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  To anyone who has ever felt like they didn't belong. 
To the black sheep.
To the outsiders.

You are not alone.
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Pronunciation Guide





Characters:
Elena: eh-LAY-nah
Agon: A-gone
Quinn: qu-IN
Lyra: LIE-rah
Madame LaBelle: ma-DAM la-BELL
Zied: ZED
Roska: ROSS-kah
Demoni: de-MON-ee
Aiden: a-DEN
Aleerah: ah-LEER-ah

Places:
Andover: ann-DOVER
Nexton: NEX-ton
Cyra: sigh-RAH
Riverayn: river-INE
Rolam: ro-LUM
Slyvestris: sill-VES-tree












  
  
Prologue




He’d sat at the chipped and aged wooden table for hours, watching them through the purple-tinted haze of his looking glass. He’d been watching them since their birth, checking in, making sure they were surviving and learning the skills they would need to stop what was coming. He didn’t agree with how their mother had handled things, and it took every ounce of self-control he had—not to mention quite a few herbal concoctions and endless bottles of wine—to not step in and protect them when they needed it. He hated himself for letting them suffer so, but he knew their fates. He knew their separate and sometimes torturous paths would make them into the strong and powerful individuals they’d need to be in order to fulfill the prophecy and save the world of magic. 

These thoughts didn’t make it easier for him, but he did what he thought was best. It was likely that was the same argument their mother used, but he knew that wasn’t the whole truth for her. He’d watched her as she grew their children in her body, hoping to see her thrive and flourish in her new role as a mother. He was stunned when he realized how much she resented their children. She was self-righteous and arrogant, believing that the prophecy was about her. When she’d come to understand that she was not the center of it all, but in fact the literal creator of those who would remake the world, she reacted in the most childish and petty way, lashing out at the newborn babies by separating them and sending the boys away to end up in terrible homes. He’d foolishly thought that despite her beliefs that men should only serve one purpose, she would love her own children equally, regardless of their biological sex.

He huffed ruefully to himself. In reality, she did love them all equally, which was to say that she loved none of them. 

Over time, as the children grew, he celebrated their victories with them, though they had no idea he was watching. He applauded Elena every time she succeeded in casting a spell. He cheered Roska in every one of his rebellions against the Brotherhood, no matter how minor. He watched proudly as Quinn stood up to his abusers and wrought ruination on their damnedable home.

Now, watching them finally connect, feeling the wave of power they released into the world, he felt immeasurable pride. And indescribable dread, because he knew they’d come for him next. 








  
  

1

Elena





The shock of discovering she had brothers had been unsettling, to say the least. The following days passed in a blur, and Elena honestly couldn’t remember what happened to her and her  brothers. At some point, they were all relocated to a less populated area of Harbor Ridge, one of the neglected rooms in the southern tower that had once served as excess storage for their food supplies before the school had their new root cellar put in. The room was cold, musty, and damp. Not an ideal place to rest one’s head, in her opinion, but she’d slept in worse places lately, and she refused to be separated from her brothers, for fear of what her mother might try to do to them.

Elena was confident that Quinn and Roska could have defended themselves from her mother’s minions. Sorry, guards. But it wasn’t a risk she was willing to take. Plus, Elena had a feeling they were stronger together. The shattered glass all over the floor in the old testing room was evidence of that. Her mother, no, wait, their mother, hadn’t allowed them to socialize with the rest of the girls at the school. Instead, she kept them sequestered in the southern tower and the small clearing in the Dark Woods closest to said tower. Meals were brought to them by Madame LaBelle’s guards. The servants weren’t even allowed near them. Madame LaBelle was scared. If Elena weren’t so frightened and confused herself, she would have reveled in her mother’s clear discomfort and anxiety. 

Based on the crescent moon winking at her from the night sky, Elena inferred that it had been about two weeks since their revelation in the testing room. She was sitting on the edge of her cot, Agon curled up into a furry blue ball on her pillow, while she toyed with the lightning flashing on her fingertips. Since their banishment to the tower, she and the boys had been taking every opportunity they had to practice controlling their powers. It was part of the reason her mother had allowed them access to the clearing outside the castle walls. Quinn nearly burned the school’s cornfields to ash. Roska had been able to quell the flames rather efficiently, in Elena’s opinion. Madame LaBelle was not impressed and told them if they insisted on using their powers, they needed to do it at a safe distance from the school. She never let all three of them out at once, however. She wasn’t going to let them leave, and she made sure they didn’t try to escape by keeping one of them in the tower while the other two were let out to train.

It was Elena’s turn to stay behind this time. Her irritation with this system was evident in her endless sparks and flashing blue lights of rage. 

“We need to get out of here,” she muttered, mostly to herself.

“How do you propose we do that?” Agon’s lazy drawl grated on her more than being trapped in their dank tower room.

