapped it around me. Then I padded over to him. He had already unzipped his coat. I took it from him and hung it around the back of his chair. He removed his sweater, along with the many other layers we had packed on him. Finally he was wearing just his pants and a T-shirt. He lifted off the latter before unbuttoning the waist of his pants. He managed to ease them off the top half of his legs without much difficulty before I took the liberty of doing the rest of the work for him. I removed his shoes and rolled off his socks, then freed his legs from the pants.

      I placed his clothes on a nearby bench before returning to him. He was now wearing just his boxers. I helped him out of his chair and lowered him to the edge of the pool. I slid his legs into the water before discarding my robe and dipping back in myself. I didn’t miss the way his eyes briefly roamed my submerged body, before they returned to my face. He still had a reluctant expression, but it was playful reluctant, rather than truly reluctant.

      Gripping the side of the pool with one hand, I reached out my other to hold his right forearm. I tugged on him gently until he slipped into the water next to me. He shot downward instantly, of course, being unable to move his legs. I swiftly wrapped an arm around his waist and held him against me. I guided him to grip the pool’s edge. Now he could float, his legs swayed by the water jets.

      It thrilled me to see a genuine smile on his face.

      “Happy you came in now?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      I was tempted to do some water tricks for him, but I was sure that there would be cameras in here somewhere. It was better not to risk it. I backed away and splashed around in the water, swimming up and down nearby. I watched as he sank into relaxation.

      “Hey,” I said, returning to his side. “Let me take you for a swim.”

      Taking one of his arms, I turned my back on him and dropped it around my shoulders.

      “You can manage?” he asked dubiously.

      “Of course,” I said.

      He placed the other arm around me and once I felt that he was holding on securely, I kicked against the side of the pool and launched toward the center. It was always a bit awkward swimming with somebody on your back but I could hardly feel his weight anyway. I swam up and down the length of the pool a few times, letting him enjoy the feeling of movement. Then I moved to the shallow end of the pool, which sloped upward gently until the water level was low enough that one could sit down, half submerged in water. I guided him to sit next to me and took a look at his face. He was eyeing the edges of the pool. Using his hands, he moved away from me and gripped hold of the side, placing himself against the jets again. Then his eyes met mine, and he smiled a little. “Come here, Grace. I want to try something.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “Just come.”

      I moved up to him and found him doing the same to me as I’d just done to him—taking my arms and planting them around his neck. Then, still clinging to the sides, he began moving slowly along the pool’s borders.

      He smirked. “Not as interesting as your ride, I’m afraid.”

      “I’m enjoying myself,” I assured him. “Just let me know if I’m strangling you.”

      “Will do,” he muttered.

      He made his way around the pool until we arrived back in the shallow end. Here, I slid off him and sat next to him. That had hardly been strenuous, he would have barely felt my weight, but he looked worryingly out of breath.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      He nodded, an expression of triumph spreading across his face. “Now I can say that I’ve carried you.”

      I chuckled, even as my cheeks flushed a little. “Thank you.”

      We sat there in the warm water a bit longer while he caught his breath, and then I suggested that we head back to our room to shower and change, rather than use the changing rooms here. I helped him out of the pool and into his wheelchair before dabbing him down with a towel and wrapping a robe around him. I wrapped myself in my own robe, collected our clothes, and returned us to our room.

      Once I’d helped him wash off the chlorine in the shower, I wrapped him up again in towels before pushing him back into the bedroom. He said that he could manage the rest himself—getting dressed and drying his hair—and simply asked me to lay out some clothes for him. Once I’d done that, I returned to the bathroom and took a shower myself and washed my hair before changing into a pair of silky pajamas, courtesy of the hotel.

      When I reemerged in the bedroom, I found Josh already in bed. He was wrapped up in blankets, sound asleep.

      I padded over to him and gazed down at his face. But for the slight frown that marred his forehead, he looked peaceful. Serene. Content, even. The swim must’ve worn him out.

      I was about to return to my side of the room and climb into my bed, when I found myself leaning down closer to him, until my lips grazed his forehead in a gentle kiss.

      “Good night, Josh,” I whispered.
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      I woke up with a start the next morning. Somebody was tugging at my blankets, and then hands were grasping my shoulders. The curtains had been drawn open, sun streaming into the room, blinding me. As my vision focused, I found myself staring up at Shayla.

      “Rise and shine, sweetheart,” she said. “You slept in late. I want to leave in half an hour.”

      Groaning, I slowly sat up in bed and glanced toward Josh’s bed. He was sitting upright, already dressed. Through the window behind him was a bright, cheerful morning. Blue skies, not a cloud in sight. My kind of weather.

      Since I’d already cleaned myself last night, I didn’t bother getting in the shower. I just went to the bathroom to brush my teeth, do my hair and get dressed. I felt nervous as I thought about the day ahead. A visit to the area where the IBSI’s base was located. I had no idea what we might find, but hopefully we would not be detected by anyone.

      Shayla ordered up some breakfast. She and I stuck with cereal and fruit, while Josh would only drink a milkshake.

      Then we gathered in the center of the room. Shayla placed a hand on my shoulder as well as Josh’s. A moment later, the hotel had disappeared, and we were hurtling through air at the speed of light. Traveling by the witch’s magic really was not the best thing to do right after breakfast. I was glad that I hadn’t eaten too much.

      It took a few moments to orient myself as my feet hit solid ground. As I gazed around, we were standing on the sidewalk, along a long, wide road lined with graceful oak trees. On the opposite sidewalk was a high, spiked fence that stretched the entire length of the road. Beyond it was some kind of grand estate consisting of dated stone buildings. They’d been renovated recently, by the looks of it, with tinted glass windows.

      It looked like it might have once been an old, prestigious university, maybe even a monastery. There was one large structure toward the center of the compound shaped like a cathedral, and other, smaller rows of pointed buildings clustered around it.

      “So this is it?” I whispered. I was so used to the usual oblong, brownish, custom-made buildings that the hunters usually set up at their bases. This came as a bit of a surprise.

      Shayla nodded, her focus on Josh. She gripped the handles of his wheelchair and began pushing it forward. “Any of this at all familiar to you?” she asked.

      “Not yet…”

      “Okay,” she said. “I’m going to make us invisible and we’re going to cross to the other side to get a closer look.” Shayla and Josh disappeared from my sight as the witch performed the spell. I kept my grip on the wheelchair so that I wouldn’t lose them. We reached the other side and peered through the fence.

      When Josh still didn’t say anything, we continued walking along the road until the fence gave way to a towering gate. There were two small buildings on either side—more modern than the ones located in the main compound—and I could make out security guards through the windows.

      We ought not get too much closer, or we might trigger alarms.

      We kept moving along the road. When we finally reached the end of it, we took a right turn, following the compound fence round the corner at a ninety-degree angle. We emerged on a smaller road this time and continued circling the compound while our eyes remained fixed on the gaps in the fence’s bars. Since we moved slowly, it took us about two hours to circle the compound—it consisted of not only buildings but also fields and training grounds. When we arrived back where we’d started, Josh still hadn’t said a word, and I was already writing off the idea that he was from London after all. Heck, maybe even the idea of him being a hunter was all a stupid speculation, too.

      But as we walked the final stretch of road, past a vast parking lot, finally Josh spoke. “Clyderly,” he murmured.

      Shayla and I stopped walking abruptly.

      “What?” we both demanded at once.

      “Clyderly. That’s what it says on that van.” I looked toward a large cluster of black vans in the parking lot. They had “IBSI” painted on their sides in bold white letters, and beneath, in smaller type, were printed the names of various locations. “Leicester”, “Southport”, “Oxford”… “Clyderly.”

      Clyderly.

      My nose wrinkled. Where was Clyderly?

      “I’ve been there before,” Josh said, his tone intensifying. “Clyderly. It rings such a bell. It’s in… Scotland, isn’t it?”

      Shayla let out a breath before quickly moving us to the other side. She took us behind a tree before making us all visible again, so that we could both take in Josh’s expression. It was that of deep thought and wonder.

      “Yes,” Shayla breathed. “Clyderly is the location of one of the IBSI’s bases in Scotland.”

      “I’ve been there before.” He squinted, his whole face contorted as though it took everything he had to recall the memory. “It’s… it’s in the Scottish Highlands. A base. Lots of buildings. Brown buildings with lots of glass.”

      Shayla’s gaze shot to mine. “We must leave for Clyderly. Immediately.”
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      Although we had paid for another night in our London hotel, Shayla managed to convince them to give us a partial refund. We hurried back to our rooms, where I packed up all of our stuff again, and then we left the hotel like normal people—through the main exit, before heading down to the small lane that we’d first arrived at near the hotel. It was here that Shayla vanished us.

