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        This book has been written by a Scottish author using British English.

      

        

      
        If you’re from the other side of the pond, here are some translations. Get in touch if I’ve missed any and I might send you a postcard from Scotland in return!

      

      

      
        
        AA - people you call when your car breaks down (AAA in the US)

        Aboot – about

        Bonnet – engine hood

        Calanais – also known as Callanish Standing Stones

        Calling 999 – calling the emergency services (US: 911, Europe: 112)

        Cannae (Scots) - can't

        Cairn – a Celtic burial site/chamber

        Dinnae ken (Scots) – don’t know

        Dreich (Scots) – bad, miserable weather

        Flat – apartment

        Having a fag – smoking a cigarette

        Homely - homey

        Loch – lake

        PS - horsepower (in a car)

        RE - religious education (subject at school)

        Tannoy - public announcement system (e.g. on a ferry)
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      If I told people that my mother was the Queen of Winter, they’d probably lock me up. And if I told them that I can do magic, they’d run away screaming. Or laugh, which is more likely.

      It’s not like I grew up in a palace or something. On the contrary, I grew up in a lacklustre semi-detached on the outskirts of Edinburgh, Scotland.

      Nowadays, most people have never even heard of Beira, the Winter Queen. I’m not quite sure if I should feel offended about that on my mother’s behalf. In the olden days, everyone knew her. She was known as the Mother of Gods and Goddesses, the Veiled One, the Cailleach, and, not very flatteringly, the old hag with one eye. You can probably guess which version my mother prefers.

      Despite the legends, she certainly doesn’t look like an old hag. Sure, she is old – and I mean, really old, even I don’t know her age – but she is as beautiful as you can imagine.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t get those genes from her. I’m ordinary looking, nothing special. Dark hair, brown eyes and a few extra pounds around my hips that make me curse my jeans in the morning. I guess it makes it easier to blend in though. It’s hard enough to hide my magic, so it’s good that I don’t have to hide unnatural beauty as well. Thinking positive, that’s me.

      My mum and dad are the only ones who know about my origins. They’re not my real parents, of course, but they are a lot more paternal than my birth mother ever was. I’ve seen her exactly four times in my life. Five, if you count the moment I was born.

      I get two letters each year; one for my birthday, one for winter solstice. She doesn’t celebrate Christmas – Jesus and all that came long after she started her rule. I have 41 letters in my top drawer, every single one of them crumpled and stained from being read hundreds of times. Today, the forty-second arrived, in time for my twenty-second birthday tomorrow.

      I’ve not opened it yet, but I’ve been holding it in my hands for the past hour, deciding whether it’s better to open it quickly and be disappointed again, or wait for a bit longer, in the comfort of not being rejected - yet. Every time I get a letter, I write a reply, long and detailed, telling her about my life. Maybe it’s because I want to make her feel guilty for having given me away. Now that I’m older, I understand her reasons, and I almost forgive her for it. Almost. If only she would allow me to visit her. In every letter, I ask. But I never get a reply. It hurts.

      She doesn’t want you. You’re not worthy of being a goddess’s daughter.

      But now, I’m turning twenty-two. In Pagan tradition, I am coming of age. Tomorrow is the day my magic will specialise.

      At the moment, I can do basic stuff - light candles, levitate small things like books and cutlery (very handy when laying the table), open doors with my mind. Oh, and read emotions - not thoughts, although in most people I can deduce their thoughts from what they’re feeling. I make a pretty good lie detector. It made me a pain for my teachers back at school, when I would call them out on made-up answers to pupils’ difficult questions. Yes, I wasn’t popular among teachers and my fellow students alike. Being able to see every fake or planted rumour for a lie takes the fun out of high school.

      I’m not sure what will happen to my magic tomorrow. Usually, it changes, increasing one particular power and getting rid of all the others. That’s why fire mages can’t control water and so on. I’ve been thinking about it a lot: what power could I live without? Which one is my favourite? What kind of mage would I like to be?

      But then, I’m not an ordinary mage. After all, my mother is a goddess. Which makes me a demi-goddess. Although I prefer to keep that one quiet.

      There aren’t many of us. To be honest, I don’t know any other living demi-gods. All I have to go on are old tales and legends. None of which are particularly reliable. In most of the stories, demi-gods have a major power, but in contrast to ordinary mages, they also retain some minor powers. I really hope that’s the case for me as well. I wouldn’t want to go without my telekinesis. I haven’t opened my curtains by hand in years.

      I turn the letter in my hands. Already there are greasy spots on it. I should really get it over with. I’m used to her standard “PS. I’m afraid you won’t be able to visit me this year” sentence at the end of the letter. The rest of it will be the same old: Happy birthday, let me know if you need any money, say hello to your adoptive parents. If I’m lucky, she might write a few sentences about her life – her life as a queen that is, not her personal life. I know next to nothing about my mother. The last time I saw her was five years ago, and even then, she only stayed for a day.

      I sigh. There’s no way around it. I slide my finger into the lash of the envelope and rip it open. The letter is folded several times and I open it apprehensively. The paper is thick and feels expensive. Guess as a queen you can afford nice stationary.

      I scan the letter, skimming it for the all important words.

      And there they are.

      “Some of my most trusted guards will come and collect you on the evening of the 25th October. Please prepare to stay for a few weeks.”

      Wow. I almost want to scream in surprise and happiness. Finally, finally I’ll get to see the Realms, see where my mother rules, find out more about – well, everything. Magic, gods, demons, and whatever other supernatural beings there are. I smile in relief. No rejection this time.

      Then I read through it again. No further information. Besides a quick ‘happy birthday’ at the beginning of the letter, this is all. Typical. A few weeks... I’ll need to clear that with my university. I’m doing a PhD, so I don’t have classes I’d have to cancel, but I have assignments to mark for some of my professors. And after the autumn break I’ll have seminars to teach - and now I’ve got exactly one day to sort it all out. Thanks, mother. You couldn’t have told me before, could you.

      I carefully put the letter back into the envelope and put it in my pocket. It’ll join its brothers and sisters in my drawer soon. First, I have to talk to my parents.

      I climb down from my treehouse - yes, I’m almost 22 and I still spend time in the treehouse my dad built me when I was five - and knock on my parents’ front door. We live in the same house, but the upper floor has been converted into a small flat for me. It’s cheaper than renting my own place and I have privacy when I want it. Which is pretty much all the time.

      My parents have always given me as much freedom as I wanted. Maybe that’s because they’re not my real parents, although they never made me feel like I wasn’t their daughter. They would have likely done the same to their own children, if they had any. As long as I followed their main rules and got good grades, I was pretty much free to do what I wanted. Which usually ended up me practicing magic in the fields a few minutes’ walk from the house (after I almost set fire to the living room once, this quickly became one of the unbreakable rules).

      “Come in,” my mum yells and I join her in the kitchen. She’s making cupcakes - chocolate dough with chocolate filling and chocolate icing. Guess what my favourite food is.

      I give her a kiss on the cheek. “They smell delicious.” I try to steal one but she slaps my hand away.

      “No cupcakes until we’re all sitting down together.”

      “Mum, it’s my birthday tomorrow.”

      “Exactly. Tomorrow. Now shoosh, get your father while I put the kettle on.”

      I find him in his office, staring at the computer screen. He looks tired and worn out. When did my dad get so old?

      They were both in their forties when they adopted me. They wanted a child and when they were offered a baby girl, they accepted without hesitation. Even though they knew from the beginning that I was different. I love them for it.

      I quietly knock against the doorframe. “Dad, tea is ready. Join us in the living room?”

      “Aye, give me five minutes,” he sighs, and turns back to his computer.

      In dad-language, this means I’ll have to come and get him in about ten minutes. At least by then the tea will be the temperature he likes: lukewarm, once you add milk.

      I meet my mum in the living room and slump down on the sofa next to her. A large pot of tea is waiting on the little side table, as is a plate full of cupcakes. The next ten minutes are going to be torture. Can’t dad be on time for once in his life? But then, I should know the answer to that by now. He’s a bioethical researcher at the university, and when he gets started on reading a book or journal article, there’s no stopping him. My mum is an artist, one of the few who actually manage to make a living from their paintings. She uses the shed in the garden as her studio, and often spends half the night in there. She’s currently experimenting with fluorescent paints, which means it’s easier for her to paint when it’s dark rather than during the day. My bedroom looks out to the garden, and when I leave the window open in the summer, I can hear her hum from the distance. It’s like she’s singing me a lullaby without even knowing it.

      “What are your plans for tomorrow?” she asks me and puts an arm around my shoulders. She’s a very tactile person and gives the best hugs in the world. My dad is the opposite; he’s more of a handshake guy.

      “I’m going to meet Gina for tea in the afternoon, and we might head to the pub after. I was planning to do my birthday party on Sunday, but now…”

      I notice I haven’t told her yet. My birth mother is a bit of a sore topic in this house. I think my parents don’t like to be reminded that they’re not my biological parents. So I always make sure not to call her ‘mother’ in their presence.

      “Beira has invited me to her place.” That sentence sounds so ordinary. Except that ‘her place’ isn’t on earth, and it’s more of a palace than a house. At least, that’s what she told me on her rare visits. I was five days old when I was brought to my parents, so I have no memory of the God Realms. I couldn’t even tell you how to get there. All I know of the magical world is what I’ve read in the books Beira brought me on her visits. They are very basic, but at least they taught me how to do a few magic tricks. Everything else I learned through experimenting. Which, after I discovered I could make things explode, my parents made me do outside. Far away from anything that could break. Although I broke a tree once. Oops. I never told them that.

      “Are you planning to go?” my mother asks, her voice a little unsure.

      “I guess so.” I try to appear more reluctant than I actually am. I don’t want to hurt her by saying that I can’t wait to explore the Realms, learn more about magic, find out which of the supernatural races human write about actually exist. (I was terribly disappointed when I discovered that werewolves aren’t real. I always fancied meeting a hot wolf shifter one day.)

      “She’s sending some people to pick me up tomorrow. I might be gone for a few weeks.”

      “Oh. That’s… sudden.” She takes a long sip from her tea cup, hiding her face.

      “I’m going to try and call if I can. I don’t know if mobiles work over there, though. But I’m sure they have some way of communicating with this world, even if it’s through letters.”

      “Thank you, sweetheart. I know you’re an adult now, but with all this… magic stuff, I need to know you’re ok.”

      “Everything will be fine, mum. Don’t worry.”

      With a determined smile, she finishes her tea and gets up. “Come with me for a moment, there’s something I want to show you.”

      I put down my own cup and follow her outside, through the garden and into her shed-studio. Large canvases line the walls and shelves packed with paints and other art supplies circle the room. This is the only chaotic room in my parents’ house. Everywhere else it’s tidy and spotless, but the studio is a manifestation of creative chaos.

      My mum leads me to a cloth-covered easel. “I was planning to give you this tomorrow, but now… well, we don’t know when they’ll come and pick you up, so I thought I’d show you today.”

      She carefully lifts the white cloth (I’m sure it was a bed sheet once) and reveals a big painting on canvas.

      I gasp. Then laugh. Then smile. Then almost cry. Then hug her.

      When my emotions subside a little, I turn to take another look. A painted Wyn stares back at me. When you ignore that she’s painted me in all colours of the rainbow, it’s almost like looking into a mirror. My mum is a genius. But what’s so special about the painting are the soft, intricate white lines that float around me. Magic. Even though she can’t see it herself, she’s painted them so realistic that they almost look like they’ll jump out of the canvas to bring life to something spectacular.