“I don’t muxing know, but we need to leave. Find Belladonna again and figure out how to stop the turmio. Why doesn’t my mother understand that? We are the only ones who can stop it. She should want to save the magical world. She’s part of it! Does she want to die?” Elena tossed a bolt of lightning at the stone wall, leaving a black scar across the cold stone. 

“Do you think it’s possible that she’s trying to protect her children? I mean, I know she’s a gods awful mother, but maybe this is her twisted attempt at keeping the three of you safe?” 

Agon’s question hit Elena like a punch to her stomach. 

“It doesn’t really sound like her, does it? She’s never been bothered with my safety or theirs before. Why would she start now?” Elena asked, but even as she posed the counterargument, she wondered if there was any truth to Agon’s theory. Could her mother really be trying to keep them safe after so many solar cycles of neglect and disinterest? Maybe now that Elena had become interesting, and brought her brothers home to Harbor Ridge, Madame LaBelle was finally ready to step up and be a mother. Or maybe she was just being a controlling bitch, trying to manipulate the situation to better suit her needs. 

Yeah, that sounded more like the Madame LaBelle she knew.

Elena was about voice all of these thoughts to Agon when the thick wooden door scraped open, and the boys returned. Lyra led the way, bounding into the room with an enthusiasm that had started to become the norm for her. Since learning the truth about their connection, Lyra seemed to act as though a weight had been lifted from her little fox shoulders. If Elena didn’t know any better, she might have suspected that Lyra had known about their relationship to each other long ago. Demoni crept in quickly after her, followed by Roska and Quinn. Elena was in awe of them. Since that day in the testing room, the two of them seemed to have completely changed their views of each other. They were friendly, bordering on playful. The way they talked and teased was adorable and utterly unexpected. Elena was more surprised by Q’s behavior than Roska’s, simply because Q had been so vehemently opposed to keeping Roska with them in the beginning. Now, the two were practically inseparable. She probably should have been jealous of their closeness and camaraderie, but she was so grateful that they were getting along and actually liked each other. She wasn’t worried about feeling left out. Not to mention she had very special bonds with each of them. They were siblings, but they had all bonded before learning that information. 

Hells, Quinn was the one who saved her all those moons ago. Nothing was going to change their bond. She wasn’t as close with Roska as she was with Q, but Elena knew that would come with time. Until then, she still felt a strong connection to him through the shared trust and intuition that first drew them to each other in the cavern. 

“How was it today?” she asked.

“Better than yesterday. I didn’t freeze myself to the ground this time,” Roska replied with a chuckle. Elena laughed with him. She still wasn’t sure how he’d managed it, but he had somehow turned his ice on himself when she was training with him the previous day and had frozen both of his feet together and to the marsh-like grass they’d been working in. It hadn’t been funny at the time. It had been quite terrifying, and one of the guards had to use her magic to melt the ice enough to free him. 

“Well, that’s definitely progress,” she said, a grin still wide across her face.

Quinn collapsed onto his cot, propping his head up against his folded arm, lounging as though he didn’t have a care in the world. Like the weight of the magical world wasn’t resting on their shoulders while they were being held prisoner by their mother. 

“It was a good day,” he said with a nod to Roska. “It’s pretty impressive how much control he’s gained in just a couple of weeks. Frozen feet notwithstanding,” he added with a smirk.

“Yeah, well, at least I’m not setting the food on fire,” Roska poked back. 

Elena loved having a family to pick on and play around with. It was still an adjustment, and she still caught herself forgetting they were all actually related, but it was a wonderful feeling. Knowing that they would have her back regardless, and she would do the same for them.

She waited until she heard the door locked from the outside—knowing that the guards wouldn’t open the door again until it was time for dinner—and turned to her brothers. 

“We need to figure out a way out of here.” Elena’s voice was a harsh whisper as she spoke quickly to her brothers. She prayed to the Mother that the guards wouldn’t be able to hear her plotting. “We need to get to Belladonna. She’s the only one who’s been able to give us any real information about the turmio. The longer we’re trapped in here, the more likely it is that we won’t be able to undo it.”

“Yeah, El, we know, but I can’t see a way out of this place. Mommy Dearest is pretty good at keeping us locked down tight,” Q grumbled.

“I actually had a thought about that…” Roska said, his voice barely above a whisper.

“A thought about what? The turmio? Or escaping this pit?” Q sat up, leaning closer to Roska, who had positioned himself in the middle of the tower, putting himself between the door and their makeshift fireplace.

“About escaping.” He kept his voice low as he continued to lay out his plan. “I think I could use my ice to freeze the hinges holding the door, then Elena could zap them with her lightning. Break the hinges, and I think the door could come off pretty easily. I was studying it the other day while you two were out training. The hinges are sturdy enough, but the door itself is starting to rot along the hinges and at the base. I think we could take it down if we can break the hinges.”