      When we landed this time, my teeth chattered. A harsh wind howled around us, penetrating through my clothes. My feet felt like ice cubes. I feared for Josh. I reached instinctively for him and readjusted his scarf, wrapping it more tightly around him, as well as making sure that his hat covered his ears. We were standing in the middle of a snowdrift, rolling hills and mountains surrounding us for as far as I could see. Behind us was a road, whose tarmac I could barely make out beneath the snow. It wound down the mountain we were standing on toward what appeared to be a small, quaint village, about half a mile away.

      “Aha,” Shayla said. “Let me take us closer.”

      She brought us closer to the village, which was filled with mostly cottages. The largest building was a castle, bordering a mini-town square with frozen fountains.

      “This is the nearest settlement to Clyderly that I’m aware of,” Shayla said, striding forward toward the old castle. “And this”—she pointed to the castle—“was once a hotel.”

      “Once a hotel?” I asked.

      “Mm-hm. Just as this was once a pretty little tourist resort.”

      When I gazed more closely at the buildings surrounding the square, all of them appeared to be deserted. Dilapidated, in fact—windows smashed in, doors broken open.

      “What is this place?” I whispered.

      “Ogres have traveled through these parts,” Shayla said darkly. “The inhabitants upped and left, a long time ago now.”

      My stomach tensed. “Why do we need to stay here at all, then? Can’t we just go to Clyderly and then be done with it? We could find some proper hotel somewhere else that’s safe, if we really have to stay another night in this country.”

      “Don’t worry, Grace,” Shayla said. “I’ll make it safe for us. I’ll cast a protective charm. And I’ll also make it warm. We may not need to stay the night here at all—which would be preferable—but we might as well leave our stuff here, and it might come in handy to have a base nearby… We never know what could happen.”

      The wooden door to the old castle had been ripped open, and an icy breeze ran through the dark lobby as we entered. Shayla strode to the empty reception desk and bent down behind it, rummaging and withdrawing a key. Then she vanished us upstairs to what appeared to be the highest floor in the castle, judging from the view outside. She stopped outside Room 109. The lock still worked fine and none of the rooms here appeared to have been broken into—at least, not on this floor.

      The door creaked eerily as she pushed it open, and we emerged into what was actually more like an apartment than a hotel room or even a suite. There were two bedrooms, a bathroom, and a kitchenette. I imagined this place would have looked quite regal back in the day. The furniture looked antique and ornamental. Silk carpets swathed the wooden floors. The curtains draping the windows were heavy and thick. The two bedrooms were double, though neither of them had twin beds… I guessed one of us could sleep on the sofa, which looked pretty comfy.

      Shayla used her magic to give the place a quick dusting, and she invoked roaring fires in the hearths of the bedrooms and living room. I pushed Josh next to the fire in the living room so that both of us could warm up.

      After casting her protective charm, Shayla took my suitcase from me and planted it down in one of the bedrooms, along with her backpack.

      “Right,” she said, drawing in a breath. “I suggest we don’t hang around here too long. If both of you are ready, let’s go.”

      She vanished Josh and me back into the cold. This time, it truly was to the middle of nowhere. Not a single building was in sight. Not the slightest signs of civilization—not even any roads that I could make out.

      I looked to Shayla, clasping my coat closer around me.

      “Hm,” she murmured. “Yeah, this isn’t right. It’s been a long time since I last came here. Much longer than London. It might take me a little while to figure this out…”

      She made us vanish and then appear again some miles away, still in the middle of nowhere. She continued transporting us in this way, each time assuring us that she felt that we were getting closer. Finally, as night was approaching, I was on the verge of suggesting that we give up for the day and return to warm ourselves in the castle when we spotted it. The glow of buildings in the distance. Brown, oblong buildings with tinted glass. Perched among the lower foothills.

      “Yes,” Josh said suddenly. “This is it. This is… Clyderly.”

      Shayla moved us closer, right up to the electric fence that lined the sprawling compound. I spotted several hunters roaming around near the buildings, armed with guns and wearing black.

      Josh’s eyes bulged so much that I began to worry about him. I placed a hand on his shoulder. “What is it?” I asked. “Are you remembering?”

      His lips parted, his breathing starting to come hard and fast. “My God. These buildings. Yes. Yes!” he exclaimed, nodding vigorously.

      “Yes, what?” Shayla demanded.

      “Take me around this fence,” Josh breathed, his breath forming plumes of mist in the icy air. “I want to see more of this place.”

      Shayla made us invisible first, then made all three of us hover in the air—including Josh’s chair.

      As we gained a bird’s eye view of the compound, Josh’s breathing only became more erratic, more uneven.

      What are you remembering, Josh? I hoped that it was nothing too traumatic, though given the state we’d found him in and everything I knew of the IBSI, I would be naive to expect it would be anything but.

      By the time Shayla finished giving us an aerial tour of the base, she drifted us down to the ground, about half a mile away and on a different mountain peak than where we first arrived—granting us a different angle of the compound from the ground. Here, she removed the invisibility spell.

      “What do you remember?” I urged Josh.

      He shut his eyes tight and gripped his head in his hands.

      I exchanged glances with Shayla. Although curiosity was burning me alive, it was best not to push him. It was best to let him come out with whatever he was thinking naturally. So the witch and I waited patiently, staring at him even as he retreated further into himself.

      I tore my eyes away from him for a moment to gaze once again at the compound, but also the rest of our breathtaking surroundings. As I twisted to gaze down at the view beneath us, I spotted something I hadn’t seen from the other side of the base. Sprawled out beneath us on a plateau was a sea of tombstones enclosed by a picket fence. In between was scattered an occasional wind-stripped tree. A graveyard? This seemed an odd place for a graveyard.

      I pointed it out to Shayla, whose eyes had remained on Josh the whole time.

      “Interesting,” Shayla said. She reached for Josh’s shoulder, grabbing his attention, and pointed down to the graveyard.

      Josh’s expression froze the moment he laid eyes on it. His pupils narrowed as he breathed, “Take me down there.”

      Shayla immediately acquiesced and gripped his chair’s handles. I held on to her while she vanished us down into the midst of the graves. Surrounded by these countless gray tombs, Josh began to gaze around wildly, and my concern for him intensified as his eyes began to roll. When his breath hitched and his head jerked backward, I knew something was really wrong.

      “Uh-oh,” Shayla said, rushing to support his head.

      But his eyes were closed now, though his eyeballs still appeared to be rolling in their sockets.

      But maybe this wasn’t bad. Maybe this was Josh remembering. Maybe this was memories flooding back to him. Perhaps we just needed to leave him and let nature take its course.

      But Shayla seemed to think otherwise.

      “This doesn’t look good to me,” she said anxiously, pressing a hand to his forehead. “Let’s return to the castle.”
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      Shayla had been right to suggest we return. By the time we’d arrived in the old hotel apartment, Josh had completely blacked out. Whatever he had been experiencing—I could only guess memories—had come at him hard and fast. It had overwhelmed him completely, mentally and physically. Now he wasn’t responding to anything.

      We rushed him to one of the beds and laid him down, covering him with blankets. Shayla tried to revive him, but nothing she did worked.

      Josh’s breathing was really starting to scare me. One moment it came on heavy and labored, and the next it seemed to stop completely.

      But then, after about twenty intense, torturous minutes, he came to. His eyelids lifted open, his irises dazed and glassy at first, but gradually gaining focus.

      He sat up in bed so abruptly, his head almost whacked into Shayla’s. She had been bending over him.

      His lips parted and he looked from me to the witch, a manic expression on his face. “Lawrence!” he breathed. “Lawrence Conway!”

      Shayla and I stared back at him, clueless.

      He gripped my arm, a mixture of excitement and urgency in his eyes. “My name. My name is Lawrence Conway! It’s my name!”

      Shayla’s and my jaws dropped. Lawrence Conway?

      I had never seen him look so excited. So optimistic. I was still recovering from the shock of his blackout, but his enthusiasm was contagious.

      I clutched his hand. “What did you see, Jo—Lawrence?”

      “I… I was lying somewhere. In one of those buildings, I’m sure. In a white room, with harsh lighting. I was stretched out on the bed. Men in black uniform were gathered around me, some of them wearing surgeons’ masks. They had lots of needles. They injected me in my neck, my abdomen, my ankles and my wrists. The memory was hazy because… I’m pretty sure my mind was hazy at the time. But one of the men spoke to me! He called me Lawrence Conway.”