      “You haven’t seen the best of it yet,” my mum laughs and turns off the light. We’re left in complete darkness – wait, not complete. As my eyes adjust, the painting transforms. My throat chokes up when I realise what she’s done. The painted me has turned into a simple white outline on black while the magic tendrils are bright and colourful, exploding out of myself while at the same time hugging me gently.

      “How did you…?” I am lost for words, which is not something that happens very often. I’ll mark it in my calendar later on.

      “Two years of experimenting,” she says proudly. I can hear her move towards the light switch, but I tell her to leave it off for another moment or two.

      Finally, I am no longer the only one who can see the magic. It’s right there, on paper. It’s like proof that it exists, that it is almost… normal.
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      On birthdays, my parents usually wake me up together, with a cup of tea, a plate of pancakes and a candle.

      It’s been tradition for so long that when I wake up by myself, alone in my dark bedroom, it feels very wrong. I switch on my nightlight and look around. Everything is as it should be. No scary monsters under the bed (I hope, I didn’t actually check). I look at my phone and sigh. It’s five in the morning. Time to go back to sleep again.

      “Happy Birthday, Wyn,” I whisper to myself and switch off the light.

      And gasp in shock.

      My body convulses. Every muscle tightens and suddenly I’m in the foetal position, my limbs locked around my torso. White hot pains floods my mind, but I can’t open my mouth to scream. I can feel my fingernails burying themselves in my palms and I know that I’ve drawn blood. My chest hurts and I can’t breathe. I try to gulp up air, but my lungs refuse to obey. I’m locked into myself, screaming inside, the pain threatening to drown me. Am I dying? Is this the end?

      Without warning, my muscles relax, and with a rattling sound in my chest, I can breathe again. I take a deep breath, savouring the cool air flowing down into my lungs. My body hurts from the involuntary exertion. I lie on the bed, not moving, trying to calm down my breathing. What the hell was that? Was that some kind of physical illness or is it my magic going amok?

      My throat is parched and I feel a little dizzy. I slowly get up and make my way through the dark flat until I reach my kitchenette. Pouring myself a glass of water and downing it in one go, I lean against the counter. My heart is still beating too fast. My hand holding the glass is shaking slightly. I am scared. Should I wake my parents? But then, maybe I’m overreacting. Maybe it’s nothing.

      Wrong.

      I collapse to the floor, my body going limp. I’m not fainting, my mind is fully aware, but my body refuses to move. At least this time there’s no pain. But I can’t feel anything. No warmth, no cold, no tingling. Nothing. It’s as if I’m completely separated from the body that’s lying crumpled on the kitchen floor.

      Then the clattering starts. It’s coming from the kitchen cupboards: rattling, knocking, shattering. One of the cupboard doors above me flies open and out float four wine glasses, trundling in the air, gently knocking against each other with the most beautiful chime. They’re followed by my mugs. Another cupboard opens. With a bang, a plate flies out and crashes against the wall opposite, breaking into a hundred pieces. More plates destroy themselves kamikaze style, and shards are raining down on me. I don’t even know if they’re cutting me; I still can’t feel anything. The banging in my drawers gets louder until they fly open, releasing my cutlery into the air. The knives are flying around in a swarm, while the forks seem to be line dancing. This must be a dream. Only in a dream forks can dance.

      There’s a loud knock on my door, and I can hear my father shouting, but I can’t respond. I’m trapped within my body, surrounded by flying crockery. The knocking turns into banging, and with a crash, the door flies open. A second later, my parents are standing at the kitchen door, wide-eyed and open-mouthed. It must be quite a sight.

      “Wyn?” my mother asks, her voice trembling. “Why aren’t you moving?”

      Suddenly, the knife-flock turns in the air and assembles in something that looks like an attack formation, directed at my parents. My large bread knife spearheads its brothers. They tremble, then the first one shoots forward, aiming for my father’s head.

      NOOOOOO! I shout inside my head, and with a gigantic crash, they stop in mid-flight and fall down to the floor, together with the rest of my crockery. A plate hits the ground next to my face and a shard buries itself in my cheek. It hurts like hell, but it’s a good pain, because I can finally feel again. I wiggle my fingers and slowly, they comply. But with movement comes the pain. I feel like I just survived a meteor shower. I am covered in scratches and my clothes are shredded by glass and porcelain shards. The one in my cheek seems to be the deepest wound though.

      My parents are still standing in the doorway, staring at the carnage that was once my kitchen.

      “Wyn?” my dad croaks. “What was that?”

      “Are you alright?” mum whispers.

      I just nod, not yet ready to speak. And I don’t have any answers anyway. Usually, my telekinetic magic allows me to lift one plate at a time. If I concentrate really hard, I can lift two, but only for a few seconds at a time. This is crazy.

      I slowly stumble to my feet, brushing the debris off my ruined clothes. My cupboards are empty, their contents now lying destroyed on the floor. The only thing left on the counter is the glass of water I drank from earlier.

      My eyes fill with tears as I look at the destruction I wrought. I’d always known magic could be dangerous, but not like this. What if the knives hadn’t stopped? What if my parents had been hurt, or worse?

      Tears are running down my face, mixing with the blood trickling from the cut on my cheek. I look down and see that my shirt is already drenched in blood, both from my cheek and from other, smaller wounds.

      A sob escapes me, and a second later, my mum takes me in her arms, holding me as I cry. She isn’t asking any questions, and for that, I am unbelievably grateful. For now, I just want to be sad. Maybe a little self-pity will make this better.

      But it’s not over yet.

      This time, it’s a headache. But not any kind of headache. A burning, splitting, all-destroying headache.

      I feel my knees wobble and just manage to whisper “Get away from me” to my parents. If another magic attack is happening, I don’t want them anywhere near me. I almost killed my dad once already, and the sun hasn’t even risen.

      They step back and I gently fall to the ground. This time, my body remains under my control, but with the aching pain in my head, that doesn’t matter. I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to keep all light away from my senses. I’ve had migraines before, but never this bad. My head is being ripped apart and there is nothing I can do to make it better.

      “Wyn!” I hear from afar. “Wyn, you need to stop!”

      I don’t know what he means. I can’t look, I can’t hear anything, all I feel is the pain and the rushing of blood in my ears.

      “Wyn, please, look, you need to stop it!”

      Their voices are becoming more desperate but I’m lying on the ground, my entire being encased in agony. I can smell something, but my mind isn’t aware enough to figure out what it is. My parents’ voices are getting quieter until they disappear. I’m on my own, alone with the pain. A roaring has started all around me and the smell is getting more intense.

      Burning. I can smell burning. With all I’ve got, I manage to open my eyes a little. The light almost makes me pass out. It’s bright, too bright. It shouldn’t be this bright in my flat. It takes me a moment to process what I’m seeing.

      Fire.

      Lots of fire.

      Without warning, the pain disappears and my eyes fly open, my senses fully aware again. I am surrounded by a circle of flames; so high they’re licking at the ceiling. Somehow the smoke of the fire is kept outside of the circle around me, otherwise I’d likely be unconscious already. I concentrate, the way I usually do when I try to make a flame appear. But all I can do is light a candle; I’ve never tried to extinguish it.

      Stop, please stop, I beg in my mind, but nothing changes. If anything, the flames are getting stronger. My kitchen is no more and I through the haze, I can see how the fire has spread through the rest of my flat. I am surrounded by a sea of flames. Even if I knew how to leave this circle, I’d never make it out alive. I just hope my parents got out in time.

      “Mum! Dad!” I shout, but the roaring of the flames swallows my cries. I step forward, hoping that the circle might follow me. Instead, I singe my fingers on the fire wall. Sucking on them, I try again to concentrate on the flames. Stop. Extinguish. End.

      It’s not working. The ceiling above me is creaking; soon it will collapse, burying me under it. At least fire moves upwards, so maybe it hasn’t spread to my parent’s flat below mine yet. Maybe the floor won’t collapse. Maybe they’ll still be able to live in this place once I’m gone, once I’ve burned it all and myself.

      Sooty tears are streaming down my face. How could everything get so out of control? Did my birth mother know? Why didn’t she warn me? Why didn’t anyone warn me my magic could do this? Had I known, I’d spent the night somewhere else, in some remote field where I couldn’t hurt anybody.

      Even though I have no control over the fire, I can feel how it’s draining the energy out of me. It’s using my energy to fuel its hunger. My legs wobble but I stay standing. I don’t want to die on the floor, pitifully lying there, awaiting my end. I’d rather stand and look death into the eye.

      The circle around me is slowly becoming smaller. The fire walls are closing in on me. The heat is becoming unbearable and I can smell my hair burning.

      I guess this is the end.

      I prepare myself. Once, they burned witches at the stake. Now, I’m burning myself. My magic is killing me. Oh what irony.

      I feel faint, but if I fall now, I will fall into the flames. Need to stay strong.

      Voices in the distance.

      Then, figures, four dark silhouettes walking through the fire, unharmed. The flames are avoiding them - all except for the fire wall around me. When they stand close to my fiery prison, I can see that they are all young men, larger than average, but their features are hidden behind the smoke.

      One of them is saying something, but I can’t hear him through the flames. I try to raise my hand to my ears to show him that I cannot understand him, but the fire has crept closer again and I burn my hand, screaming. He shouts again, and then they’re walking around the fire column until they stand in a circle. Four men, in symmetry, like a compass.

      I feel something in the air, like a soft, gentle breeze that strokes my cheek. Then something is ripped from me, and I pass out.

      Darkness.
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      It’s cold when I wake up. I don’t need to think long about what happened, it immediately rushes back into my mind. The fire, the flying cutlery, the heat, the fear, the pain. Everything out of control. Feeling helpless. Trapped. A tear runs down my face, too late to be of much significance.

      “Hey, easy,” a deep voice whispers. I look up, only to find four men staring down at me. And behind them, my parents. Through their legs, I recognise my street. The sky is filled with dark grey smoke and I can still smell burning. Apparently, the fire didn’t disappear when I passed out. It’s still devouring the house I grew up in.

      “How are you feeling?” the same guy asks and gently lays a hand on my forehead. He’s kneeling next to me, his bright blue eyes examining me closely. They’re ocean-blue with turquoise specks around the pupil. I’ve never seen eyes this vibrant before. Blond hair is a mess on his forehead; it looks like he just got out of bed, but this effect likely took him hours in front of the mirror. His face is perfectly symmetric, his skin flawless. I know immediately that he isn’t human. He’s not a mage either - mages look human on the outside, and even though some can change their looks with their magic, they’d never be able to look this perfect.

      His warm hand disappears from my forehead and I shiver. It’s strange how not long ago I was almost burned to death, and now I’m cold. My teeth are beginning to chatter and goose bumps are covering my skin.

      “Careful, she’s flaring again,” another man says, and four pairs of feet step away from me. It’s probably better that way. I hurt people. I almost killed my parents.

      The cold is taking over my body. My breath is coming out in a soft cloud. I’m shivering, unable to control it. Something touches my cheek, and when I look up, I can see snowflakes raining down on me. There’s a sort of milky bubble where they start, hiding the view of the sunny sky. It’s like I’m in my own little microclimate. Fighting against the shivers, I roll to one side and sit up. The semi-translucent dome is taller than me and about twice as wide.