“That’s brilliant!” Elena exclaimed, quickly clamping her hand over her mouth. They all froze, waiting to see if the guards heard them. Surely if they had, they would come rushing in to separate the magical triplets. 

“That could work,” Q said, as he walked over to examine the hinges himself. He looked at the door. “This wood is really damp. I couldn’t set fire to this even with my strongest blasts. I imagine it would freeze really easily, though.”

Elena rose from her cot and walked over to the door with Quinn. It was clearly neglected, but still fairly solid. She had to assume that their mother simply hadn’t noticed the state of disrepair within the tower, or she wouldn’t have placed them there. Studying the door and its hinges, Elena was very confident in their ability to break through the door. Perhaps Madame LaBelle simply assumed that they would be content to stay in this tower until she set them free. Gods, that woman drove her mad. She didn’t hate her mother anymore; she had long since accepted that the Headmistress simply wasn’t built for a maternal role. Still, Elena couldn’t help but feel endless resentment and pity when she pictured her mother’s face. Especially the look on her face when Roska had revealed the whole truth of their relationship.

No. She refused to think about that. Elena didn’t need to feel anything more for her mother. She’d devoted sixteen solar cycles of her life to trying to make Madame LaBelle proud of her. Fighting to win her approval. Killing herself to make her mother notice her. No more. She was done. 

“When are we doing this?” Lyra spoke up from her spot by the fire. She had appointed herself fire keeper in their tower, always making sure that they had enough firewood to last the night. The frost season was upon them, and it was getting colder each night. A part of Elena wanted to stay in the tower, simply because venturing out into the woods without the safety and comforts of a solid roof and walls did not appeal to her. Snow was starting to fall most nights, although it wasn’t quite cold enough for it to stick around. By midday, the sun melted it to cold, mushy puddles. In another week or so, the snow would be a more permanent fixture in their landscape. Camping in the snow was something that Elena had never desired to try.

“The sooner the better, if we want to get to Belladonna before it gets too cold.” Agon voiced her concerns for her. 

Demoni chimed in. “Yes,” she hissed, “cold weather does not agree with me. Let’s get out of here and somewhere warm as quickly as possible.”

Roska picked Demoni up and she curled around his forearm, presumably using his body heat to warm her own cold-blooded form. 

“Then we’ll do it tonight,” Elena announced. She looked her brothers in the eye in turn. “We’ll wait until after dinner, that way we have some food to travel with.” Elena was suddenly grateful for their drafty little tower room because it had meant that Madame LaBelle had allowed Elena and Quinn to keep their respective enchanted cloak and bag. 

Elena loved the cloak Amelia had given her. Its bottomless pockets were a magical wonder that never ceased to amaze or impress. The bag she had given Quinn had belonged to her magept husband and was equally impressive in its carrying capacity.

“We don’t need to worry too much about that,” Quinn said with a smile. “I’ve been stashing away food since they put us in this damned tower. The fruit will go bad faster, obviously, but the dried meat should last us quite a while.” 

Elena smiled back at him. He had been planning an escape the whole time. She loved that about him. She also mentally chastised herself for not thinking and planning ahead as he’d clearly been. 

“It’s decided then,” Roska said. “Tonight, we leave this dreadful place behind and go find your all-knowing witch.” 

It was clear that he wasn’t as enthusiastic about seeing Belladonna, but Elena was certain he would see the wisdom in their decision once he met her. Belladonna wasn’t quite “all-knowing,” but she was definitely very knowledgeable, and Elena was starting to believe that she was much older than she looked. Elena hoped that that meant she would have insight into their predicament and some idea of how they might stop the turmio from absorbing and destroying all the magic in their world. She couldn’t let herself think about what would happen if Belladonna wasn’t able to help. The possibility was too devastating to consider. 
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Roska





Roska wished he’d noticed those damn hinges sooner. He hated feeling trapped, and being literally locked away in a tower was torture. Roska hadn’t slept well since they arrived at the castle. He had nightmares every single night, flashbacks to when he was a little boy and the Brothers felt the need to punish him nightly simply for existing. He woke up in cold sweats, remembering the feel of their whips on his back and their canes on his forearms. On the first night in the tower, before they’d been given cots to sleep on, he had the worst, most vivid memory-dream of the night the Brothers had held him down and cut off Demoni’s wing, cauterizing the wounds with a hot iron from the fire. That was the night of their one and only escape attempt. That was the night Roska had first started to realize that the way the Brothers treated him was not the way a loving family was supposed to act. 