      “Is that all you remembered?” Shayla urged, “Just a vision of you in that room?”

      He nodded slowly, narrowing his eyes in recollection. “I’m sure I spent a long period of time lying there… I can’t be sure how long though. For now that’s all I remember… but I have a feeling in my gut that graveyard is key. It’s where my memory started flooding back most vividly. You need to take me back,” he urged.

      He tried to move so suddenly off the bed it was as though he’d forgotten that his legs weren’t working. Shayla and I pushed him back down.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Shayla said, settling him back down against the pillows. She glanced out of the window. “It’s  dark now. After what you’ve just been through, you should rest. God knows, after that scare I could do with some rest too. We’ll return first thing tomorrow morning, all right? And we’ll see what other memories return to you.”

      He looked reluctant, but nodded. It was clear that there was no arguing with Shayla.

      The witch left us to go explore the kitchen to see if she could find any long-life food worthy of eating down there while I sat with Josh… Lawrence.

      I still hadn’t gotten my head around it. His words were still sinking in.

      “Lawrence Conway,” I murmured, staring at him as he rested on the pillows. “Who is that?”

      “Wish I knew,” he muttered. He looked agitated, fidgety, like the last thing he wanted to do right now was lie in bed. He propped himself up against the headboard. “But it shows that you were right, Grace,” he said in a softer tone, meeting my eyes. “My memories haven’t gone anywhere. I have them. They’re just… stuck beneath the surface. Tomorrow, when we return, I just know more will return to me. I can hardly wait.”

      Shayla returned, carrying three bowls of steaming hot soup on a tray, and two large bottles of water. “Found all this down in the bunker. Canned soup is good for another year.” She chuckled. She handed a bowl to Lawrence and one to me. Lawrence accepted the soup, though hardly ate a spoonful. Even if he had been feeling starved, in his excitement, I doubted he would be able to eat anything.

      Shayla cleared away the bowls once we were done with them and then suggested that we all get some sleep. She promised that we would leave early tomorrow—no later than 6 AM—and it was in Lawrence’s interest to sleep. The time would pass more quickly.

      Given that the two bedrooms contained a double bed each, we were now faced with the matter of who would sleep where. I quickly volunteered to rest on the sofa, even though Shayla said that she didn’t mind.

      Shayla retired to her bedroom with one of the water bottles, leaving Lawrence and me to wind down. I opened up my suitcase that had been resting on Lawrence’s bedside table and unpacked some essentials—pajamas, toothpaste and toothbrushes. I helped Lawrence to the bathroom where I waited while he brushed his teeth with the bottled water. He still appeared to be in quite a daze, but he seemed… genuinely happy. Relieved, in spite of whatever pain his body was still giving him.

      As nervous as I still felt about the whole affair—what exactly he might end up discovering about himself—my mood couldn’t help but lift, too. I’d been around this man so intensely and incessantly for so many days in a row, my mind so wired into his needs, his happiness, it came as kind of a shock to realize how much my own happiness had come to depend on his when I was with him. But I guessed, as a caregiver, that could simply be chalked up to me doing my job right. A good caregiver was supposed to be deeply empathetic.

      Once Lawrence had finished brushing his teeth, he wheeled himself out to the bedroom, allowing me to have the bathroom all to myself. I closed the door and changed into my pajamas, then brushed my teeth.

      When I emerged in the bedroom about ten minutes later, to my horror, it was to find Lawrence sitting up in bed… clutching my pink, polka-dot notebook.

      “No!” I squealed. “Jo—Lawrence!” I rushed to the bed and grabbed it from him, even as amusement sparked in his eyes.

      I felt absolutely mortified to imagine how much he had read already. Although it was supposed to just be notes and observations about him, as time had gone on, it had become almost like a diary. I’d also found myself jotting down some of my own inner thoughts and feelings regarding my interactions with him. I’d never thought he would actually read them!

      “How did you get a hold of this?” I scolded him.

      “You left it by my bedside,” he said matter-of-factly. “Seeing that you placed it so close to me, I didn’t think that it would be anything very private.”

      I cursed myself. I must’ve planted the notebook down on the table while I was unpacking the toothbrushes and forgotten to replace it in the suitcase.

      “I’m sorry,” he went on, the corners of his lips still curved. “Though I’m not sure what you are so embarrassed about.”

      Ugh. I found myself flipping through the notebook in a panic, reminding myself of what I’d written. “How far did you get into this?” I asked.

      “Not far,” he said. “Just the first page…”

      That’s why you didn’t find anything too embarrassing yet.

      “I would really like to finish reading it, though, if you would allow me, Grace.”

      Oh, my God. No, no, no. “It’s just my stupid, rambling notes,” I said, moving to stow the book back in the suitcase.

      “I didn’t detect anything stupid about them,” he commented, polite but insistent. “And I have a pretty high stupid detector. I found your observations incredibly interesting. Enlightening, even. At least, those I managed to glimpse so far.”

      I paused, staring down reluctantly at the book in my hands. Since he really was insisting, I supposed that I could hand-pick a few observations and let him read them.

      I turned on him, my eyes narrowing. “Okay. Scooch over.”

      He moved over on the bed, making room for me to sit next to him. I kept the notebook’s pages away from his view as I began turning them. Since he had already scanned the first page, I moved to the second. But from here on, as I’d started to get to know him a little better, the comments all seemed kind of personal.

      “I’m waiting,” he said.

      “And you may be waiting forever…” I murmured grimly, gritting my teeth as I flipped to the last page. Augh. I really didn’t want him to read any more than he already had.

      “How about this,” he suggested. “You hand me the notebook, but read along with me. If I get to something that’s absolutely too excruciating for you, you can just snatch the book off me again. All right?”

      I heaved a sigh. Would there really be any harm in him reading it, other than my own embarrassment? It might even be good for him to read all my observations compiled in one place. Perhaps it would help to spark something in him.

      I reluctantly handed him the book and leaned back against the pillows with him as he held the notebook up and opened to the second page.

      As his eyes began to travel down the page, I nudged him in the shoulder and said, “Hey, no cheating. Start reading from the top.”

      And so he did. Details of the second day we’d spent with each other. Most of it seemed pretty mundane now, in light of everything that had happened since, but Josh read it with interest before turning to the third page.

      Once I realized that he was nearing the bit when he’d snapped at me in the bathroom after his failed attempt at shaving, I wasn’t sure I could bear it. I moved to take the book from him, but he held on tight.

      “Come on,” he said. “I’ve read this far. You might as well let me finish it.”

      Oh, no…

      I let go of the book, allowing him to continue reading. I didn’t want to follow along the part about his fall. I kept my eyes on the other side of the room until he’d passed it. I was glad that he didn’t comment about it. I guessed he’d felt uncomfortable too.

      “‘Josh was in much better spirits today,’” he began to read aloud, in a higher tone of voice than usual. “‘He enjoyed the trip to the beach and—’”

      I clamped a hand over his mouth and glared at him. “Don’t read it out loud.” It was embarrassing enough as it was without him reading in his stupid girly voice.

      He chuckled. “Fair enough.”

      I removed my hand and allowed him to continue reading in silence. After about a minute, another smile cracked his lips. He turned to me and smirked. “You don’t half go on about my muscles.”

      Oh, my God.

      Just kill me now.

      “It’s part of my job,” I insisted, even as my cheeks grew red hot.

      “Sure it is,” he said, slanting me a sly glance.

      He fell quiet again, fixing his eyes back on the pages. And gradually, as he moved further into the notebook, toward the middle of my notes, his smile faded and he stopped making comments. By the time he had turned to the last page, it was hard for me to put a finger on his expression. Somber… Touched?

      He closed the book and placed it on the bedside table before twisting on the mattress to face me fully. His gaze was hard to hold. I wondered what was going through his head exactly.

      He cleared his throat, and his voice was quite hoarse as he said, “Thank you, Grace, for letting me read that.”

      I shrugged, smiling and trying to make light of the situation. “Just doing my job, as I said.”

      But he didn’t return my smile. He continued gazing at me so intensely that I almost looked away… yet something about his deep, brown eyes kept mine glued to them.

      His hand moved downward, brushing against my arm. His fingers wrapped around my hand before raising it to his lips. I was breathing a little too hard as he pressed a chaste kiss against the back of it.

      “Not to sound corny,” he said in a low voice, “but you honestly have been a grace to me. I’m not sure where my spirits would be right now if it weren’t for you visiting me every day. If it weren’t for your friendship… I suspect that you won’t ever know quite how much it has meant to me.”