      People are standing outside of it - the four men, my parents, and I can see some of our neighbours coming out of their houses. Sirens are ringing in the distance, but I am too cold to care. Ice flowers are forming on the bubble, slowly blocking out the view. It’s like someone is building an igloo around me. My jaw is hurting from all the teeth chattering. I have lost all feeling in my hands and feet. The snow falling down on me is getting thicker, and harder. It’s slowly turning into hail.

      Suddenly, something bumps against the dome. Another hit, this time from the other side. Hands are pressed against the milky substance, four pairs of them. Just like with the fire column earlier, there’s one in each direction. Four men, fighting against my magic.

      The dome is quivering and thick gashes are appearing on its surface. With a high pitched crack, it collapses, covering me in icy shards and a heap of snow.

      A burst of energy is drawn out of me and my legs buckle. Before my knees hit the ground, arms wrap around me and pull me up. They’re warm, hot almost, and pull me against an even warmer body. I’m still shivering and lean into the warmth, rubbing against it in an effort to dispel the cold that is clouding my mind.

      Someone clears his throat above me. I look up and jump back. I was pressed against a man I don’t know, and he’s laughing at me. Oops. But he was warm, that’s my excuse. He pulled me against him. It wasn’t my doing at all. I’m innocent.

      Then why do I feel so ashamed? I rub my arms, missing the warmth of his body. The cold air makes way to a warm breeze that gently hugs me. I sigh contentedly and close my eyes, ignoring the stares I’m most likely getting. The warmth is feeling so good. If it wasn’t air, I’d hug it back.

      “How many flares has she been through?” A man’s voice, unfamiliar.

      “Flares?” my father asks.

      “The ice was one, the fire another. Did anything else happen before that?”

      “Oh yes, she destroyed her kitchen. Made things fly.”

      “Air, fire, ice. Shouldn’t be many more then.”

      What? More of this stuff is going to happen to me? I can’t go through this, not again. I’m exhausted and fainting once was enough. I just want to go back to bed, forget about all this and be normal. Not human normal, I’ll never be that. Demi-god normal.

      When I’m all warm again, the mild air around me disappears. I open my eyes. The four men are standing in a row, watching me. One of them, with long black hair and a black cloak - yes, a wizard kind of cloak - is lowering his arms. He’s looking exhausted. Tendrils of magic are slowly pulling back into his hands, taking the warmth of the air with them.

      Not every mage can see magic; in fact, I only know of two others.

      I give him a small smile. “Thank you.”

      He nods and gives me a small bow. Not a smile though.

      “Storm. At your service.”

      “Storm? Is that your name?” I ask, a little confused.

      “Yes, is something wrong with that? Your name is Wynter, isn’t it?” He gives me an annoyed look. Oops, I upset the guy who just helped me.

      “Yeah,” I mutter. Don’t remind me. I know every Wynter-winter joke there is. “Sorry.”

      “He’s playing with you, lass,” the largest of them laughs. He must have giant blood in him. His hair is as ginger as it gets, and he is wearing - please believe me - a kilt. I mean, yes, I live in Scotland and people here wear kilts occasionally, but that’s at weddings or festivals, and not in everyday life. A beautiful white sporran is hanging right over where his - anyways, he looks like a Scottish caricature. Except better looking. A lot better looking.

      “I’m Arc. And over there are Frost and Crispin.” He points to the other two guys who’ve been quiet so far. One of them is the blond man with the blue eyes. The other, Frost, is the spitting image of Storm: black hair that falls to his shoulders, dark brown eyes, tall. Kudos to the parents who named their twin sons Storm and Frost.

      “Hello,” Frost says, smiling at me. While his brother is gorgeous and serious, he’s gorgeous and friendly. Dimples are adorning his cheeks. I shoot a quick glance at Storm. Nope, no dimples there. I guess this will be the way to tell them apart. And the fact that Frost is wearing normal clothes, not looking like someone straight out of Hogwarts.

      My mother rips me out of my men-admiring thoughts. “Are you alright, sweetie? What happened?” She pushes past the four men and wraps me in her arms. She’s a slender woman, but her grip is strong. “When Beira wrote that you were going to⁠—”

      “What? She wrote to you?” I interrupt her.

      “Yes, a few weeks ago. She⁠—”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Anger is rising up in me and I clench my fists. She knew! She knew and she didn’t warn me. I could have prepared, I could have stayed away. I almost hurt her. I almost died. The house was burning. Anger is overtaking me, and suddenly I start shaking. And with me, the ground.

      I can see the people around me fighting to stay upright, but I have no such problems. The ground is holding me up, stabilising me, giving me strength, while I do its bidding. It has wanted to move for so long and now it has finally found an outlet. I can feel the pain of the earth where houses are burrowing deep into its skin. They shouldn’t be there. It’s not right.

      I raise my arms and gather as much of the earth’s power as I can hold. And then I let it free. The ground shakes violently and deep cuts open up in the tarmac. I only half notice the screaming around me. I am strong, and I need to make things right. I point to one house, and it crumbles like a giant just stepped on it. Its walls collapse and roof tiles cover the rubble like sprinkles on a cake. It feels good. I adjust my stance on the trembling ground and draw more energy into myself. There is so much magic in the earth, so much power. It’s been waiting for a long time for someone to use it. I point my arms to another house and it leans to one side, aching, shivering, until it collapses, burying half the garden under it. I laugh. It looks so pretty.

      Something touches me and with a simple flick of my wrist, I repel them. I’m busy, no one will get in my way. Another touch, this time from the other side. Again, I move my hand to make them fly away, but before I can do so, my arms are captured and pressed to my side. The magic I had ready to flow to one side bursts out of me into the ground. This time, I don’t stay on my feet. I fall, hitting my knees on the broken asphalt. Magic is still flowing out of me, shaking the earth. It hurts. The gentle embrace of magic turns into a white-hot stream that uses my body as its conduit. I’m just a tool for it. A channel. It betrayed me. I scream and beat my hands against the ground. With everything I’ve got, I expel all the magic within me.

      The ground shakes one last time, then it stills. My vision goes black and I sink backwards, into the warm waiting arms of my guardians.
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      “Good morning, princess!”

      A cheery voice wakes me. I don’t feel cheery. At all. There’s a drummer in my head who’s decided that my skull makes a lovely drum. Ouch.

      “How are you feeling?”

      I groan and open my eyes. It’s the blonde guy, with the turquoise-blue eyes. He’s sitting on the side of my very, very comfy bed. It’s so comfy I shouldn’t be allowed to leave it all day. Yes. I can’t leave, I’m sorry. Now let me sleep.

      Unfortunately, Crispin has other ideas. “Come on, we need to get going. We’ve got a long drive ahead of us.”

      I groan again and am very tempted to throw a pillow at him – but that would be too much work. I heave myself up and look around. We’re in a bright, friendly room that looks slightly unlived in – a hotel, most likely. Crispin is already dressed, as immaculate as his hair is messy. I throw back the duvet – and with a shriek, pull it back over my body again. I’m in nothing but my bra and panties.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve seen it all before when I undressed you.”

      “Not helping.”

      “You’ve got nothing to hide, princess. Now come on, the others are waiting.” He jumps off my bed. At the door, he turns back. “You’ve got five minutes, then I’m sending in Arc.”

      I keep clutching the duvet for another minute, just in case he or one of his friends return. Of course, I’ve been naked in front of guys before, but usually I knew them and had chosen to take off my clothes. Or chosen to let the guy take them off for me.
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        * * *

      

      When I step out of the room, the four men are waiting for me. Arc is in a kilt again (a blue-green one this time; apparently, he’s not loyal to one particular clan), Storm all in black with a high button shirt (but no cloak) and Frost in a Winter is Coming t-shirt. They’re all as different as they come – even the twins have their own distinct looks. And Gods, are they all gorgeous. My hormones are fluttering excitedly. Down, girls, they are off limits. I don’t even know them, and it’s likely just a job for them. Bring the princess to the Winter Queen.

      “Ready?” Storm asks, his voice a low grumble. Eww, someone didn’t sleep well. Or maybe that’s just his general attitude.

      I nod and follow them out of the hotel. When we step outside, I realise we’re still in Edinburgh. And that yesterday was a mess. I stop in my tracks, making Crispin bump into me. “What happened yesterday? You know, after- “

      “After you levelled the street?” Frost laughs.

      “Not funny,” Storm grumbles. “Arc had to spend two hours changing your neighbours’ memories.”

      “Wow, you can do that?” I stare at the ginger Scot. He shrugs uncomfortably. “Aye, I guess.”

      “Are my parents alright?”

      “Yes, your mother had a slight graze on her arm, but I healed it, so don’t worry,” Crispin says from behind me.

      “You can heal?”

      “How do you think you’re up and walking?” Storm says impatiently. “Can we have this conversation somewhere that isn’t among humans?” He says it like being human is an insult. That reminds me, I don’t even know what they are. My mother told me her guards would come and collect them, and I know that one can heal, one can change memories and one can manipulate the air’s temperature. I’ve not seen Frost do anything magical, but I’m sure he has some kind of amazing magic, just like the others. I can’t wait to find out if I can do some of what they can. I’d love to be able to heal.

      Before I can ask any more questions, Storm leads us away from the busy streets until we come to a small rental car place. While he goes inside, the other guys are looking at the cars on display, their eyes wide and mouths salivating. Well, maybe not the second. Men. Give them something shiny to look at and they forget all about the woman in their company.

      “Where are we going?” I ask them but don’t get a reply. They’re too busy examining cars. Tsss, apparently it doesn’t matter that they’re not human, they’re just as easily distracted by a few PS. Ok, that Ferrari looks quite nice, but as long as it gets me where I want it to, I don’t really care what car I drive.

      Storm comes out, waving a set of keys. I thought he’d rent some kind of sports car, something sleek and expensive, but we stop in front of a large seven-seat people carrier.

      “Seriously?” Arc asks him. Frost is bent over laughing.

      “It was on offer,” Storm grumbles.

      “We’ve got access to the royal bank accounts. You’d think we could afford to rent something more… like a car.”

      “Maybe if you lost some weight we would all fit into a nice car,” Storm smirks.

      “Oi, it’s all muscle!” Arc flexes his biceps and then lifts his kilt to give me a view of his thick leg muscles. Thanks, didn’t need to see that. He’s probably traditionalist enough to not wear anything beneath the kilt.

      “Let’s get going, we’ve got quite a long way ahead of us.” Storm shoos us into the car, taking the driver’s seat for himself. Frost joins his brother in the front, while Arc claims the back bench. I join Crispin on the seats in the middle.

      “Where are we going?” I ask as we drive out of the rental place and along Edinburgh’s busy streets.

      “Calanais on the Isle of Lewis.”

      “The Western Isles? That’s in the middle of nowhere. Why there?”

      “The standing stones are the closest portal to the God Realms.”

      “So we’re going to step through the stones like in Outlander?”

      Four clueless men look at me. Guess that book hasn’t made it into the Realm’s libraries yet (do they have libraries there? Or computers? Will my Kindle work?) Actually…

      “I need to go home first, pack my stuff.”

      Crispin cringes slightly. “How much do you remember of last night?”

      “Nothing really after the …ehm… earthquake.”

      Arc roars from behind me. “She’s calling it an earthquake. That’s so cute!”

      “Shut it, Scottie,” Crispin shouts over the laughter. “Wynter, there’s not much left of your house. Your parents are staying at a hotel for now until they can be recompensed. They were both rather upset, so we decided- “

      “You decided!” Frost interrupts.