On that night, Roska had woken up screaming, blasted ice into the air, creating icicles on the ceiling and horrifying his siblings. The look of terror and pity on Elena’s face had nearly broken his heart. The understanding on Quinn’s had done him in. That was the first time Roska had felt truly seen by another human, he didn’t know how to handle it. He’d cried like a baby. Elena held him in her arms, gently rubbing his back and whispering words of love and kindness in his ears. Q had carefully melted the icicles from the ceiling, managing to catch most of the water in buckets that he kept pulling out of his magical bag. They had plenty of fresh water to drink after that night. 

When he’d first met them in the cavern, Roska hadn’t been sure how they would handle the news of their connection. He had been shocked by their willingness to accept him into their little family. It had only been a couple of weeks, but Roska felt more bonded to these two than he ever had with any of the Brothers with whom he’d spent his whole life. 

That wasn’t terribly surprising though, since those men spent every waking moment reminding him that he was an abomination, pure evil, and that he didn’t deserve to live. 

Roska had felt more love in that first night in the tower than he had in his entire life. He knew he would do anything, fight anyone, to ensure that he never lost that feeling again. He wasn’t thrilled about going to see a witch, but he mostly convinced himself that his anxiety was baseless and purely rested on the biased, ignorant teachings of the Brotherhood. He couldn’t quite shake the feeling that they were missing something. A big piece of the puzzle that they hadn’t put into place yet. 

They sat around Lyra’s fire, quietly stewing in their respective thoughts and not saying much to each other. The tower had small windows at chest height, evenly spaced around the circumference of the whole room. There were stairs along the eastern side of the room that led to a locked door. Elena had told them that this was an old food storage space. Roska assumed that upstairs held more shelves and cupboards to hold more food, but it had long been abandoned. As such, the door wouldn’t budge. They’d tried that the first day they’d been tossed in here so carelessly. 

Demoni stood watch from the stairs, peeking out through the slits, and alerted them when the guards were bringing out their dinner. 

“We’ll have to be quick about this. These are the same guards that protect Madame LaBelle,” Elena informed them. Roska noted that she seemed to have stopped referring to their birther as Mom or Mother. “They are the best of the best.”

A less-than-friendly pounding on the door announced the arrival of their dinner. Three guards entered their room, one holding a large platter of food, and two with spells at the ready to stop them should the siblings try to make any moves to escape while the door was held open. 

Elena gave the women a tight smile, as per usual. She couldn’t seem to stop being polite to these women, even though they were the ones holding her prisoner.

Once the guards backed out of the room, Roska heard the lock click into place and Demoni resumed her perch at the window, watching until the guard who’d delivered the food was out of sight. Quinn loaded all of the food into his bag, stuffing a couple of rolls into Elena’s cloak pockets for easier access, then he nodded to Roska.

Demoni hopped down the stairs and quickly up the back of his leg to ride on Roska’s shoulder. Agon took a similar position around Elena’s neck while Lyra bared her sharp teeth and braced for a fight Roska desperately hoped they could win. 

He crept quietly up to the doorway and listened intently at the window closest to where they knew the guards would be standing. They were having a conversation about the upcoming Frost Festival. Elena had mentioned that the school always celebrated the changing of the seasons, not unlike the witches of old. He turned back to Elena and nodded, then he placed his hands on the two hinges holding the door in place. Roska reflected for a moment on the fact that a mere two weeks ago, he hadn’t even known he had magical powers. Now here he was, trusting his powers to come at his command and work exactly as he had intended for them to. It was a foolish and arrogant plan, but they didn’t have any other options.

Roska stopped himself from spiraling into the endless abyss of self-doubt and focused on the feel of the metal against his hands. He closed his eyes and called to the frost center of his chest. When he’d first called his power, in the testing room where they’d been unceremoniously dumped after being spelled and kidnapped, he hadn’t known what he was doing, and he hadn’t felt any control. Roska ruminated on that feeling for a moment, how it had happened so suddenly, and felt as though an icy dam had burst within his chest. He knew enough now—after training with Q and Elena over the last couple of weeks—to have some control and not freeze them all to death. Still, he was worried he’d do more harm than good. 

He glanced over his shoulder at his siblings. Elena was watching him with hope in her eyes. Q was clearly just waiting to pound his way through the rotten door and wasn’t paying much attention to Roska’s existential crisis. 

You can do this. Demoni’s voice in his head was a welcome distraction from his own doubt-filled thoughts. You are more powerful than we ever thought possible, and you can easily freeze a couple of rusted, old metal hinges. 

Roska pressed his cheek against her cool scales and turned his attention back to the hinges beneath his palms. He took a deep breath and felt the ice release from within him. He tried to channel all of the cold magic into his hands and directly into the metal blocking their escape. In seconds, the hinges were covered in a thick layer of frosty white ice. 

“Nice work, little bro,” Q whispered encouragingly.

“Thanks.” Roska stepped back from the hinges and turned to face Quinn. “But how can you be so sure you’re the oldest?”