      I beamed at him, the corners of my eyes heating.

      “If it hadn’t been for your idea to bring me here, on this trip,” he went on, his voice dropping deeper still, “I doubt any of this would’ve happened. I wouldn’t have found Clyderly base, or the graveyard… I wouldn’t know my name.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say to all of this that wouldn’t sound painfully cheesy, and inadequate, to express how much I had actually ended up enjoying caring for him—despite the obstacles we’d faced. I just found myself leaning forward, closer to him, and planting a kiss on his pale cheek.

      “You’re welcome,” I whispered.

      A cute blush crept to his cheeks, and his eyes shone. I felt an unexpected urge to hug him and so, inching a little closer… I did. I wrapped an arm around him and rested my head against his shoulder. He tensed at first, then relaxed, his right hand settling over the small of my back.

      I moved my ear above his heart and listened to the sound of it beating. Slow, but steady. I hoped that his eating would be back to normal soon. He had consumed a worryingly small amount these past few days. Since he wasn’t fully human, he could get away with eating less, but there was only so long he could go before Shayla would need to step in… perhaps start feeding him intravenously.

      I shook the thought away. I needed to stay positive. For me and for Lawrence.

      I had witnessed the effect on his overall mood the remembrance of his name had brought about. If he discovered more about himself tomorrow when we returned to the graveyard, perhaps his mood would lift further. If his mental wellbeing continued to improve, perhaps his appetite would follow… then we just needed the rest of him to get better, somehow…

      My thoughts were interrupted by Lawrence’s lips brushing against my forehead. A soft, quick kiss. Then his fingers began to trail through my hair, gently, absentmindedly, and I couldn’t think of much else after that. My stomach churned with butterflies… Butterflies. The last time I’d felt them had been with Heath.

      As I remained lying in Lawrence’s arms deep into the night, I wondered what, exactly, I was falling into here… What I might have already fallen into.

      The only thing that I knew for certain, as I glanced up into Lawrence’s brown eyes, was that I had abandoned any and all pretenses of being a “professional”.
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      I had lost all sense of how long I had been swimming for. It could’ve been days, maybe even weeks. I was sure that I had swallowed too much of this salty water as I drifted. My mind was not its sharpest.

      I had swum too far away from The Woodlands in my escape from Brucella. I’d been trying to swim back, but I’d lost my way. I could no longer even see The Woodlands’ familiar outline in the distance. But if I kept swimming, I assured myself, I would spy land eventually. I just needed to keep pushing on. Keep moving. In spite of how drained my body was beginning to feel. In spite of how hunger and thirst clawed at my insides. In spite of the dizziness overtaking my brain.

      I might have lost everything else, but I still had my home country. It was my family. My friend. My constant companion ever since I had been born. And it needed me. The Woodlands needs me.

      I was beginning to feel delirious. So much time in the ocean without shelter, and with the sun beating down on my head, perhaps had given me some form of sunstroke. My vision was hazy.

      Just keep going.

      Keep going…

      Night fell again, and I transformed into a wolf. It was beginning to register in my addled mind that I might not have many more nights left if I did not reach solid ground soon.

      But, as if the heavens had finally smiled down upon me, several hours later that night, I spied land. Land! A rush of excitement surged through my brain, igniting my limbs with energy I’d thought I had lost. I took in the sight hungrily, greedily, like the starving man I was. My first thought was that it must be The Woodlands.

      But then reality dawned on me.

      This was not The Woodlands. There were not enough trees, for one thing. But, still, it was land. A land I could maybe find water and food on, and rest until I could stand to reenter the water again to continue my quest for my own country.

      Kicking rapidly with my legs, I swam as fast as I could toward the shore. The distance was deceptive, however. When I had first spotted the land, it seemed much closer. The waves were also rough and powerful, which slowed me down. Still, I fixed my eyes determinedly on the shore, glimmering like an oasis beneath the moonlight. It was drawing closer, slowly but surely.

      My right foot kicked down hard against something slimy. I barely had time to look down and check what it was before an explosion of pain rocketed up my leg.

      I cried out, my eyes shooting downward. Beneath the waves, a giant pair of jaws had closed around my right hind leg. It was some kind of black, rubbery-skinned water beast, with teeth about twice the size of a werewolf’s. It had a strange flap of cartilage poking out the top of its back, a long, jagged tail, and two fins at its front. I had never seen anything like it before. I had not spent enough time at sea.

      Blood was staining the water fast. Extending my claws, I thrashed at the beast’s face, tearing and ripping at its slimy rubbery skin, until it became nothing but shreds of flesh. The monster released me before falling away into the depths of the ocean.

      But my leg. I wondered if the animal had punctured an artery. I had never experienced such acute pain in all my life. I was swimming in my own blood by now, and more was pooling at an alarming pace.

      I looked desperately toward the land. If there were more creatures like that roaming these waters, surely they would all sense my blood now. I have to reach that beach.

      Whatever strength I’d recovered on sighting the shore was ebbing out of me with every gush of blood. I forced myself onward, having only three legs at my disposal.

      I was half blind by the time I felt sand beneath my paws. My breathing was heavy and belabored, every movement an epic feat. I crawled out of the water and dragged myself across the sand, even as I left a trail of blood behind me. I needed to find somewhere sheltered. Somewhere out of sight. And do what, I did not know. I was not a warlock. I could not heal this kind of wound. I tried not to think too much about it. Maybe the heavens would smile down on me once more, and it would heal itself.

      I reached a stretch of jungle that bordered the beach and drew myself in among the trees. I collapsed in the undergrowth, wheezing and panting.

      The ground beneath me quickly became wet from my blood, but I felt too weak now to get up and move to a dry patch. I just sat where I was, my head lowered and resting on my two front paws. Images of the past two weeks flashed in my mind. Before the night of my family’s murder, but mostly after. Mostly images of Victoria…

      My brain felt like it was slowly shutting down, less wired to the agony in my leg. My senses were calming.

      Maybe the pain is leaving me after all.

      Or maybe… I am leaving the pain.
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      We spent many days being led by the werewolves on a search through The Woodlands.

      They first took us to the northernmost tip of the land, where we split into three groups, making sure that there were adequate dragons, witches and jinn among each. Then we embarked on a hunt for more IBSI men. We discovered countless other wolf packs along the way, who agreed to join our search party. And together we discovered several more bases of hunters, although none of them were as well set up as the first one we had destroyed. These were all makeshift bases, set up within the raided lairs of werewolves. We stormed all of them, eradicating every hunter present. Once we reached the southernmost tip of The Woodlands, we were fairly confident that we had disinfected this realm of the tyrants.

      Now the matter remained of Bastien’s traitorous cousin and uncle. We had decided to leave that until last. Although this was a job that the werewolves had already agreed to undertake alone, still, we accompanied them to the Blackhalls’ mountain just in case some other hunters had taken shelter there with them. A group of fifty werewolves swept through the mountain like a raging tsunami. The execution of Detrius and his uncle took place in the grand court itself, where they had been sitting at the time we had stormed in. Detrius never knew what hit him. One minute he had been sitting aloft on his throne, the next he was on the floor, his crown ripped from his head and daggers raining down into his chest. They were no less merciful to the uncle, even though he was blind.

      As for the rest of the mountain castle’s inhabitants, the only people we knew for certain were allied with the hunters were Detrius and his uncle. Thus, unlike the IBSI, the werewolves were noble enough to decide that the best course of action would be to hold an investigation to discover who was innocent and who was not… rather than go on a rampage slaughtering them all. Children, of course, would be excluded.

      As the werewolves began their interrogations, it was time for me and my people to leave. But before we did, the chieftains of every werewolf tribe insisted on thanking us personally.

      “I speak for all of us when I say that you have our allegiance and loyalty for life,” one said—a recent recruit whose name I didn’t know. “Whatever you need us for, and whenever you need us, do not hesitate to ask.”

      Every other chieftain nodded in agreement, calling out similar expressions of gratitude.

      During our sweeping search through The Woodlands, we had gathered with us almost every single tribe according to the Cuthral leader—at least, every tribe that had survived the hunters’ assaults. The chieftains surrounding me had grown from about forty to almost two hundred.

      Thus I found myself standing before the rulers of The Woodlands’ population. Here they were, bowing to us and offering their unconditional allegiance.

      An idea struck me like a flash of lightning.

      My, my, my… we might really have something here. Something quite extraordinary.