      “Yes, I decided to put them out of their misery- “

      “You killed my parents?!” I shriek, launching myself at Crispin.

      “What? No, I put them in a coma- “

      I growl, trying to rip Crispin’s head off his shoulders. Let him try to heal that, asshole. He’s gripping my wrists, trying to keep my clawing hands away from his face while I fight against the seatbelt stopping my legs from kicking him.

      “Stop it, Wyn,” Storm’s deep voice booms through the car, “what he’s trying to say is that they’re sleeping for a day or two to recover from the shock of seeing their daughter burn down their house.”

      That hurts. I sink back, leaving Crispin to lick his wounds (a few scratches on his face, nothing major).

      “Are they… mad at me?” I ask in a small voice.

      “They’ll be ok, lassie,” Arc says from behind me and puts a large hand on my shoulder. “You cannae forget, they’re human, so it was all a wee bit too much for them.”

      “So it’s all gone? The house?”

      “Pretty much, aye. Some things may be salvageable from the ground floor. And the shed is intact, ’s far as I could see.”

      “Thank the Gods,” I sigh. “Mum would have been furious as hell if her paintings got destroyed.”

      “There is no hell,” Frost remarks. I see what he is doing and follow the change of topic.

      “Then where do bad people go after death?”

      “The really bad ones are usually snatched up by demons just before they die, and are taken to the Demon Realms as servants. The ones that die are judged and then sent back to Earth.”

      “Why would they…? Seriously? Reincarnation?”

      “Yes, guess you could call it that.”

      “So I could be reborn as an ant?”

      “No, you’re not bad and you only get reborn as a human so you can make amends.”

      “Clearly you don’t know me yet,” I snicker. “But who judges us?”

      “That would be telling,” Crispin says, his eyes twinkling.

      “Come on, tell me,” I plead, fluttering my eyelashes.

      “He doesn’t know,” Frost interjects. “None of us do. And it’s not something all that interesting to us anyway.”

      “Why not? Don’t you want to know what happens to you in the afterlife?”

      “Oh, she dinnae ken,” Arc grumbles in his broadest Scottish.

      “Well, then tell me!”

      “We’re immortal, lass.”

      “Oh. So you’re not mages?”

      “Nah, we’re Guardians.”

      “I know you are, Bri- my mother told me she’d send her guards, but what species are you?”

      “We’re Guardians, with a capital G. One of the five races: Humans, Mages, Demons, Gods and Guardians.”

      “So, there’s like a lot of you? A Guardian realm? Little baby Guardians? Do they look as good – I mean, cool. Great. You’re Guardians. Ehm, how does that make you different from mages?”

      “We’re immortal,” Storm sighs. I guess he doesn’t like me asking questions. Which kind of makes me want to ask even more.

      “And no, there aren’t many of us,” his brother elaborates. “We’re created by the Gods to serve and protect them. Hence the name. We live in their realms, and no, there are no baby Guardians. We don’t procreate like humans do—” he says it with a certain distaste “-we are created when we’re needed.”

      “So, let me get my head around that. You’re not born, you’re never children, you start as adults?”

      “Aye, makes it easier for everyone, no dirty nappies,” Arc jokes. There’s a certain strain in his voice though that makes me turn around to look at him.

      “Then why do you sound Scottish?” The other three guys roar in laughter while Arc’s already rosy face turns bright red.

      “My creator wanted to go back to her roots… She thought she’d enjoy hearing a bit of Scots.” His voice turns bitter. “But it made her melancholic so she sent me to Queen Beira instead.”

      “And I’m glad she did, mate,” Crispin says, now serious. “We would have been lost without you yesterday.”

      We stay quiet for a while. We’ve finally left the city behind and are now driving through arable farmland. Fields are lining the road, with fat sheep staring at us dispassionately.

      I can still feel yesterday’s exhaustion in my body, and close my eyes sleepily. Just a little nap.
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        I’m swimming in the sea. Jellyfish are circling me, dancing with me, while a group of dolphins are watching. I am part of the sea and the sea is part of me. When I swim, the creatures of the water come to join me. When I need help, they are there. When I am lonely, the give me company. I am the sea’s creation and water is my element. I am born to control the water – it lives through me. I dance a graceful pirouette with one of the dolphins, giggling as her brother shows off with an especially complicated jump –

      

      

      “Wyn, snap out of it!”

      “Princess, you have to stop, you’re – damn it, there’s water in the engine, we have to…”

      A slap against my cheek rips me from my dream. Crispin is staring at me, his shock mirroring my own. My feet are ankle-deep in water; the car is flooded. Oops. That wasn’t planned. But then, so wasn’t the earthquake and the attack of the cutlery. My magic is messing with me – it either wants to kill me or it’s laughing in my face.

      Storm is fighting a spluttering engine. Luckily, we are alone on this country road; I don’t think other drivers would take kindly to his swerving.

      “Pull over,” Frost tells his brother. “Wyn, the water is still rising, would you mind making it stop?”

      “Eh, sure.” I concentrate really hard. Then, a moment later, I admit what an idiot I am. “How do I do that?”

      “Are you serious?” Storm shouts. “I’m having trouble believing you’re Queen Beira’s daughter!”

      “Well, she never bothered to come and teach me!” I shout back. A wave breaks over Storm’s head. Oh oh, was that me? Sorry.

      Crispin grips my hand. “You have to feel for your magic. What is it doing right now?”

      I concentrate until I see the swirling magic tendrils around me, forming a thick white web on the bottom of the car. Water is seeping from it. I didn’t know my magic could do that. There’s some serious chemical stuff going on, converting air to water in a split second. I carefully pull back a few of the magic strands, destroying the net. With a tremble, it collapses in on itself and a cloud of steam bursts from within the car-lake. The water is still there, but at least it’s no longer rising. I grin proudly, expecting to see some happy faces, but no such luck. Four stern guys are looking at me.

      “Hey, at least I managed to stop it myself this time,” I mumble, looking down at our wet feet. One of their phones is lying beneath the water’s surface, another victim of my magic.

      We get out of the car and wait while Frost calls the AA. At least it’s nice and sunny, not your usual dreich Scottish weather. The guys are in a surly mood so I sit by myself, trying to make sense of what’s happened in the past two days. It’s crazy, there’s no better word for it. I expected something to happen on my birthday, but not this. I didn’t think I’d have so much power, and so little control.

      I can see the sea in the distance, which means we’ve made it to the West coast, but I have no idea where we actually are.

      “About ten miles from Oban,” Crispin answers when I ask the question. He comes over and sits down on the grass by my side. “I’m sure there’s a repair place there, so it shouldn’t be too long a wait for the tow truck to come.”

      “Do you always drive to Calanais?”

      He laughs. “No, we usually fly. Your mother owns a private plane that we can use. But with your powers being so unstable, we thought it would be a bad idea to be so far from the ground. Fire on a plane is never a good idea.”

      “How long will this magic thing go on for?”

      “I haven’t got a clue. I spent a few days in the Royal Library when we were given this mission, but there’s pretty much no record of other demi-gods. A few human women claimed to have been impregnated by gods, but those children usually turned out to be human.”

      “What about the Greek and Roman demi-gods from the legends? Hercules?”

      He laughs again, and I cross my arms and frown at him. It’s not my fault I know next to nothing about my heritage. “Hercules was a mage who thought a lot of himself. He spent most of his money on scribes to write poems about his supposed strengths. You should ask your mother about him, she met him once.”

      “My mother met Hercules? That’s kind of… weird.” But I guess my mother has been around for long enough to have met all the important people in history. I don’t even know how old she is. But they call her the Mother of Gods, so she must have been around since the beginning. I guess. My RE teacher never mentioned anyone besides the Christian God. I’ll need to ask my mother about that one. “What about Zeus? Didn’t he have other demi-god children?”

      “Zeus is a lower God. He got some good PR in the past, but he’s actually at the bottom of the hierarchy.”

      “So he’s still alive?”

      “Of course, what did you think? He’s a God, they’re immortal.”

      “Just like you Guardians?”

      “Mostly.” I raise an eyebrow until he expands on that statement. “We don’t age and we don’t get sick, but we can be killed. Decapitation is one of our enemies’ favourite. Gods are even harder to kill.”

      “Who are your enemies?”

      “You ask a lot of questions.” I open my mouth to defend myself, but he smiles. “I like it. You only learn by asking questions. Our enemies are the enemies of the Gods. Demons, mostly, but sometimes a power-hungry mage decides to fight the Gods. Unsuccessfully, of course, but it’s good practice for us.” He gives me a grin that changes my perception of him from a healer to a warrior. I can imagine him in a fight (he’s certainly got the muscles for it) and that grin says he’d enjoy it.

      “If there are demons, are there angels as well?”

      “The angels you read about in stories are usually Guardians. Most people don’ know we exist, so when they see us, they give us names from their mythology. Angels, helpful spirits, prophets.”

      I’m almost embarrassed to ask the next question, but it comes out of my mouth before I can stop it. “If people mistake you for angels, do you have wings?”

      “Yes and no.”

      I wait for him to continue, but he just smiles.

      “Come on, tell me!”

      He winks at me and jumps up. “Look, the tow truck is here!”

      Bastard.
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      By the time we arrive in Oban, it’s early afternoon. The mechanic had a look at the car’s engine (he was a little surprised by the water damage) and told us he could have it fixed by tomorrow morning. That got me some very annoyed glances by the guys. We could have rented another car, but they were all too small to fit four large guys. And for protection reasons – they wouldn’t expand on that – they refused to split up into two cars. So, we’re stuck here for the night.

      Oban is a lovely little seaside town, equipped for the thousands of tourists who come here every summer, both to stay and to take a ferry to one of the many islands on the Scottish West coast. Now, at the end of October, it’s quiet and peaceful. The people passing us are mainly locals, and many of the tourist shops are already closed. I always enjoy seeing how a town transforms between seasons. It’s like the façade the tourists see is slowly fading away until the real town emerges, before being hidden once again when spring arrives. Right now, we’re at the point where both versions merge.

      The last time I stayed in Oban was several years ago on a family holiday, so I walk around open-eyed, taking in the changes and the memories. Behind me, the guys are following, a little less enthusiastic.

      “That’s great, just great. She destroyed the car. I liked that car,” Storm grumbles as he follows us to the MacCulloch Hotel’s entrance. I really want to tell him to drop the topic, but that may be dangerous.

      The woman at the front desk looks a little perplexed when Frost requests a family suite for us – and so must I, because Arc leans down and whispers, “If you have another flare, all four of us need to be there to contain it.” I nod, uncomfortable at the thought of another magic explosion. If I set fire to the hotel, I could endanger dozens of people. Arc must have read my mind because he adds, “Don’t worry, we’ll make sure nothing happens.”

      Frost turns around from the very flushed looking reception clerk, dangling the keys in his hand like some sort of treasure. “We got the best suite in the house,” he declares, waiting for praise that never comes. His usual frown reappears and he mutters something about ‘no appreciation for his flirting skills’. We follow him into the old-fashioned elevator – everything is gold in there, although it’s flaking at the edges. With me squashed into the middle and the four men all around me, we just about manage to fit into the lift. My body touches theirs in several places, and I can feel the heat rising in my face. Don’t think of how close they are, Wyn. Think of something else… like butterflies. Something neutral, not sexy. Not hot. Not – aargh. I’m going to kill my hormones one of these days.

      I’m relieved when the doors open with a ding, and I can escape the hotness. I’m talking about the temperature, honest.