“Just a feeling, I guess. You could call it my intuition.” He smirked at his own little joke. Q didn’t believe in intuition, and he had mocked Elena and Roska often for so blindly trusting their own. Roska no longer bothered pointing out that Q trusted his gut on all things, and “gut” was just another word for intuition. It wasn’t an argument worth having.

Elena ignored them both and took her position in front of the door. If she was nervous, she hid it well. She raised both hands, took aim, and blasted the hinges to pieces. 

Roska was a little surprised at how well his plan had worked so far. The hinges didn’t just break, they shattered into a million tiny fragments. The door fell outward from the force of Elena’s blast and landed with a deafening crash on the cobblestone courtyard. 

The guards didn’t hesitate, jumping into the doorway, casting combative magics, and throwing small fireballs at their prisoners. Unfortunately for the guards, Quinn jumped in front of Elena. Quinn—who was essentially fireproof—watched with casual amusement as their fireballs bounced off his skin and sputtered out on the cold stone floor. Then he raised his hands and shot a blast of fire at them, causing them to jump out of the way or be burned alive. Roska didn’t much care what happened to the guards either way, and he was confident that Q felt the same way. However, they both knew that these women were people Elena knew and once cared for, so out of respect for her, the boys didn’t try to cause serious damage. 

Quinn led them out of the tower, continuously spraying his flames. Demoni jumped down from Roska’s shoulder and sprayed the cobblestones under the guards’ feet with a layer of thick ice. The women couldn’t get their bearings and quickly fell on their asses. It would have been funny if they weren’t still trying to recapture the siblings. Agon followed Demoni and jumped on the guard to the left of the fallen door, zapping her with a small blast of lightning and knocking her out. Elena rushed past Q and did the same to the guard on the right.

Without another word, they grabbed the last of their supplies, threw on their respective cloaks, and Q grabbed his bag. They raced out of the tower, away from Harbor Ridge, and off into the Dark Woods in search of a witch.








  
  

3

Quinn





In the weeks that they’d been stuck in that damned tower, Q had been studying the landscape and tracking the animals in the area every chance he’d gotten. When it was his turn to go out and train, he’d made a point to venture farther and farther into the woods around the clearing. The guards hadn’t bothered to stick too closely to them, trusting that the siblings wouldn’t try to get away when one of them would have been left behind in the tower. When it came time to escape, Q had a pretty good plan to get them to Belladonna’s in a matter of days. Less, if they moved through the night, but he didn’t think he could convince the others to go without sleep for too long. 

They raced out of the tower and away from Harbor Ridge as though the beasts of Hells were on their heels, despite not actually being chased. Yet. The idea was to get as far away as possible before anyone could be alerted that they were gone. Quinn led them due east for the first few hours, before slowly venturing slightly north. 

Quinn’s breath exited his nose in little puffs of white clouds as they hiked through the woods. There were no paths or trails in this part of the Dark Woods, which slowed their movements as they fought against branches and roots in the pitch black of the near-moonless night. They couldn’t risk lighting a torch or using their powers to light the way without drawing unnecessary attention to themselves. 

The siblings didn’t speak as they hiked. Q knew that was partly due to the drain of hiking through untamed woods. He also suspected that it was because they’d just escaped from a prison their mother had locked them away in, and that was some pretty mind-blowing shyt. 

Q didn’t let his mind focus on the word “mother.” There was far too much trauma surrounding that word and the experiences of the last couple weeks that he didn’t feel capable of dealing with, possibly ever. Muxing heartless bitch. He felt a wave of relief as the school disappeared from view behind the massive trees.

It was a few hours before dawn when Elena grabbed his arm and asked—more like demanded—they stop and rest for a couple of hours.

“Madame LaBelle knows we’ve escaped by now. I’m not sure stopping is the safest choice,” Q argued.

“Maybe not, but hiking into exhaustion and passing out isn’t a safe choice either. Unless you plan on carrying my unconscious body to Belladonna’s,” she countered.

“I could. It’s not like you’re heavy,” Q quibbled, but he conceded her point. “Fine, we can rest. But only for a couple of hours. We need to keep moving as much as we can.”

They found a small clump of saplings that weren’t much taller than Quinn, and Elena threw her cloak across it, creating a small shelter that blended in with the surroundings, thanks to the magic in the fabric. As soon as the cloak settled on the small trees, it shimmered, and they stood in awe as it changed color to blend in seamlessly with their surroundings. 

Roska reached out a tentative hand to rub the cloak between his index finger and thumb. “How does it do that?” he muttered, but since none of them had the answer to that question, Q assumed it was rhetorical. He pulled out a couple of rolls from his bag, tossing one to each of them before settling down on the forest floor within their temporary shelter. 