      Before taking our leave, I made sure to look all the leaders firmly in the eye, and say, “I will be taking you up on that offer.”
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      As our dragons shifted back into their beastly forms outside the Blackhalls’ mountain, I thought about our next step. Our plan was to return to the ogres’ kingdom, where we had yet more hunters to deal with. We had spotted one base already just by coincidence as we had been flying past. I wondered how many others they might have erected there.

      But before we began that task, we needed to return through the portal to our base. Our chopper-cum-tank, Nightshade. We had to replenish our supplies, refresh ourselves and rest a while before tackling the IBSI again. The past few days had been long and tiring, even for a vampire.

      Derek and I climbed atop Ridan. Derek sat behind his neck, while I sat behind Derek. I wrapped my arms around my husband’s waist and pressed my cheek against his back as we lifted into the air.

      Derek was in a quiet mood. Contemplative. I thought back on the last words he had exchanged with the werewolves. He’d told them he would definitely be calling upon their help. I still wasn’t sure exactly what he’d meant by it.

      “Are you okay?” I asked him, planting a kiss between his shoulder blades.

      “Yes,” he murmured.

      “What are you thinking?”

      He let out a long, slow breath before he replied, “I’m thinking about why the IBSI is even needed in the first place. It’s because we are too small, too insignificant, in the face of Earth’s problems.” He cast a fleeting glance over his shoulder back in the direction of The Woodlands. “But just like that, we rallied an entire population of supernaturals willing to lay down their lives to help us…”

      My pulse quickened as I sensed where Derek’s thoughts were leading.

      “What if we managed to do that with more populations? More races?” he went on, passion rising in his voice. He twisted on the dragon’s back so that his piercing, electric-blue eyes could look directly into mine. “What if we could make the IBSI obsolete? What if we formed a cyclopean, supernatural army that was willing to become the guardians the hunters are supposed to be?”

      I drew in a breath as his words sank in. Despite the overwhelming influx of supernaturals in the human realm, most remained in their home realms in the supernatural dimension. Most were not troublemakers. They were just normal citizens, keeping to themselves in their own lives and their own countries. In exchange for our freeing their realms from the hunters, if they could agree to take responsibility for their countrymen and women who’d come to cause trouble on Earth and work to quell them… it was an absolutely brilliant idea. If enough of them came through, surely they could overpower the troublemakers.

      “Derek,” I breathed. “That would be… a miracle.”

      “Not such a miracle,” Derek replied. “Gaining those werewolves’ loyalty was hard work, but straightforward enough.”

      I nodded. Truth be told, I was taken aback by how sincerely the werewolves had offered their help and how quickly they’d been able to overcome their differences when it came to the safety of their home country.

      “Granted, not all creatures are as noble,” Derek went on. “Some species like the merfolk just seem to be nasty and bad-tempered by nature. I doubt species of their temperament would agree to any of this even if we swooped down and saved their necks, but then again, desperation has a way of changing one’s nature.”

      “Derek.” Vivienne spoke up from the back of the dragon behind us. “You are onto something, brother.” Her face had brightened with excitement.

      Of course, although Derek and I had been having a one-on-one conversation, we were flying close to everyone else—most of whom had a heightened sense of hearing. Everybody had overheard and was looking at us with a similar expression to that in Vivienne’s eyes.

      “It will not be easy, of course,” Derek emphasized. “God knows how many obstacles we will meet along the way. I must think on it more in the days to come—we must all think on it carefully, before submitting a proposal to the werewolves. We need to consider all the possible pitfalls, especially involving the IBSI, now that we have declared outright war with them.”

      The IBSI. Something told me that whatever obstacles lay ahead of us, that organization would be the cause of many. I could not believe that they would just stop their immoral activities and encroachment. Even after the massacre we had just executed. There were too many of them. And whatever man or woman was truly in charge of the IBSI—for that remained a mystery to us to this day—had a heart of stone and blood of molten steel.

      But if we played our cards right, and rallied an army of epic proportions, we could do this. I know we can do this. A world where the IBSI was no longer needed, where they had no more work to perform, no excuse whatsoever to continue going about their activities, would be a much happier one. But more importantly, the hunters had proven themselves incapable of actually solving Earth’s problems—if anything they were bent on aggravating them by beginning to disturb innocent supernaturals minding their own business in their own territories. If we forged enough alliances, we could potentially solve the crisis.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I had felt so excited. All of us were, our eyes bright and starry, infused with optimism. The journey passed in no time as we mulled over the idea and imagined an Earth in which peace reigned. Harmony. Cooperation. We would no longer be a society ruled by fear or boundaries.

      Before we knew it, the ogres’ kingdom had come into view, and we were nearing its shores. As the dragons circled, searching for the stretch of beach where the portal was located, Micah called out, “Look down there.”

      Our eyes shot toward where he was pointing. With my vampire vision, even from this distance, I was able to make it out clearly. A stripe of dark reddish-brown trailing from the waves to a patch of bushes and trees.

      My first assumption was that it was blood. Perhaps the ogres had caught some monster and dragged it across the sand back to the kingdom to eat.

      But Micah said, “While we’re here, do you think we should see what it is? It wasn’t there when we passed by this way on our journey to The Woodlands.”

      I exchanged glances with Derek, then shrugged. I did not see any particular reason to go and check it out—this was the ogres’ stomping ground after all, where bloodshed was a part of their everyday life. But since we were planning on taking a break anyway before storming the IBSI again, we were in no particular hurry. And Micah obviously had some interest in it. Derek agreed, and the dragons descended.

      We all remained seated on the fire-breathers, while Micah leapt down and approached the trail of blood. He sniffed it and his brows furrowed. “Familiar,” he murmured, before he began following the trail toward the shrubbery that lined the beach.

      He sped up to a run and disappeared from view behind a bush.

      “Micah?” Rose called, after a minute had passed in his absence. “What are you doing?”

      When he emerged about another minute later, we all gasped in unison—Vivienne loudest. For flung over his shoulders was a wounded, unconscious man. Bastien.
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      The time I had spent with Lawrence had been full of surprises.

      But I never would have predicted what happened later that night.

      Not because there had been no foreshadowing of it—indeed, there had been, thanks to the hunter’s warning—but because I had pushed the possibility to the back of my mind. I’d forced myself to brush it aside, discard it, forget about it.

      But at about 2AM, after Lawrence and I had fallen asleep in each other’s arms, the hunter’s words came back to haunt me, blasting through our peace like a fog horn.

      I was awoken by the feeling of Lawrence shaking. When I opened my eyes, he had let go of me and was lying flat on his back, face panned to the ceiling. His expression was contorted in silent pain, his eyes squinting shut. His whole body was shaking, and I had never heard his breathing so erratic. He was in the midst of some kind of fit.

      I shot upright and yelled for Shayla. I rushed out of the room and burst into the witch’s, hurtling to her bed. I gripped her shoulders and violently shook her awake.

      “Lawrence!” I yelled. “It’s Lawrence!”

      “What?” she gasped, half asleep.

      I dragged her from her bed and hurried back to the second bedroom. During the few moments that I’d left Lawrence, his shaking had increased tenfold.

      “Oh, dear,” Shayla breathed, her jaw dropping, face lighting up in panic.

      She performed various spells to try to calm him down, but he wouldn’t stop shaking and now his throat seemed so choked up that it was practically clogged. He was barely even breathing at all.

      “Grab our stuff!” Shayla ordered me. “We’ve got to return to the hospital!”

      My hands were shaking so badly I couldn’t even pack. I just grabbed whatever was nearest me, along with Shayla’s suitcase and the wheelchair. Then the witch gripped hold of the back of my neck and vanished the three of us from the castle.

      Even as we spun through the air, countless questions circled around and around in my mind. What’s going on with him? What happened during the night? I even found myself wondering whether it was something that I’d done by mistake. What tore up my heart completely was that we were leaving that graveyard. He had been so excited to return there in the morning. And I had no idea what was going to happen now—when, or if, he would be able to return.

      Worry was eating away at me as we reappeared outside Lawrence’s hospital room. Shayla bundled him inside.

      “Go and fetch whatever witches or jinn are around!”

      With that, she slammed the door behind her, locking me out. I wanted nothing more than to stay in the room with her. With Lawrence. But of course, I acquiesced, and raced to the phone in the hallway. I dialed down to the apothecary, which was where the witches and jinn usually were if they were at the hospital. Thankfully, five witches and two jinn were down there, and they came hurrying up. I directed them to Lawrence’s room and they hurried inside, crowding around the bed so much that I couldn’t even see what was going on. But although I couldn’t see, I could hear. And that was enough to cause the hairs on my body to stand on end.

      Lawrence’s breathing was becoming more like… rattling.