      Our suite is large, if a little run down. One king-sized bed, two smaller single beds and a sofa.

      “I take the bed,” Frost shouts and throws himself onto the bed. From the sound it makes, I’m sure he’s just broken several springs in it.

      “The princess gets the bed,” Storm growls. What a gentleman. But this whole princess thing irritates me immensely.

      “Would you stop calling me princess? I’ve never even been to the Realms and I know next to nothing about Beira and what she rules over. How can I be a princess if all I know is the human world? My magic is out of control, I have no clue what I’m doing, and...” My voice breaks a little. Damn it, I hadn’t planned to show them how insecure I feel. My eyes are tearing up as I think of how silly I am, standing here in the middle of these Guardians who have no doubt got better things to do than looking after a self-pitying girl. I haven’t cried this much in years, not since puberty and Tom Martin breaking up with me.

      Arc is by my side in a flash and takes me into his arms. His thick muscles press against my ribcage and I lean into him, burying my face in his chest. He feels so warm and comfy; I don’t want to let go. For a moment, I feel safe.

      “Everything will get clearer when we get there, lassie,” he whispers, his breath warm on my head. “Your mother will explain things, and you’ll learn how to control your powers. You’ll be magnificent once you know how to deal with them.” He gently rubs my back and I almost let my tears flow. But I don’t want to be even weaker in front of them. I detangle myself from his hug – regretting every inch I move away from his warmth – and step back until I reach the bed.

      They’re all looking at me, as if they’re not quite sure how to deal with all the drama. Don’t worry, boys, neither do I.

      “You can take the bed, Frost, I’m the smallest. I’ll take the sofa.” It doesn’t actually look that bad; it’s long enough for me to lie comfortably without my legs hanging in the air. And it’ll be a lot comfier for me than for the boys. Guess being small has its advantages.

      “No, Storm is right,” Frost says with a sigh. “You take the big bed.”
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      I wake up and I know I need to get outside. It’s dark and judging from the light snoring coming from two different directions, everyone is still sleeping, but something important is happening and I need to leave this room, immediately. As quiet as I can, I slip out from under the covers and make my way through the dark room. A sliver of golden streetlamp light breaking through a slit in the curtains is the only thing illuminating the room, but somehow I know exactly where to tread without stumbling over our clothes or bags. Just when I reach the door, Arc lifts his head from the sofa closest to the exit. “What ye doin’?” he asks groggily.

      Without being called for, my magic springs into life. “Sleep,” I whisper, threads of magic carrying my command. He sinks back onto the sofa. I quickly step out of the room and follow the corridor to the elevator. I know I have to take it to -1, the underground garage. The lift is taking forever to arrive and hot sweat breaks out on my skin. I need to hurry up. For a moment, I debate taking the stairs, but then I remember that it’s important to take the elevator. I don’t want anyone to see me. Finally, the golden doors open and I step into the cabin. There are two men in there, dressed in black, but I ignore them. They’re safe, no threat to me.

      With a loud ding, the doors close, something hits me from behind and I black out.
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      “…we should kill her now, while she’s unconscious.”

      “Boss wants to talk to her first.”

      “We have no idea what she’s capable of. It might be safer to not take the risk.”

      My stomach lurches and my head is one big pain. Where the hell am I? The ground below me is vibrating. I’m in a car, the boot, apparently, but without a cover so I can see the daylight shining through the back window. I must have been out for hours. Trying not to make a sound, I shift my limbs, assessing the situation. No gag, no blindfold – either the movies are wrong or these kidnappers don’t know how to do it right.

      Best of all: They used rope to tie my hands together. How lovely. Handcuffs would have been a lot harder. I concentrate and send a single tendril of magic to the rope, willing it to burn quickly but without smoke. A bright blue flame erupts, dissolving the rope in seconds. My hands are free.

      “Didn’t you see how easy it was to control her mind? Sweet like a lamb being led to slaughter. If only every job was this simple.”

      “You didn’t feel her magic. It’s strong, even though she’s untrained. She could rip us apart with a thought, Duke. We should kill her. I don’t know how long the spell will keep her subdued.”

      Anger curses through me. How dare they. Breaking into my mind, manipulating me to walk straight to them like an imbecile. How could I not have known? I was supposed to be powerful, but then how could they overpower me so easily? It’s time for revenge.

      I sit myself up, smiling sweetly at them. “It no longer does,” I chirp, before unleashing my magic. The guy on the wheel turns around, but I wrap him in icy strands of magic, rendering him immobile. At the same time, I shoot a blast of air towards the second guy, crashing his head on the dashboard. With a bang, the airbag inflates, pushing him back against the headrest. He’s still, no longer moving. Good.

      The car swerves. Not so good. With both men immobilised, the car is driving itself. Oops, I didn’t think of that. We’re racing along the road; luckily there are no other cars around. I can see a tree-lined junction in the distance where the road forked into two. I need to stop the car or we’ll crash. I send out a tendril of wind magic towards the pedals. The man’s foot is still on the accelerator. Concentrating hard, I push his foot away with a burst of wind and use my magic to press down on the breaks. It’s not easy to keep the wind concentrated on such a small area without pressing down the other pedals. I can feel sweat pooling into tiny beads on my forehead. The car slithers and groans, but it slows down.

      Too late. A tree crashes into the car - or do we crash into the tree? I am thrown forwards, suspended in the air as my magic bursts out of me, uncalled. I’m floating over the back row of the car, staring at the large branch that has broken through the windscreen, ready to impale me. I give my magic a mental hug. Without it, I’d be an unsightly human kebab by now. I ask it to put me down and I gently float down to the scratchy car boot floor.

      I crawl back into the boot, avoiding the evil branch that is blocking my way out. The back doors are bent; I doubt I can break them open.

      I try to open the car boot door, but it’s stuck, no matter how much I rattle at the door handle. I shoot a burst of wind against it, but all it does is throw me backwards. Damn it. Imprisoned in my kidnappers’ car. Now there’s a sad story for you. I’ll need to think of something better than brute violence. Fire maybe? But then, using fire in a crashed car might not be the smartest idea ever. Who knows if there’s leaked oil somewhere.

      Would freezing metal do anything? Why not. I send some tendrils of frost magic to the edges of the boot door, thinking this might shrink the metal enough for it to open. Thin ice begins to cover the metal; little ice flowers that are making me smile. And when I kick the door and it actually opens, I smile even more. Fresh air, finally. I slowly untangle myself and climb out of the car.

      Now that I’m outside, I can see the whole extent of the accident. A tree has dented the entire front of the car, and one massive branch has pierced through the windscreen. I check on the two men, but they are either out cold or dead. I decide not to check. As much as I want to do the right thing and get them help, they did try to kill me. One of them was really quite adamant about that.

      I wish I had my phone with me to call the guys. Where are my Guardians when I need them?

      In the distance, I can see a car approach. They’ll surely stop and call the police when they see the accident. I decide to disappear; they might ask questions that I don’t have an answer to. On my left, bushes cover a low ditch. Perfect. I crouch behind the undergrowth, watching as the car comes to a stop in front of me. An older man gets out, looks around, then takes out his phone. I assume he’s dialling 999. While he listens to the operator’s instructions and checks on the two men, I’m crawling along the ditch, further away from the scene of the accident.

      How am I going to get away from here? We’re in the middle of nowhere; all that surrounds us are green pastures with woolly white sheep. They’re cute, but not much help in this situation. What I need is a phone. But then, I don’t even have the guys’ numbers.

      When I’m a few hundred yards away from the crash, I stop, giving my aching body a chance to rest. I curse the flat landscape, making it impossible for me to get up and walk. The good samaritan would likely see me, and so would any police cars or ambulances coming this way. My only option is to wait until they’ve come, dealt with the accident and left. I try to find the least muddy bit of earth around me, and make myself comfortable. This is going to be a long wait, and I’m still in my pyjamas and slippers. I make a mental wish list: a jacket, warm shoes and a book. Oh, and a large thermos flask of tea, please. A portable heater wouldn’t be bad, either.

      I grin at my own joke. Yes, I’ve come far enough to laugh at my own pitiable humour. Oh well.
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later, the ambulance arrives. A few minutes later, two police cars join it.

      I stay in my ditch, shivering and miserable. I look down the road and see another car approach. I’m just about to duck so I stay hidden, but then I notice the four passengers crammed into the small car. Four big, beautiful, male passengers. I jump up and wave at them like a madwoman.

      My guys have arrived.
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      “When we couldn’t find you, we persuaded,” Storm smiles grimly when he says that, “the hotel clerk to show us the CCTV footage. Luckily your kidnappers were either stupid or careless. Their number plate was in full view when they left the parking garage.”

      “How did the number plate help you?” I ask, confused.

      “We’ve got… connections,” Storm adds. “All major roads have cameras that continuously track the number plates of all cars driving along it. It was easy to see their route, until they started to use smaller roads – but then a call came through about an accident involving this very car.”

      “Don’t ever scare us like that again,” Arc grumbles.

      I take the bait. “Or what?”

      “Or I’ll leash you and keep you within reach at all times.” His voice turns dark as he says that, and I swallow hard. The other guys turn away from me, hiding their smiles. Evil.

      “Do you still have your phone?” Frost asks as he takes out the sim card of his own and throws it out of the open window.

      “No, course not, otherwise I would have been able to call you.”

      He nods sagely. “Guys, give me yours. We don’t know who these guys were and what kind of resources they have.”

      “But I just bought mine,” Crispin moans theatrically.

      “Royal coffers, remember?”

      “Ok, but be gentle with it.” He pretends to cry as Frost breaks his phone in two. So much for gentle.

      “Do you have anything else they could track?”

      Nobody looks at Frost for a moment, then Arc sighs and takes off his watch. It’s one of those fancy smart watches that can do all sorts of cool stuff. Yeah, not jealous at all.

      “Sorry, mate,” Frost grins, then conjures a sphere of water around the watch. Its display blinks a few times, then stays black. Death by drowning. Lovely. Arc looks wistfully at his broken watch. “Can I at least keep it?”

      “Better safe than sorry,” Frost says and throws it out of the window where it joins a pile of broken phones and sim cards. “Now all we need to do is get rid of the car.”

      “Thank the Gods,” Storm calls from the driver’s seat. “This thing is far too small. I’m not even sure if I can make it out of this seat without dislocating something.”

      “Where are we going to get a new car from?” I ask. “And where did you leave our old one?”

      “When we saw that you were gone, we had to improvise.” Frost avoids my eyes.

      “So you stole it?”

      “We borrowed it. We’ll leave some cash in it for the owner.”

      “Well, that’s very generous of you,” I huff.

      “Would you rather we had waited for the garage to repair our rental car? You’d still be sitting in the ditch had we not driven here straight away,” Storm says angrily.

      I decide to keep my mouth shut. In a way, he’s right. But only in a way. I won’t tell him that, I don’t need to inflate his ego even more.

      “We’ll drive to the nearest village and get a new car. And then we’ll drive to Ullapool without any delays. We need to get you to the Stones as soon as possible, especially with these people wanting you for some reason.”

      “At least they want me,” I throw at him.

      He’s silent for a moment, then mumbles, “What gave you the idea I didn’t want you?”

      “You’ve not exactly been very friendly to me since we met.”

      Frost snickers, earning him a death glare from both Storm and myself. “Wyn, this is my brother at his friendliest. He’s a lot less grumpy now that you’re with us than usual.”

      I stare at him. “Are you serious? He’s arrogant, impolite, ...”