“I know we’re all tired, but I’m not entirely sure where we are yet, and we need to keep moving. I say we take a quick nap and get back to the hike before the sun gets too high. Lyra, you, Agon, and Demoni keep watch and wake me in about two hours, ok?” Q had taken up the mantle of group leader the instant they’d entered the woods. Neither Elena nor Roska knew these woods as well as he did. It just made sense for him to lead them. He would get his bearings soon, once he saw something he recognized, and then they’d be able to move more quickly. 

Lyra said nothing, simply nodded her head—or the fox equivalent of a nod—and moved to stand guard outside their shelter. Agon slunk along behind her, taking a post on the northern side of their tent. Demoni followed Lyra to the western side. If anyone came after them, they would likely be coming from the west. Between Lyra’s bat-like ears, Agon’s keen eyesight, and Demoni’s ability to feel vibrations of movement through the ground—an interesting skill Q had learned about during one of their training sessions—Quinn was confident that they would have plenty of notice if one of their mother’s guards tried to sneak up on them. 

Q, Elena, and Roska finished off their rolls, took a deep swig from one of the waterskins in Q’s bag, and crawled into the makeshift tent. They curled up beside each other for warmth and were all asleep in moments.


      [image: image-placeholder]The feel of Lyra’s warm, wet tongue sliding across his face woke Q with a start, causing him to nearly jump out of his skin and whack his head on one of the small tree limbs that made up their small roof.

“Ouch! What the hells, Lyra?” He moaned, rubbing his sore head.

“You said two hours. It’s been two hours. How was I supposed to know you’d try to knock yourself unconscious the moment I touched you,” Lyra responded with a casual air of disinterest.

“You licked me? Why didn’t you just talk? Or nudge me? Shyt, girl, that was slimy and gross,” Q said, before gently shaking Elena’s shoulder and reaching over her to do the same to Roska. “See? That’s how you wake someone,” Q added as his siblings roused from their sleep. 

Q was very sure that if she were capable, Lyra would have rolled her eyes and stuck her tongue out at him. Instead, she flicked her tail at him, flinging a spark onto his shirt sleeve and burning a small hole through the fabric. Without a word, she turned and left the tent. 

“Has it been two hours already? I feel like we just laid down,” Elena mumbled, reaching her arms up to stretch, only to be stopped short by the low-hanging limbs of their shelter. 

“Yeah, sorry. I think we can make it to Belladonna’s today. Or at least find my hut and get some proper rest before heading upstream to her godsdamned mist.” Q crawled out of the tent and stood in the cold air of the late morning. It was going to snow soon, he could feel it. They needed to keep moving, to get away from Madame LaBelle’s influence. Not to mention, being stationary for too long could easily get them killed. frost season wasn’t something you muxed around with. Especially not out in the woods, exposed to all the elements. 

“You know where we are then?” Roska crawled out from the tent and scooped up Demoni. He coiled her around his neck, and it occurred to Q that asking the cold-blooded reptile to keep watch in the frost might not have been a good idea. He was pretty sure that a familiar couldn’t die if their human was still alive, but he certainly didn’t want to make her any more uncomfortable than was absolutely necessary. He debated saying something to her for a moment, but he lost his nerve and instead moved on as though nothing happened.

Chicken. Lyra’s voice echoed in his head. 

Shut it, he thought back to her and gave her a wry wink. 

“I don’t know exactly where we are yet, but I know which direction to go. The river is east of here, and my hut is right along the river. If we keep going that direction, we’ll run into the water, and I’ll be able to get us to my hut or Belladonna’s quickly. I’m just not sure exactly how far north we are. I’ve never been this deep into the woods or up the mountain range. I usually steer clear of this place.” Quinn cast an investigative look around the surrounding trees, half expecting enchantress guards to jump out and attack. 

Elena was the last to emerge from their tent, taking her cloak off the limbs and wrapping it back around her shoulders. “That sounds like a good enough plan to me. Let’s get going. It’s only going to get colder, and I don’t want to spend another night exposed in these woods.” Agon got a running start and jumped on the back of her cloak, making quick work of climbing the rest of the way to her neck and burrowing under her fur collar. Elena pulled the hood up over her head and turned to Quinn.

Q looked at his brother and noticed he was shivering. He didn’t have a thick cloak to keep him warm, only the thin one they’d swiped from one of the guards as they made their hasty escape. 

“Hang on,” Quinn said, rummaging through his pack. He was pretty sure Amelia had packed a spare cloak. In case his was damaged or lost. Not that he lost things often anymore, but Amelia had raised him, and she knew he wasn’t always the best at keeping track of his things. “Perfect!” he cheered, half to himself, as he pulled out a long, hooded cloak from the depths of his pack. He tossed it to Roska. “Here, bro. Put this on. Gimme that other one, and I’ll stash it in my pack. We might need it later.”

Roska looked surprised and a little embarrassed as he caught the cloak, but his expression quickly shifted to appreciation as he buckled the clasp at his neck and felt the thick cloak settle on his shoulders. 