      “What is going on with him?” I stammered. I hated to be a distraction but I simply couldn’t help myself. Nobody answered me as they moved around his bed.

      Shayla emerged from the group and came to me. Gripping my hand, she took me to the door and said, “Grace, wait out here, okay? There’s nothing more you can do right now. We are doing all that we can for him.”

      She closed the door on me again. Dammit. Tears of panic brimmed in my eyes as I gazed desperately at the door, wishing that I had X-ray vision. What on earth did Shayla expect me to do? Where was I supposed to go now? Lawrence had become my life the past few weeks. I didn’t know what to do with myself. I couldn’t sit. I couldn’t stand. I shuffled up and down just outside the door for God knew how long. I lost all sense of time.

      Then a familiar voice called to me from the other end of the corridor.

      “Grace?”

      I whirled to see my mother striding toward me, my father at her side, my grandparents Derek and Sofia behind them. Micah also accompanied them, carrying what appeared to be a wounded, unconscious Bastien. Micah took the werewolf into one of the spare rooms while my family continued approaching me. They all looked surprised to see me, and their eyes widened even further as they realized the state that I was in.

      My mother reached me and clutched my hands. Her turquoise eyes roamed my face, her dark brows knotting. “What’s wrong, sweetheart?” she asked.

      Oh, God. My throat choked up just at the thought of explaining it all. Where do I even begin? I looked helplessly from my mother to my father, then to my grandparents, who were eyeing me with equal concern.

      I was surprised that they were back so soon—I had expected them to be gone longer, given that they had also planned to visit the ogres’ realm while they were in the supernatural dimension. Perhaps the journey had been cut short for some reason. In my anxiety, I couldn’t even bring myself to ask what had been going on with them. My mind was too rooted to the present. To this hospital. To Lawrence’s room.

      “What’s been happening?” my father pressed, kissing the side of my head.

      “Lawrence,” I managed.

      “Who’s Lawrence?” my grandfather asked.

      “The boy we rescued… E-Everything’s gone wrong with him!”

      At this, I could no longer hold back the tears. My mom gathered me in her arms and took me to sit down on a bench in the hallway.

      Please be okay, Lawrence. Please be okay.

      I managed to compose myself enough to speak. I filled my family in briefly on what had happened since Shayla and I had parted ways with them, even as question after question continued to assault me. What is so different about Lawrence that the jinn and witches are finding so hard to treat? They’d had so little luck in treating him until this point, would they even be able to treat him now?

      I didn’t miss how taken aback my parents looked at how strongly I was reacting to Lawrence’s plight—the plight of a man who, only a short while ago, had been a complete and utter stranger to me.

      In truth, I was confused myself. But everything was confusing to me in that moment. Everything was a mystery. Everything was…

      My heart jolted as the door to Lawrence’s room opened. Shayla emerged, her hair disheveled, her face ashen. I ran to her as she approached us.

      “What’s going on?” I demanded.

      “We’ve managed to stabilize him,” she replied. “He’s breathing somewhat normally again. He’s stopped shaking but…”

      I held my breath.

      “He’s become completely paralyzed. He can no longer even move his arms. He came to briefly, and all motion in the upper portion of his body has gone.”

      It felt like somebody had just punched me in the gut.

      Complete paralysis.

      His arms.

      Oh, no. No.

      “Let me see him,” I breathed.

      Shayla allowed me into the room, where the jinn and witches were still hovering around his bed. I squeezed in next to them, and stood by his head. His eyes were closed. He was apparently unconscious again.

      “Those hunters were apparently not lying after all,” Safi muttered.

      “What is happening?” I looked to each of their faces desperately. “Why did this happen? What is it in his system that’s causing this?”

      Safi shook her head. “There are lots of strange, artificial substances circulating in his body. It could be any one of them.”

      “I can’t help but feel that removing that tracker had something to do with it,” Shayla added in a low voice, eyeing the unconscious Lawrence.

      I turned on her. “What? How?”

      “I destroyed it, so I cannot check it now. But I have a sneaking suspicion that it served two purposes. Not only to trace his location, but also as some kind of regulator. There was an immediate difference in him after I took it out, wasn’t there, Grace?”

      I nodded slowly, realization dawning on me.

      “He looked much more ill the next day,” she went on, “and his appetite, which had been building up slowly, vanished. And it never recovered. Perhaps, in time, he would have gotten this way even with the tracker still in him, but whatever that thing was, removing it seems to have hastened his degeneration.”

      “So what now?” I asked, afraid to hear the answer. Is he actually dying?

      When nobody replied, my knees felt weak. I gripped my mother’s arm. She stood beside me for support. We all fell into silence, staring down at Lawrence. If Shayla’s speculations were true, he was a ticking time bomb. He had already lost the use of his limbs, how much longer before the rest of him gave way? Would whatever was breaking his system down attack his vital organs?

      There came a sharp knock at the door. We turned around to find Corrine entering, Ibrahim at her side.

      “Derek,” she said, looking straight at my grandfather.

      “What is it?” my grandfather asked.

      “We have a visitor. A human requesting entrance to The Shade.”

      “Human?” Derek asked.

      “Yes,” Ibrahim responded, exchanging a weary glance with his wife. “A gentleman in his mid to late forties… A Mr. Atticus Conway.”
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      My jaw dropped.

      Mr. Atticus Conway.

      Corrine went on, “He claims his son is here. The boy we took from The Woodlands. He claims he urgently needs to see him. That the boy’s life is at stake. Lawrence, he called him,” she added. “He’s waiting outside the boundary, near the Port.”

      “Take us to him,” my grandfather said.

      Corrine and Ibrahim grabbed me, my parents and grandparents, and we vanished along with the rest of the witches and jinn. We reappeared at the end of the jetty. It had started to rain.

      Corrine pointed into the distance, beyond the boundary. Squinting, I could just about make out the shape of a small boat and a tall figure standing in it, facing our island.

      “Well, that’s him,” Corrine said, looking from my grandmother to my grandfather. They and my parents would be able to see the man in detail from this distance, though I couldn’t.

      “More than likely an imposter,” my grandfather muttered.

      “He could be a hunter pretending to be his father,” Shayla said.

      “Whatever the case, now you’ve had a look at him,” Corrine said, “do you want to go and speak to him? Or should I just tell him to get lost?”

      “We should speak to him,” Shayla answered before anyone else. “We should be able to detect within a matter of minutes whether he is genuine or not.”

      The witches moved us closer with the jinn until we had shot out from the boundary. We hovered in the air above the man’s boat.

      Now I could see him clearly. My stomach dropped. It was impossible to miss the resemblance. The man shared the same chin as Lawrence, the same slightly triangular jawline, the same dusty blond hair. Though this man’s irises were icy blue, rather than tawny brown.

      He gazed up at us, his eyes shining with anxiety.

      “My name is Atticus Conway,” he introduced himself in a nasally voice. But… it was not a British voice. This man had an American accent. Despite his likeness, this sent alarm bells ringing. “I have come for my son, Lawrence Conway. You must let me take him, or he will die. It might even already be too late.”

      I narrowed my eyes on him even as his words flamed my angst. My gaze roamed his boat. A speedboat. I half expected to see the letters IBSI painted on the side of the vessel. But I did not.

      “Why do you say that he will die?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady. “What is wrong with your son, exactly? What did the IBSI do to him?” And who are you?

      The man’s face tilted to me, his expression earnest. “The IBSI is in the process of developing a formula that, if realized, will enhance a human’s prowess to levels never reached before. Its purpose is to enhance abilities in combat, but also self defense…”

      “Levels never reached before?” Derek interrupted. “I have seen for myself heightened abilities in IBSI members. Have they not already developed such a formula?”

      The man shook his head. “It sounds like what you have witnessed is just the early stages. They are developing something much more powerful—though,” he added quickly, “I have not been privy to any further details about it.”

      “What was your son doing with them in the first place?” Corrine asked.

      “He was a test subject,” Atticus replied. “A willing test subject, I should add.”

      Willing?

      “W-Was—Is—he an IBSI member?” I choked.

      “He was, and is, not,” Atticus replied. “And neither am I. We are citizens of Chicago… or what’s left of it.”

      “He doesn’t sound like he’s from Chicago,” Corrine countered.

      “No, he does not,” the man agreed. “His mother was British.”

      The fact that Atticus used the past tense while describing Lawrence’s mother barely registered in my brain. I was still in shock.

      “Why would he be willing to undergo something like that?” I asked.

      Atticus’ expression darkened. “He did it for his mother.”

      My face scrunched in confusion. “Huh?”