      “I can hear you!” Storm thunders.

      “I know, that’s why I’m saying it.”

      Arc interrupts. “As entertaining as this is, we need ta get going. I dinnae ken when the last ferry goes, so we’d better hurry.”

      That shuts us all up. The voice of reason, coming out of Arc’s mouth. That’s... refreshing.
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        * * *

      

      Only twenty minutes later, we sit in a new car, a dark green Toyota. It’s bigger than the last one, but I’m still squeezed by the two brutes sitting on either side of me. Storm is driving, as always, and his brother is sitting next to him, studying a map he found in the glove compartment. Which leaves me with Crispin and Arc on the back bench. Arc is slightly hunched, preventing his head from bumping against the ceiling. I’m pressed against Crispin, trying to give Arc more space. I don’t think we’re going to be able to stay in this position for very long.

      “Luckily those bastards took you in the right direction,” Frost says, pointing at the map. “We would have lost a lot of time otherwise. But now we’re only about an hour away from Ullapool where we’ll take the ferry to Stornoway. From there it’s about half an hour’s drive to the Stones, so we should be at the Gate before night falls.”

      “What will happen once we get there?” I ask.

      “We’ll open the Gate and step through to the Realms.”

      “You make it sound very easy.”

      “It is. Piece of cake. Unless there are demons. Or Gods. Or, even worse, girls.”

      I turn to Crispin. “Did he just say ‘girls’?”

      He grins and loud-whispers, “The twins got a bit of a fan club. Some of the female Guardians and humans living in the border area of the Realm⁠—”

      “Wait, there are humans living in the Gods’ Realms?”

      “Aye,” Arc says, grimacing. “Some Gods like to have... pets.”

      “They keep humans as pets?” I cringe. Maybe I don’t want to visit my mother after all.

      “Not those kinds of pets. Think more of... well...”

      “Sex, lassie,” Arc barges in, grinning happily. “Apparently, humans are quite good in bed.”

      I blush, wiping from my mind the image of naked humans surrounding a Goddess on her throne. “Does that mean Gods aren’t?”

      I resist asking about Guardians. I don’t want to give them the impression of a needy human female who hasn’t been with a man in far too long.

      “There aren’t many Gods around,” Crispin explains, “and some prefer not to mix work with pleasure, so Guardians are out of the running. Humans are a logical choice.”

      “How many Gods are there?”

      “How can ye not ken?” Arc shoots me an incredulous look.

      “Hey, I was brought up human. It’s not my fault my mother didn’t teach me anything about her world.”

      That shuts them up.

      “Lass, she had her reasons,” Arc finally says softly. I nod, looking out of the window, avoiding his glance. It’s a sore point and I’d rather avoid crying in front of them. I don’t cry very often, but somehow I feel like my hormones are in turmoil. Must be all this testosterone around me.

      We drive on in silence, slowly getting closer to a new chapter in my life.
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      It’s late afternoon by the time we arrive in Ullapool. We have no time to explore its pretty little streets as we drive straight into the maw of the ferry (seriously, it looks like a massive sea monster with its mouth wide open ready to swallow the cars and lorries that are waiting to board). The ferry is much bigger than I thought. There are several food outlets, a shop and even a tiny cinema. We head to a quiet corner in a pub-style restaurant. I have a quick look at the menu, but the movement of the ship is making me feel queasy already - I don’t even want to think about how it’ll feel once we leave the harbour. Instead of food, I order a whisky. The guys look at me strangely when I order a glass of the 12-year-old Highland Park, but I ignore them. Not every person under 25 drinks their whisky mixed with coke or other travesties. I add a single drop of water, gleefully watching the Guardians’ faces. This is fun. Whisky has never tasted this good.
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        * * *

      

      They have all ordered food, and by the time it arrives, the boat has left Ullapool and the waves have started to become bigger. The floor is vibrating from the movement of the engines, and together with the smell of the food it’s beginning to make me feel nauseous.

      I excuse myself and head to the toilets. I don’t have to puke (not yet, anyway), but I need to get away from the food. Okay, maybe the toilets weren’t the best idea. Judging from the smell permeating the small room, nobody has cleaned them in a while. Or a lot of other people have been sick already, which I kind of doubt. I stumble back through the heaving corridors until I reach a lounge. Comfortable airline-style seats are inviting me to rest, but instead I step through a heavy door out onto the deck. I breathe in the fresh air - it’s only slightly smelling of exhaust fumes - and go to the railings, looking down into the dark, foamy water. A few other people are standing outside, mostly smokers having a fag.

      With every breath, my nausea dissipates. Guess I’ll spend the rest of the journey outside. I stick my hands into the large front pocket of my hoodie. I need to thank the guys later on for bringing my clothes from the hotel. Taking off my mud-crusted pyjamas was the best thing I did all day.
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        * * *

      

      Gulls are circling the ship, white dots in a cloud-hung sky. I wonder if they’ll accompany us all the way to the islands. I close my eyes, breathing in the salty sea air. Below me, the engines hum a steady song. The enormity of this journey finally begins to sink in. I’m going to visit my mother. I’m actually going to see the Realms of the Gods. I’ve dreamed of travelling there all my life, and now it’s finally time. I’m going back to the place I was born, and get to know the woman who gave birth to me. Maybe she’ll even tell me about my father. On all her visits, and in her letters, she’s refused to tell me who he is. All I know is that he isn’t a God - but that doesn’t really help, does it.

      With the engine noise filling my ears, I don’t notice the quiet around me until it’s too late. I open my eyes and realise that I’m the only one left on the deck. It’s eerily quiet, and the gulls have disappeared. I turn to walk back inside, but I don’t even make it a single step. I am thrown into the air by an invisible fist squeezing my waist. I tumble and fall, screaming, and then the sea comes closer, too close, black and blue and foreboding, and the wind drops me into the water, pushing me under. I fight, freeing my magic, pushing against the foreign, black tendrils that are wrapped around my body. My eyes are filled with seawater, but somehow I know that this strange, hostile magic is all around me. Instinctively, I weave a net of my magic all over my skin, then push, ignoring my burning lungs, until the net becomes a sphere around me, keeping the stranger’s magic away from me. It takes all my strength to keep the shield up and use my arms and legs to try and reach the surface of the water that is threatening to drown me. Black spots are clouding my vision and my lungs are going to force open my mouth any second now. I’m going to drown. Finally, I reach the surface, taking in a big breath, almost swallowing half a wave in the process. I cough, trying to stay afloat while struggling for air. My energy is rapidly leaving me. I’ll have to decide between keeping the magic net up or swimming. I choose swimming.

      When the magic tendrils pull back into my body, a shiver runs through me, bringing a tiny bit of extra energy with it. Enough to stay afloat for a little while longer. I shake my head, trying to get the salt water out of my eyes so I can see. Waves are towering over me on all sides, but in between them I can see the ferry, disappearing slowly. Nobody seems to have noticed that I went overboard. What now? I can just about see land in the direction we came from, but I’d never reach it. Even if I knew how to use my magic to swim faster, I wouldn’t have the energy. I’m getting tired of being faced with certain death. It’s happened far too often in the past few days. In this moment, I wish the Gods were like the beings many humans expect them to be: all-knowing, all-seeing, able to rescue people from danger. Instead, they’re probably drunk in some palace in an alternate reality. They couldn’t care less about humans. And even if they did, it’s not like they could see me from their Realm.

      Fuck it. I’m going to live. In a sudden burst of inspiration, I form a small fireball floating above me, away from the reach of the waves, then throw it into the sky, like a flare. It’s not very bright, but I’m sure it can be seen from the ferry. Just in case, I pull together every last bit of magic I have in me and make a second ball of fire, slightly bigger. I let it float upwards, trying to make it last as long as possible. I almost cry when my last hope fizzles out above me. But then, what’s the point in crying when your cheeks are already wet with salt water from the sea that is going to drown you.

      With every wave carrying me up and letting me drop, my hope wanes. I think of my parents, the humans who raised me. They’ll be waiting for me to return, thinking I’m happily spending time with my birth mother, when in fact I’m lying at the bottom of the sea.
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        * * *

      

      A shout rips through the roaring of the waves. I try to keep my head out of the water to listen. Again, a shout, this time closer.

      I open my mouth to reply, but a wave breaks over my head and I am shoved down into the depths. When I resurface again, I manage to shout, although it comes out more like a hoarse whisper, “Here! I’m here!”

      “WYN! Wynter!” Frost. He’s come for me.

      “Hee—” Another wave swallows my shout, but a second later he is there, hovering on the waves like a surfer. In any other situation I’d admire the effortless way he seems to stand on the water, the beauty of his toned body against the light of the waning sun, the shadows on his face highlighting his masculine features... But in this moment, I’m drowning and I don’t care. Sue me.

      He kneels by my side - yes, he effing kneels on the water that is trying to devour me - and pulls me up until I’m in his arms, pressed against his heaving chest.

      “Are you hurt?” His voice is tense and I want to tell him that I’m alright, that I will be alright, but all that comes out is a pitiful cough. He hugs me even tighter and begins to run over the water’s surface, back towards the ferry. His body is warm and I snuggle against him, listening to his heart beat as I close my eyes.

      Somehow, we get back to the ferry. It involves him running on the water’s surface, slaloming around waves and clouds of spray. I stay snuggled against Frost’s broad chest, shivering and only half-conscious. Too. Much. Water. For. One. Day.

      And far too much magic. At least this time it wasn’t my own magic that tried to kill me. Which leads to the question what this assassination attempt was all about, but I can’t think. My head hurts.
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        * * *

      

      When we arrive at the ferry, I can see the other three guys standing on deck by the railing, looking down on us. Storm holds up his hands and a wind hose forms around us, gently picking us up (together with a lot of ocean) and carrying us all the way to the deck they’re standing on. Strong arms take me away from Frost. I resist, I want to stay with him.

      “Shhh, it’s ok, he just needs a moment of rest.” I let go of Frost, and the warmth. But I’m handed to another warm body I can snuggle against. Another warm chest presses against my back until I’m sandwiched between two of my Guardians. Now, I understand why they’re called that. They worked together and actually rescued me. I feel a little pathetic; the damsel in distress. I’m supposed to be the strong one, the one who’s more powerful than them. Right now, I don’t feel powerful at all. But inside, a little voice reminds me how much I enjoy being hugged by the guys.

      Now that I’m out of the water and standing in the cold evening air, I feel the cold seeping into my bones. If the guys weren’t holding me up, I’d probably collapse to the ground from exhaustion. My magic is depleted; only now I notice how much of a part it is inside me. It’s like there’s a hole inside my chest, just to the right of my heart. I hope it refills quickly.

      “Let’s get you out of the cold,” Crispin says gently from behind me. He lifts me up and carries me in his arms, back inside. Arc is walking ahead of us, leading us until we reach a large door. It’s dark inside but he switches on the light as we enter - and we’re standing in a small cinema. It’s actually more like a big tv screen with a few rows of chairs in front of it.

      “The projector is broken, so we’ll be undisturbed in here for now,” he explains. Crispin carries me to the front row and gently puts me down on one of the chairs. I must look desperate to get back into his warm arms, because he says, “we need to get you out of your clothes first, Princess. You’ll not get warm otherwise.”

      Even in my diminished state of mind, alarm bells are starting to ring. Getting naked. In front of the guys. No way. It’s bad enough Crispin has seen me in my underwear already.