“Thank you, veli,” he said with a small smile.

“What does that mean?” Quinn asked. “You’ve called me that a few times, but I don’t know that word.”

Q threw his pack back over his shoulder and looped the second strap across his other shoulder. With the weight of the bag balanced over his back, he started walking toward the east, looking out for familiar landmarks. 

“Veli? It means brother,” Roska answered, following in step behind him. 

“Wait. If I understood that language, I would have known since we met that you’re my brother?” Incredulousness seeped into Q’s voice.

Roska chuckled. “Yes, you would have.” 

“What about me? You called me something before. What does that word mean?” Elena piped up from behind Roska. 

“Tyttö. It means sister,” Roska replied. Q glanced over his shoulder to see a smirk on his brother’s lips. Elena laughed. 

“Well, I feel ignorant and silly now. If only I’d known that language, we could have avoided a very awkward and destructive event in the testing room,” Elena said. 

Q looked back at her to see if she was upset by this revelation. He let go of the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding when he saw the smile on her face. She thought all of this was amusing. Q wasn’t sure he shared her feelings; he still felt like they’d been blindsided by the whole thing.

“If you knew all this time, why didn’t you tell us sooner?” Q asked. He needed an explanation for all the shyt they’d been through over the last few weeks. 

“Would you have believed me?” Roska asked. He wasn’t defensive, and his voice didn’t carry a hint of annoyance or anger. He was genuinely curious. 

Q thought about it for a moment. When they first met Roska—just a few weeks ago—they’d assumed he was the enemy. Kick-starting the end of the world, destroying all magic, and ultimately causing the deaths of hundreds—if not thousands—of creatures including themselves. Q knew now that Roska had been brainwashed and willfully misled by their true enemy, The Brotherhood, but if Roska had told them in that cavern that he was their brother? That the three of them were all siblings? Not just siblings, but triplets?  Q was certain he would have labeled Roska a nutter, just like Fàidh, and ignored everything he had to say. 

Rather than admit all of that out loud, Q simply shook his head no. 

“I didn’t intend for the revelation to be quite so dramatic,” Ros added, “but I didn’t know what else to say. That woman, our mother,” he spat the word out as though it left a sour taste in his mouth, “didn’t give me much of a choice. I was hoping she’d tell you both herself when we all stood before her, but I should have known better. She is incapable of honesty.”

Q felt the same way, but he wasn’t sure Elena did. After all, the woman might have been a shyt mom, but she had at least been a part of El’s life. Q imagined it would be hard for her to let go of that attachment. If he was being honest with himself, he didn’t really want El to cut herself off from her mother. Their mother. Sure, she was an awful human being, but he knew how much she meant to Elena, and he desperately hoped, for Elena’s sake, that their mother had some redeeming qualities. Maybe she’d see the damage she’d done to her children and it would force her to change. Be a decent parent. Or at least not a completely wretched one. 
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Beatrice





Madame LaBelle slid out from between the silken bedsheets and slipped into her dressing robe, lightly tying the rope around her waist. She checked her visage in the mirror and caught the reflection of the man sprawled across her bed. Beatrice cringed internally. She didn’t particularly enjoy sleeping with men, but she maintained this relationship with the King for obvious reasons. She also insisted that he always come to her. She often told him it was because she was trying to avoid the suspicious looks from his wife, the Queen, but in truth, her motives were far less altruistic. It was simply easier to have her guards kick him out by bringing her “pressing issues” than when Beatrice had tried to extricate herself from his grasp on the few occasions that she had visited him at the palace in the beginning of their physical relationship. 

When she’d received his missive a few days prior, Beatrice had tried to delay his visit. She didn’t want to tell him about her children but she couldn’t come up with an acceptable excuse to postpone their regular tryst, so she had been forced to welcome him into her bedroom yet again. The fool always had the worst timing. Beatrice was certain that she would be able to get through to her children, explain her side of things, and convince them they were safer within the castle walls of Harbor Ridge, she just needed a few more days. And that self-important windbag had to insist on showing up in the middle of everything, keeping her from her children. 

Beatrice was about to signal Zied to send in her perfectly timed interruption when one of her guards rushed in without warning. The woman had the decency to look embarrassed and averted her eyes. Beatrice tightened the robe around her waist, and the King stirred in the bed, grunting as he rolled onto his back and pulled the quilt across his lap. 

“Apologies, Headmistress,” the guard said, still staring at the floor. “We have an issue that requires your immediate attention.”

The guard never looked up, but Beatrice could see the pink in her cheeks and she appeared to be slightly out of breath. Beatrice didn’t respond to the guard, turning to the King instead.