      “IBSI’s pay was high. My wife was dying of lung cancer. We needed money to treat her… The cruel irony is, she passed away last week, before Lawrence could have ever made it back.” He paused, his voice catching in his throat. “But I had no idea about any of his plans. If I’d known that Lawrence had been planning to apply for the position, of course I never would’ve let him do it. He left without my consent. I only found out where he’d disappeared to, and that he’d been selected, when I was contacted by the IBSI less than twenty-four hours ago… explaining to me that the procedure had been sabotaged and if I did not manage to reclaim him from you, the consequences of the half-completed procedure would kill him within a matter of days. I need to return him to IBSI Chicago headquarters. They’re the only ones who know how to fix him.”

      “B-But why would they select Lawrence for such a test in the first place?” I stammered. “Isn’t the point to enhance humans’ capabilities? He’s not even a human. He is a half-blood, right?”

      Atticus nodded. “He suffered the misfortune of stumbling across a vampire last year near the city’s outskirts… The bastard got it into his head to turn my son, though I managed to stake him while he’d been injecting his venom. At least it was just a vampire, and not a Bloodless,” he added darkly. “As for your other question, I don’t know why IBSI accepted him. As I said, I only found out less than twenty-four hours ago that my son is in mortal danger. The IBSI hasn’t disclosed details to me.” He swallowed hard, desperation in his gaze as he looked from one of us to the other. “Now p-please. Return my son to me.”

      His words hung in the air as a chill silence engulfed us. I locked eyes with Shayla. Her expression was shrouded with doubt. “First, we must test whether or not you are an imposter,” she said. Not waiting for Atticus’ agreement, she moved over to him and gripped his shoulders. In the face of the magic she was performing on him, if Atticus was indeed an imposter, disguised as Mr. Conway by some form of trickery, he would be forced to reveal his true form. He didn’t change. He remained standing, the same blond-haired, ashen-faced man.

      As my gut clenched, I realized that a part of me had been hoping that he was a fraud. A hunter in disguise—perhaps the same one who had shouted down that fateful warning about Lawrence. I didn’t want to believe that this was true. I didn’t want to believe that we were about to willingly hand Lawrence back over to those people. Those monsters.

      I still struggled to believe that Lawrence had been a volunteer, in spite of the conviction in his father’s eyes. I recalled the fear in Lawrence’s expression—how he had practically begged me to not return him to the IBSI—when they had come to bomb our island and demand that we hand him over. I never would have gotten the impression in a million years that he had willingly handed himself over to them, no matter how faded his memory was.

      No, Lawrence’s wish had been for us to keep him. His wish had been to risk dying rather than be returned to the hunters.

      My throat dried out.

      As I sensed that one of the adults was on the verge of answering—probably my grandfather, suggesting that Corrine or Shayla fetch Lawrence—I looked Atticus straight in the eye and said, “Your son did not want to be returned to the IBSI. It was practically his last wish that we keep him here, even if he risked his life by staying.”

      Atticus stared at me, disbelieving. “I can’t imagine him saying that.”

      “He did,” I replied. “I can assure you, I would never lie about something like this.”

      He frowned, looking disturbed. “Then… Then he must have been delirious, or something.”

      “He wasn’t deliri—”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Atticus knelt and was begging now, his voice ragged with desperation and grief. “Whatever my son may have said, I don’t care! He is my son! I c-cannot let him die!”

      I swallowed hard, glancing once again at Shayla. She was still looking torn, but I was sure that we both knew that there wasn’t an option here anymore.

      And as much as the idea of handing Lawrence back to those aberrations of humanity made me sick to my stomach, I realized… I wanted what Atticus wanted, even if it was against Lawrence’s wishes. I wanted him to be cured, no matter what the price.

      Shayla drew in a long, slow breath. She looked to Corrine, my grandparents and then back to Lawrence’s father.

      “All right,” she said heavily. “We will bring your son.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      If I had ever thought about Lawrence and I parting, it would never have been like this. Shayla scooped him up from the hospital bed and planted him in his wheelchair while he was still unconscious. I gazed down at his sweaty, pallid face, barely even having a chance to kiss his cheek before the witch vanished us back to Atticus.

      And then Lawrence was lowered into the boat, before being hidden from my view completely in the front compartment.

      It felt like it was all happening in slow motion. Almost like I was watching the events rather than participating in them.

      Shayla asked whether she ought to transport them back to Chicago to hasten the journey, but Atticus refused, saying that an IBSI helicopter was waiting nearby for him to return. They had decided not to come any closer after their previous fracas with The Shade, and just sent him instead.

      Then Atticus locked himself out of view, too. The vessel began to move. It quickly ramped up its pace, speeding away and leaving behind trails of white foam in the water.

      My eyes were wide, barely blinking as I stared. I wasn’t quite sure what I was feeling in that moment. I guessed I felt… numb. Caught in time.

      Shayla returned us to the jetty and I stood at its end, staring at what had now become a white dot in the distance.

      And I remained standing, long after it had disappeared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Victoria

        

      

    
    
      I was sitting with Ruby in the dining room of my family’s treehouse, helping her with her math homework while getting on with my own studies in between.

      Since my visit to Saira, I had been doing everything I could to distract myself from watching the hours go by. My mother had promised that they would do all within their power to find Bastien. Now I just had to wait for their return to see if they had been successful.

      When the elevator doors slid open outside our front door several hours later that day, my chest swelled in anticipation. I shot up from my chair and rushed to the door to see my parents approaching on the veranda. They looked dirty, sweaty, and battle-worn, but otherwise okay.

      I rushed to them and flung an arm around each of their necks. “What happened?” I asked. “How come you’re back so soon?”

      As I glanced from my mother to my father, their faces lit up in smiles.

      “We found him,” my father said. “Your werewolf friend.”

      My jaw dropped. Oh, my God! It was everything that I had been hoping for, but now that my father was confirming it, I could hardly believe my ears.

      “We discovered him on the ogres’ shores,” my father went on. “He had been adrift in the ocean for some reason. He reached a beach and crawled for shelter amid some shrubbery.”

      “He was in a bad state when we—or, I should say, Micah—found him,” my mother continued. “We were thinking to just send him back here with Arwen and Brock to be treated, but the rest of us could do with stocking up on weaponry. We’ll be leaving again soon, perhaps even within the day.”

      I was burning to ask how the mission had gone so far, but right now, I couldn’t think about anything other than…

      “Bastien,” I breathed. “Where is he?”

      “In Meadow Hospital. The fourth floor. Being treated,” my mother explained.

      I wished that a witch could vanish me to the hospital in an instant. I darted into the elevator and hurried down to the ground. I grabbed my bike and began racing as hard as I could toward the hospital.

      I passed family and other League members along the way, including Ben, River, and Aiden, but I couldn’t bring myself to stop. I called greetings to them as I dashed past, until I finally reached the edge of the sunflower meadows. Panting, I left my bike by a tree and ran the rest of the way through the flowers, skidding to a stop at the hospital’s rotating entrance. I rushed in. Since all the elevators were occupied, I took the staircase and rushed up to the fourth level on foot.

      My parents hadn’t told me Bastien’s door number. But many of the rooms up here were clearly vacant at present. It didn’t take me long to find the right one. As I arrived outside a door near the middle of the long corridor, low muttering drifted from inside. I held my breath and knocked softly.

      “Come in,” a male voice responded.

      I entered to find three jinn hovering around a bed: Horatio, Aisha, and one of Aisha’s cousins, Fina.

      I darted to the bed, my entire being lighting up as I found myself gazing down at Bastien Blackhall, either asleep or unconscious. The jinn had covered his body with blankets, so the only part of him exposed to me was his upper chest and face. I moved near his head and placed a palm over his forehead. Then I leaned in, planting two gentle kisses over his eyelids.

      I could hardly contain my excitement at the thought of him waking up. I would finally have the chance to get things straight with him and allay any doubts he might have that I could have betrayed him. I would be able to hear his deep voice, feel his fingers closing around mine… gaze into his beautiful gray eyes again.

      As he lay with eyelids closed, he looked ever so worn and weary. I hadn’t even asked the jinn what was wrong with him yet. I would soon, but for now, the only one thing that mattered in the world to me was that Bastien was here. He had found his way back to me… just like Saira had predicted he would.

      He was safe now. Safe in The Shade. Safe with me.
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      A surge of heat spread through my body. My limbs slowly awakened. I did not feel pain, even though I should have. I did not feel dampness beneath me. I was not resting on my stomach. I was lying on my back… in my human form.