      Storm gives me a stern glance and takes charge. “Arc, go to the car and get her some clothes from her bag. Frost, you’re soaked as well. Strip. Arc can get you something new to wear. Crispin, check her for injuries once she’s undressed.”

      “What? No, definitely not,” I protest. “You’re all going to leave the room and then I’ll change. No nudeness, no examining, no staring. Get it?”

      Arc starts to laugh, but I frown at him until he turns and leaves the room. Got rid of one, three more to go.

      “I’m happy to strip together with you if that makes it easier,” Frost offers with a chuckle.

      I ignore the rush of heat in my cheeks and other body parts. This is awkward.

      The shivering is getting worse and my teeth are beginning to chatter noticeably. When I cough, Storm is by my side in a moment, pulling me out of my seat.

      “Clothes off, now,” he growls through clenched teeth.

      Shocked, I stare at him. He sighs. “Frost, take her.”

      “I’m busy stripping as you commanded, brother dear,” Frost chuckles, standing there with all his clothes still on, watching us with amusement. He’s making no moves to actually take off his wet shirt or - Gods forbid - trousers.

      “Crisp, you do it.” Storm shoves me in the blond guy’s direction.

      “I’ll need my hands for the healing,” Crispin replies, smiling innocently.

      Storm’s expression is changing from stern to desperate.

      “Fine, I’ll do it. Lift up your arms, Princess.”

      “Stop calling me princess, I’m Wyn. And no, I won’t.”

      I cross my arms in front of my chest. One exasperated sigh later, my arms are in the air, held up there in Storm’s iron grip. I shriek and try to get away from him, but he’s not letting me go. I weakly kick his shin, but all that gets me is his legs capturing my own between his, squeezing them so I can’t move and am no longer standing, but hanging from my arms. What. The. Fuck. This guy is crazy. Yet at the same time, I am turned on like rarely before.

      His hot breath tickles my ear as he whispers, “Say no and I will stop immediately.”

      The other two are bent over laughing. Once I’ve killed Storm, they’ll be next. My wrath will be terrible. When my magic returns.

      Storm changes his grip until he holds my arms in one hand, then uses the other hand to lift up my top. I squeal as my belly is exposed to the guys. I struggle, more to make a point than to actually want to get away from him. I kind of like feeling Storm’s massive body against me.

      “Stop struggling,” Storm growls, squeezing my legs harder with his own. Hard. No, don’t think of that. This is not a sexual thing. This is survival of the fittest.

      Storm is fighting with my shirt - luckily, my boobs are forming a natural hill that the wet fabric is refusing to slide over. Thanks boobs. Glad you’re on my side. And the fact that my nipples are hard is not a sign of treachery, but of the cold. Definitely.

      “Let me help,” Frost murmurs from behind me and slides his warm hands under my shirt. I can feel him touching my bra strap, wandering higher, squeezing my shoulders. He leans against me and instinctively, I stop fighting his brother and lean back until my back touches his chest. This feels way too good.

      “You’re not supposed to touch her, you’re supposed to help me strip her,” Storm complains.

      “Isn’t that the same thing?”

      “Fuck it.” Storm lets me fall against his brother - who catches me, luckily - and puts his hands on my neckline, ripping my shirt apart until I’m standing there in my bra and something that looks like a bolero.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I hiss half-heartedly as I try to cover myself with my arms. At least that’s what I want to do, but Frost takes them and presses them against my sides.

      “You don’t have anything to hide,” he whispers, his breath hot against my ear. The resistance inside me melts a tiny bit. Why does his voice have to be so... sexy.

      Before I can do anything, he gently pushes me forward until I’m pressed against his brother’s chest. Frost slides the ruined shirt down my back until there’s nothing left on my skin but the bra. His hands slide over my skin, warm and gentle. Goosebumps break out on my arms. This feels good and wrong at the same time. I’m standing in my bra in front of three men I’ve only just met.

      “Oh, I see you’ve started without me!” Arc’s deep voice echoes through the cinema.

      Alright, make that four men. Maybe this would be a good moment to feel bad about it. Or to say no. I know Storm would listen. Or to just give in... no. Not happening. As much as my body craves their touch, this is too soon.

      Arc slowly walks down the steps towards us, his eyes hungrily taking in my body. This big, sweet guy has just turned into a hot, sexy predator.

      I stop squirming and just look at him, trapping his gaze with my own. Frost takes that moment to unclasp my bra. I’m still pressed against Storm’s chest, which is holding it in place. But I can see from the evil grin on Arc’s face that this is not going to be the case for much longer. He joins the twins, which means I’m now sandwiched between three guys. Crispin is holding back, just watching us. That doesn’t mean that he looks unaffected though.

      I shiver involuntarily.

      Arc steps even closer and cups my cheek with one hand. “You’re freezing, Wyn. You should really get out of those clothes.”

      “We’ve been trying to tell her that, but she won’t listen,” Frost complains, humour sparkling in his voice.

      “I am not. Getting. Naked. In front of you,” I repeat, but it comes out in a bit of a moan as Frost’s hands suddenly cup my breasts from behind. He gently squeezes them, rubbing my nipples through the thin fabric of my bra. Thank the Gods for that. Not for the squeezing, I mean. Just for the fabric. Really.

      Arc kneels down on my side, pushing Storm away until he’s in front of me. His hands go to the top of my trousers and I really should protest, but I also really don’t want to. Maybe I should ignore my morals for a bit and just go with it. It’s just us here. No one else will ever know.

      Arc slowly unzips my jeans and I suck in a sharp breath. Frost is still kneading my boobs and I lean back against him - and my bra slips down, leaving his hands on my naked skin. Oops. Storm is staring at my chest, his face an unreadable mask. I look up at him, unsure. Then a smile begins to lift his cheeks, before his mouth crashes down on mine, pushing me further back into Frost’s embrace. His lips are hard and soft at the same time and they claim me with a force that makes my heart flutter even more than it has already. All resistance ebbs away. I moan against him and open my mouth, making way for his tongue. In another part of my mind, I know that Arc is pulling down my trousers, and that Frost’s erection is pressing hard against my back while he’s playing with my nipples, but all I can focus on is the taste of Storm, his lips on mine, his tongue exploring my mouth.

      When he breaks away, I’m breathless (and speechless). My knees feel weak, but I tell myself that it’s due to my exhaustion, not the most amazing kiss I’ve ever been given.

      Slowly, my awareness of the rest of my body returns. Something is pulsing deep between my legs as I feel all three guys touching my body in different places. There’s something missing though. Someone. I move until I can see Crispin, standing on his own a few metres away from us. Our eyes meet and he gives me a sad smile.

      I don’t know what my mouth is doing, but I whisper, “Come here.”

      He stays still for a moment and I’m close to accepting that he won’t join us, but then his smile turns determined and he moves towards us.

      And then the worst possible thing happens.

      The tannoy cracks loudly. “We will shortly arrive in Stornoway harbour. May passengers please return to their cars.”

      A collective sigh goes through the room. I may have been part of it. Just when my body had finally overruled my mind.

      Arc clears his throat and gets up from the floor. “We better get a move on.”

      “Yeah,” Frost says, giving my breasts one last gentle squeeze before stepping away from me.

      I am left with just Storm, who looks down at me sternly. “You should have changed.” Then he steps away from me, leaving me bewildered.

      Arc hands me my fresh clothes; a simple black t-shirt and white linen trousers. Without speaking, the guys turn around, making me stare at them in surprise. Now they let me change undisturbed? I can’t believe it.

      I quickly put on the shirt (Arc forgot to bring me a dry bra), take off my wet shoes and step out of the jeans that are pooled around my feet. I look at the dry clothes next to me. Oh no.

      “No panties?”

      “Ehm, didn’t think you’d need them.” Arc laughs and I’m sure it was deliberate. Bastard.

      I groan in frustration.

      “You should have brought her panties, mate,” Frost says, surprising me.

      “Why, are ye having a problem with the thought of her being naked underneath her trousers?” Arc teases.

      “You’re wearing a kilt. Do you know how uncomfortable this is?” Frost points at the bulge between his legs.

      I’m going to try and forget that I heard this conversation.
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      It’s dark when we roll off the ferry and head into Stornoway. Even though it’s called the capital of the Western Isles, it’s not very big, maybe a few thousand residents. We drive along the streets until we find a hotel that looks bright and inviting. The guys have decided that we need some rest, so we’re staying the night rather than driving straight on to Calanais.

      Storm heads inside to find out if they have a room available while the rest of us stay in the car.

      “Is Storm your leader?” I ask, remembering how it’s always the brooding, black-clad twin who organises everything.

      “Aye, he’s the boss,” Arc grins. “When we let him.”

      “So it’s not an official thing?”

      “Nah, he’s the oldest so he thinks he’s in charge. And most of the time that’s ok with the rest of us.”

      “He’s older by a few minutes,” Frost grumbles. “Just because our God couldn’t create two Guardians at the same time.”

      “Why did he make you twins?” I ask. I still can’t get my head around this whole concept of being created, not born.

      “Guess it looks nicer if you’re standing in between two strong, handsome Guardians that look the same,” he snickers. “He was still practicing with Storm. By the time he made me, he’d reached perfection.”

      I snicker. “You sure about that?”

      “Oi”! He punches me playfully. “I am the prettiest Guardian in the Realms.”

      “Ignore him,” Crispin chimes in. “I won that title three times in a row.”

      “Because your God organised it!”

      Storm’s return interrupts their squabble (and stops me from trying to decide who of the four guys is the hottest one). He leads us inside and up some dark, velvet-lined stairs. “They didn’t have a family room so we’ve got two doubles.”

      I sigh. “They didn’t have twin rooms?”

      “After what happened on the ferry, I didn’t think you’d want a twin room,” Storm says, his voice dark with a husky undertone.

      “What happened on the ferry?! That was you molesting me!”

      “We undressed you,” he says flatly. “And you kissed me.”

      “What the fuck? It was you who kissed me!”

      “And you kissed me back.”

      I’m speechless. And beaten. Yes, I kissed him back. Yes, I enjoyed it. Yes, I would probably do it all again. And more. I get flushed just thinking of it. A tiny voice inside me tells me that this isn’t me, that this isn’t natural, but I push it aside.

      I can’t give in though. “No, I didn’t.”

      “Oh yes you did.” Before I can even move, Storm grips my arms and presses me against the wall of the corridor, slamming his mouth onto mine, kissing me hard. My lips open to invite him in. Traitors.

      “Ehm, could we do this inside our rooms? I don’t want to attract attention,” Frost’s voice comes from far away. I don’t care; I’m too busy kissing. I evade Storm’s nudging tongue and slowly run my own along his teeth. So perfect.

      He leans back, ending the kiss. My mouth follows him, taking the rest of my body with it. He steps back, his eyes filled with heat and regret. “Not here, Princess. Not like this.” His voice is almost soft.

      He turns and walks away, the other guys following him, leaving me standing there, bewildered. What the hell just happened? Did I let him kiss me? Again?

      “Come on, Wyn,” Crispin shouts from the other end of the corridor. I shake off my confusion (at least I try to) and hurry after them.
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        * * *

      

      We’ve got two rooms opposite from each other. They’re identical; small, a little dark, but generally friendly looking. I enter the room to my right, where the guys are waiting for me. Arc is sprawled out on the king-size bed and if I bent down a little, I could probably look up his kilt... but no, that would be naughty.

      Storm and Frost are standing by the window, talking quietly, while Crispin looks a little forlorn on his own in the middle of the room. He’s the only one acknowledging me entering the room, though.