“Darling, I hope you’ll forgive me, but I must attend to the girls and my school. I’m sorry to cut our visit short. I’m sure you understand.” She kept her voice light, lacing her words with a sense of apology and disappointment that she didn’t feel.

“I do, dearest. Running a school is like running a country, on a much smaller scale.” His voice was gruff, and his words grated on her. The level of condescension in his tone made her want to bash his brains in. Or, at the very least, use her magic to cause him to trip going down the stairs. She didn’t really want to kill him—he was still quite useful to her—but breaking a limb might make him less smug.

Instead, she merely nodded and allowed him to plant a sloppy kiss on her cheek as he slipped on his leather riding pants, loosely tucked in his shirt, and carried his boots in hand as he left the room. The guards that stood watch outside her door would escort him out to the stables where he would mount up and meet his guards outside the walls of Harbor Ridge. The King was the only man permitted within the school, aside from the eunuchs who worked in the school as part of the maintenance crew. 

Once the door was closed firmly behind his receding figure, Madame LaBelle turned to back to the guard. 

“What’s going on?” she demanded as she walked over to her wardrobe and selected a long, flowing black gown. 

The guard stepped forward and helped Madame LaBelle out of her robe and nightdress, and into the soft fabric of the onyx dress. The guard seemed hesitant to answer the question, but Madame LaBelle simply held the woman’s gaze in the mirror while the guard completed the final buttons of the dress at the back of her neck. 

Cautiously, the woman cleared her throat, cast her eyes down to study her boots, and said, “The children have escaped.” 

Ice flowed through her veins as the words registered in her mind. Zied, sensing that something was amiss, forced her bedroom door open with his large, furry white head. His sharp teeth bared and his black claws left small scratches on the stone at the threshold of her room. He immediately calmed his face and sheathed his claws as he held her gaze. Madame LaBelle knew that she needed to keep her cool, be steady and appear almost unfeeling, in order to maintain the visage of a powerful woman in control. Internally, Beatrice felt as though her world were crumbling under her feet.

She said nothing for several moments as she tried to regain her self-control. To her credit, the guard didn’t waver under Madame LaBelle’s scrutiny or the deafening silence that filled the room. Finally, Beatrice spoke. “How?”

“It appears as though they combined their powers, freezing and demolishing the hinges of the door before knocking the guards unconscious and fleeing into the woods.” 

“When did this happen?” Beatrice questioned. She impressed herself with her ability to keep her voice level and unwavering.

The guard studied her boots again, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. Madame LaBelle noticed the snake wrapped around the guard’s neck. 

“I will not ask again.” Madame LaBelle’s words carried a heavy threat, reinforced by the presence of Zied as he came fully into the room, taking a seat at her side. 

“It seems they escaped last night, Headmistress. Just after dinner was served.”

Rage flowed off Beatrice in waves. The temperature of the room dropped as her anger and fear built up within. She stood still, frozen in place, processing the news and trying to contain her rage before she lashed out at this woman. This guard had not been one of the women keeping watch over Madame LaBelle’s children. Taking her anger out on the messenger wouldn’t be productive. 

Beatrice felt Zied’s head press against her thigh. Absentmindedly, she scratched behind his ears, distracting herself and calming her mind.

“Why am I just finding out about this now?” she asked the guard, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Apologies, Headmistress. We didn’t realize they’d escaped until shift change this morning. The guards on duty last night were still unconscious when the morning shift arrived with breakfast. It seems your daughter’s lightning is quite effective at knocking people out.” The guard’s last comment brought a feeling of pride to Beatrice’s heart for a moment, but it was quickly quashed by the sense of dread at knowing that her children were loose in the world.

“The investigators have already been tasked with tracking them down,” the guard continued. “They seemed optimistic that the children wouldn’t get too far last night. Between the rapidly dropping temperatures and a lack of supplies, the investigators thought they’d have your children back home by the end of the day.”

Madame LaBelle nodded and dismissed the guard, who practically raced out of the room, quickly closing the door behind her.

Beatrice remained standing in the middle of her room, staring out the window, watching the snowflakes as they drifted by. She didn’t share the same confidence as the guard. Her children were resourceful. They would not be so easily captured again.

“They will find the triplets,” Zied said, trying to reassure her.

“They will, but will it be too late?” Beatrice wondered aloud. 

“They are strong, capable children. They will be ok.” Zied rubbed his head against her thigh, trying to shake her out of her thoughts.

“I just wanted to keep them safe. I never wanted this for them.” Beatrice released a breath that sounded eerily like a sob.

“I know,” Zied cooed.

“I only ever wanted them to be happy and well taken care of. I never would have imagined their lives would take such turns and lead them to this.” She took two steps backward and sat down hard onto her mussed bed. 

Zied followed her to the bed, resting his massive skull on her lap, and cautiously licked her hand. 

Beatrice had always known her children would change the world. She just never thought it would hurt this much. 
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