      My bed was no longer lined by undergrowth, but rich cotton sheets. I opened my eyes slowly. My vision was blurry. I was in some kind of room, a warm room glowing with soothing, orange lighting. There was someone leaning over me. A face. An angel. Am I in heaven?

      A soft palm pressed against my cheek and then a pair of lips pressed down against my forehead. I wished I could see who this person was.

      My senses returned to me one by one. My vision was still lagging behind. But I could smell again. And it was a sense that flooded back to me far more quickly than my vision. I breathed in a heady mix of ointments, the smell of a burning lamp, and other things that were strange to me. But pervading all of them was a familiar scent, a scent that made my spirit soar as I breathed in.

      I knew that scent. It was the scent of home. The scent of longing. It was the scent of Victoria.

      Maybe I really had gone to heaven, or was stuck in some fantastical dream of the afterlife.

      I reached up to her face, still blurred, and cupped it in my hands. I slid my fingers down her neck, around the curve of the base of her head, and drove my fingers into her silky hair. I pulled downward. And then she was close enough for me to be able to behold her beauty through my patchy vision.

      Ocean-blue eyes. A gently rounded nose. Dark, expressive brows. A small, pert chin. And her lips… I couldn’t help but brush a thumb against them. Soft like flower petals.

      She breathed my name. I tried to sit up, but she clasped my shoulders and pushed me back down against the pillows.

      “You need to rest,” she whispered.

      “I don’t want to rest,” I croaked, only half aware that I had spoken aloud, rather than in my head.

      I had just found Victoria again, in whatever strange half-existence this was. How could I possibly rest?

      She placed her hands over mine and gave me that familiar squeeze.

      “It was Detrius all along, Bastien,” Victoria began, gazing down at me through starry eyes.

      I found myself trying to figure out what in heavens she was talking about, and what my cousin had to do with anything. Only as she continued did I remember how Victoria and I had gotten wedged apart to begin with. The hunters. The mutants. Brucella yelling that Victoria was a traitor, for me to cast her aside. And then one of Victoria’s relatives swooping her away.

      And then the crushing aftermath. The doubt. The confusion. The desolation.

      But now Victoria was telling me that it had all been a setup. That none of it was true. It was my cousin who had caused the hunters to arrive at Rock Hall. Not Victoria. Of course, not Victoria! Not my kind, beautiful friend Victoria.

      After she finished recounting her tale, I gazed up at her, the corners of my eyes heating. It felt like an iron weight had been lifted from my chest, freeing me. As I felt the urge to sit up again, this time she allowed me to lean against the headboard.

      “Our jinn have been working on your leg,” she explained, gesturing to the bottom half of me that was covered with blankets. I had been so consumed by Victoria that I had even forgotten all about it. “And don’t worry. A male nurse put you in clothes,” she added, indicating my crisp blue clothing.

      “Where am I?” I asked.

      “You’re in Meadow Hospital. In The Shade.”

      In The Shade. My lips parted as her words sank in. A dozen questions fought to the front of my mind at once. How was I saved? How did I get here? Who saved me? How did they know where to find me? What is happening in my home country, The Woodlands? I also wondered how thoroughly the jinn had managed to fix my leg. I had feeling down there, and I was able to move it.

      But somehow, I could not quite bring myself to ask any of this yet. With my newfound Victoria sitting just inches away from me, she still had my mind beguiled.

      A span of silence fell as we gazed into each other’s eyes. Then, as though we were being drawn together like puppets on a string, slowly we leaned closer to each other. Hesitant. Tentative. Until our noses touched. She closed her eyes as my hands moved through her locks. I ran the tip of my nose down the bridge of hers, breathing her in. Cherishing her presence.

      She rested her palms against my chest, her fingers curving and gathering the fabric of my shirt. I closed my own eyes, pressing my rough cheek against the smoothness of hers. My heart was pounding. I wanted to taste her lips. I wanted to kiss her again, with nobody watching. With nobody to decree what was right and what was wrong. With nobody to tear us apart.

      I wanted to set us free. Was that what she wanted, too?

      I distanced my face from hers a couple of inches so that I could behold her eyes. As she lifted her eyelids, my pulse raced harder. They were glazed with the same emotions that I felt deep within my chest. Longing. Desire. Need.

      Her cheeks flushed even as her mouth curved in a smile. She leaned in and touched our noses together again. And this time, it was her lips that pressed against mine first. I couldn’t help but wind my arms around her waist and pull her to lie sideways next to me on the mattress. Her head resting against my pillow, I relished every sensation her kiss ignited in my body. I treasured her every touch, her every tender caress, like gold dust.

      It felt like she was back where she belonged. Close to me. Safe with me…

      Loved by me.
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      Where has that boy gotten to?

      I could not believe that I had let him get away. We had been searching for him nonstop, sailing around the waters where I had lost sight of him, as well as all the surrounding areas.

      Eventually we came upon the ogres’ shores. I wondered if he really could’ve swum this far. He would have been a fool to. These waters near the ogres’ kingdom were swarming with dangerous creatures.

      Still, I had to remind myself that the poor boy was confused. Ever since my sister and brother-in-law had died, he seemed to have quite lost his senses. Thus, as much as his behavior aggravated me, I could not bring myself to be too angry with him. He was still in mourning. Grief could make a man do things that they never would have otherwise done. In any case, that girl was gone now. I couldn’t imagine that she would be returning to the battleground The Woodlands had become.

      Rona, bless her heart, had asked me why we were so bent on chasing down Bastien. I explained to her the truth: that he was mad with grief right now. That he was in shock, needing to be guided and protected closely, until he recovered his mind. As his only remaining family, it was our duty to do what was best for him.

      I directed Sergius to navigate the boat closer to the ogres’ shoreline, and slowly but steadily, we traversed the entire circumference of the island, looking for clues. As we came a half-circle around the vast island, many hours later, I beheld a sight that made me both sigh with relief and tense with fear. A trail of blood running along the sand.

      I leapt off the ship and bounded toward the beach, sniffing at the trail. Even though it had gone cold, I knew instantly that this was Bastien. I could scent my nephew better than anyone. I followed the trail toward a line of trees while my husband and family leapt from the ship and followed my lead. I foraged through the bushes and reached a huge patch of dried blood. My eyes widened at the sight. He had been bleeding a lot. Enough to make a werewolf pass out, possibly even die. But where was his body? Had an ogre come to scoop it up and carry it off for a meal?

      Then I picked up on Bastien’s scent again, as well as the scent of another werewolf. A werewolf I didn’t recognize. The scents led us through the trees for several feet and then back onto the sand. I followed another trail of blood drops along the beach. Who was this second werewolf? We hurried further, gaining speed. The trail swerved back toward yet another cluster of trees many miles down the beach. We traipsed through thick undergrowth before stopping abruptly. We’d arrived at the edge of a gaping black hole. A gate I’d never known existed.

      Bastien never would have known about it either. It was impossible. My sister and brother-in-law had deliberately made him lead a sheltered life. He had never been out of The Woodlands. He would never have known to come here unless he’d had help. The second werewolf must have helped him. But who was he? Why would he help him? And why would he head to the human realm—a place full of perils for a werewolf?

      I grimaced as a theory formed in my mind. There had been a wolf among those Shade people. It was very possible that they had used this starry portal to travel to The Woodlands in the first place. And their wolf had managed to scent him…

      Gazing down into the crater, my chest heaved imagining where Bastien could be now. Sharing the bed of that wench back in The Shade! My blood boiled. Oh, he had better not be. He had better not…

      It appeared that fate had transpired against me. Which meant that now, I had no choice but to transpire against fate.

      I shuddered even as I thought about what I was about to propose to my husband. But I gritted my teeth. I could not have that boy make a mockery of my daughter or my family. After he’d been betrothed to Rona for so long, no other werewolf worthy of my daughter would ever accept her. Even though Bastien and Rona had hardly touched since childhood, she would already be considered tainted, spoiled. Rejected by someone else.

      Besides that, the progeny Bastien’s seed produced would be the envy of every family in The Woodlands. His bloodline was fine… finer than he even knew.

      He just had to be my daughter’s. And he already was my daughter’s. It was simply a matter of him giving up his delusions and accepting the fact.

      Thus, I turned to my husband and said in a low, grim voice, “We must call upon the Mortclaws.”

      As I expected, my husband’s eyes bulged with shock, then sheer terror. “What? The Mortclaws? You can’t be serious, Brucella!”

      “I am quite serious,” I replied, even as my lower lip trembled slightly at the thought of facing such creatures.

      Whether I liked it or not, the time had finally come for Bastien to meet his real birth parents…
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* * *
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