      “How are you feeling?” he asks, putting an arm around my shoulders. The familiarity surprises and excites me at the same time. Crispin is still a bit of an enigma to me. He’s the quietest one, always gentle, always standing slightly apart from the others. Frost and Storm match because of their looks (and their demeanour, I’m slowly starting to see, even though at first I thought them to be very different from each other), and Arc is similar enough to join their team. But Crispin… he’s different. Not in a bad way, though. I just feel like there’s a lot more to him than I can see on the surface.

      “Tired,” I reply, not wanting to tell him that I’m feeling absolutely shattered. I don’t want him to think that he needs to heal me.

      “Guys, let’s talk. Wyn is exhausted, so let’s get this over with as soon as possible.”

      “She’s not the only one,” Frost mumbles. Dark shadows are surrounding his eyes and his shoulders are slumped. Rescuing me from the grip of the sea must have taken more energy from him than I had realised. How did I not notice this before? Oh yes, he was touching my boobs. That’s why.

      “Arc, make some space,” Storm commands, and the kilted Scot sits up on the bed. We join him on the springy mattress. That reminds me, we haven’t discussed sleeping arrangements yet. I wish these men were smaller, so they could all fit on one bed. In the other room. Leaving this room for me.

      “Ouch, you’re sitting on my leg,” Frost complains and pushes his brother. Which ends up in everyone shuffling around, making the springs underneath the mattress groan in anger. Maybe that’s just my interpretation - and my projection, because a second later, Arc grabs me and puts me on his lap.

      “See, now we have more space,” he grins. I’m too tired to even protest. Besides, he’s warm and comfy. His abs are hard beneath me, and I try to ignore that as best as I can.

      Storm tssks, then clears his throat importantly. “Okay, let’s begin. Wyn, did you see who threw you off the ferry?”

      I shake my head. “No, the deck was empty. It was magic, it felt like the air grabbed me and pushed me over.”

      “Air magic... that complicates things.”

      “Why?”

      “Not many mages have that ability,” Storm explains. “It’s more common in Guardians.”

      “Oh. But we can’t exclude it being a mage, right?”

      “No, but it’s unlikely. Has anyone ever tried to harm you before? When you were still living among humans?”

      “No, and why would they? Why is someone trying to kill me now?”

      “They must have been waiting until your magic developed when you came of age,” Storm says, ignoring my questions.

      “We can’t go on like this,” Frost says tiredly. “She’s almost been killed twice in one day, not counting the flares. From now on, two of us should always be with her.”

      “Two of you? Don’t I get a say in this?”

      “No,” Storm says in his favourite grumble voice.

      “I don’t think that’s enough,” Crispin sighs. “If they break into her mind again, we may not be able to stop her from leaving. We need a failsafe.”

      “Are you thinking...?”

      Arc shakes his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. The effects are already quite strong, and that would only make it... more intense.”

      “I agree,” Storm grumbles.

      “You would, wouldn’t you. But it’s not about you, it’s about Wyn,” Frost snaps. “Just because you can’t control yourself, you’d put her in danger?”

      I’ve had enough. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      A collective silence answers me. “Ok, if you don’t want to tell me, I’m going to bed. I’m taking the other room, you can stay here.”

      I sit up and untangle my legs from Crispin (who put his own over them at some point). Before I can leave, Arc’s arms hug my belly and pull me back against him. “Let me go!”

      “No,” he whispers, and turns me until I’m looking straight into his emerald eyes. His gaze captivates mine and my breath catches in my throat. There’s a tingling in my belly that tells me to lean forward, to press my lips against his and...

      “What are you doing to me?” I whisper, in shock about my own thoughts. This is so not me.

      “That’s what we’re talking about. The pull.”

      “Is that what is making me want to...”

      “Kiss me? Fuck me? Yes.” Arc’s voice is hoarse and his pupils are dilated. I can feel him growing hard against my thighs. His lips are waiting for me, red and soft and delicious. I wonder what they feel like.

      “Snap out of it,” Storm growls and pulls me off Arc. Immediately, the spell is broken. I look at Arc in shock. Was I really about to kiss him? Gods, this is so wrong. I kissed Storm earlier tonight, now almost Arc, and when I look at the other two Guardians, I can easily imagine pressing my lips against theirs.

      Crispin’s calm voice pulls me out of my thoughts. “When Guardians absorb a God’s magic, they form a bond with them. That’s why it’s forbidden. But you’re different, you’re a demi-goddess, so we thought it might be different. We didn’t have a choice, when your magic flared, it was the only thing that stopped you from killing yourself.”

      “So when you stopped the earthquake... you pulled magic from me?”

      “Yes, we absorbed as much as we could. Your mother was wise to send all four of us; one or two Guardians wouldn’t have been enough. As long as you don’t have full control over your magic, we need to be there in case it overwhelms you.”

      “Does this mean that my mother knew about the... side effects?”

      “Nobody knew exactly what would happen, if there would be a bond at all, if the pull would be strong. You’re the first demi-goddess in a long time. But yes, Beira knew it was a possibility.”

      I’m in shock. My mother was aware that I might fall for - no, that my body might fall for the Guardians she sent, and she did it anyway. What was she thinking? How could she do this to me? She was basically taking away my free will.

      “But what if I never actually wanted to... kiss you? What if the bond forces me to do other things... isn’t that like rape?”

      Crispin shakes his head violently, but a slight grin is spreading on his face. “Oh, did I forget to mention? It isn’t always a sexual pull the bond forces. That only happens when there is already an attraction that the bond can latch onto.”
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        * * *

      

      I switch on the tap and splash some cold water on my face. It doesn’t make my head any clearer though. My mind is buzzing, my body is still in the grip of my manipulated hormones, and - well, let’s just say that I’m a mess. On the other side of the bathroom door, four Guardians are impatiently waiting for me. We still haven’t discussed what Crispin proposed. Not that I actually know what it is, just that it might help me from getting killed. Which makes it a good thing.

      I sigh and dry my hands, noticing that they are shaking slightly. I could do with one of my mum’s herbal tea infusions that she always made me before exams. Mum… I wonder what she’s doing now. Are my parents alright? Are they still in the hotel the guys left them at? I wish I could call them to find out, but I can already imagine Storm’s reply – something about safety, and phones being tracked.

      Crispin told me that they’d wake up after about a day from the deep sleep he put them in. Their human minds needed time to process it all. Had he asked me, I could have told him that their human minds have been processing magic for the past twenty-two years. Right now, I wish they were here, putting me to bed, telling me that everything was going to be alright. Instead, I have four Guardians who may look pretty good, but who I don’t know at all.
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        * * *

      

      When I walk back in to the room, the guys are no longer on the bed. Crispin is rummaging through their bags, while the other three are pushing the furniture around to make more space in the middle of the room.

      Arc looks up when he hears the bathroom door close behind me. “We’ll need to do some preparations for the ritual⁠—”

      “What ritual?” I almost shout. I’m exhausted and I want them to finally tell me what this is all about. All this secretive stuff is driving me crazy.

      “There’s a way how we can make sure that ye are okay, no matter if we’re with ye or not. It’s a bit like a GPS locator, except that in emergencies we can also talk to ye. That way we can get to ye much faster than with any other method.”

      “So you’re saying you’ll be able to talk in my mind?”

      “Only when ye let us. It’s a one-way connection that only you can open. So, if something bad was to happen, ye can open yer mind and talk to us, but we won’t be able to hear you if ye don’t.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad... so what’s the downside?”

      He looks a bit uncomfortable. “We dinnae ken if the bond will get stronger. Ye might be even more affected.”

      “No way. Absolutely. No. Way.”

      “It’s the only way, lass. I dinnae want ye to die.”

      That shuts me up. Arc doing puppy eyes is just evil. Here’s this big, tough, kilt-wearing guy, looking at me like I’m... well, special to him?

      “But... I’m reacting the same to all of you. How can I feel like this all the time, around four guys? What if I... kiss one of you, and later another? That’s not fair on any of us.”

      “Nah, don’t think like that. Storm and Frost have shared all their life. Not sure aboot Crisp, but I enjoyed watching ye with Storm. And having ye on my lap. And on the ferry. We should do that again.”

      I blush. No, we definitely should not. Or maybe we should. I don’t know what to think anymore. How much of it is the bond and how much is me? Can I still trust my thoughts? What if it’s even worse after the ritual? Will I become a lovesick demi-goddess lusting after her Guardians?

      Even now, standing so close to Arc, I can feel the pull towards him. My body is wanting to touch him.

      “It’s getting worse. How is it getting worse if you haven’t pulled any energy from me since the earthquake?”

      Arc is silent for a moment, then murmurs, “We think it’s because we’re around each other all the time. Your magic is reacting to the magic residue in our bodies.”

      Eww, that sounds gross for some reason. But at least there’s a simple solution.

      “So if I stay away from you it gets better? Then I’ll just take a bus to Calanais, walk through the stones and be done with it. No need for you all to be around me.”

      He looks at me with a pained expression. “I hadn’t realised ye disliked us so much.”

      “I don’t dislike you, on the contrary! But I feel like I’m being manipulated from all sides, and I hate feeling so powerless. I need to be able to make my own decisions, not let some strange bond make them for me.” A sob escapes my throat. Don’t cry. Please don’t cry in front of the guys. I’m looking weak enough as it is, having to be rescued all the time.

      Arc opens his arms and invites me in. I hug him back. Ok, let’s be weak for a second. Arc’s hugs are the best.

      For once, the bond lets us enjoy this simple, non-sexual hug. Thank you, magic.

      “We’re ready,” Frost announces. They’ve removed the rugs that were covering the floor, exposing the worn wooden boards underneath. Storm is putting the finishing touches to an intricate design drawn on the floor with a liquid that looks like black ink. Except that it’s a bit like gel, less fluid than ink.

      Storm wipes his black-stained hands on his jeans. Pray for whoever is going to do his laundry.

      I take a closer look at the drawing. It’s like a large Celtic knot, never-ending and endlessly wound, but there’s another knot on top, and another, until they form a rough circle. Just like you can draw a star by putting two triangles on top of each other, he’s made a circle from Celtic knots (my mum would disagree, of course, being an artist and all).

      “Don’t touch it,” Storm warns as I step closer.

      “What is it? Is it like a pentagram?”

      “Pentagrams aren’t magical, only charlatans use it.” Frost comes over to inspect his brother’s handiwork. I can feel his breath on my neck as he stands behind me. “This one here is the real deal. Well done, brother dear.”

      “Yes, it’s pretty, but what does it actually do?” I ask impatiently. Hey, it’s my mind they’re going to mess with.

      In response, Storm lifts me up and unceremoniously puts me down in the middle of the knot-circle-thingy.

      “So now I’m allowed to touch it?” I ask incredulously. That barbarian, picking me up like his play toy. I’ve got free will. Most of the time. Unless my hormones start doing their thing.

      “Don’t move. If you distort the pattern all sorts could happen.”

      “But what is going to happen?” Gods, do I sound whiney. But I’ve got a point.

      Crispin gives me a reassuring smile. “Nothing bad. We’re going to focus our energies into the knot, and they will flow through it, mixing and binding together with your own. It won’t hurt, don’t worry. It might feel a little strange though, but as I said, it’s nothing bad.”

      “Okay. What do I need to do?”

      “You stand there and look pretty,” Frost snickers, but shuts up when his brother shoots him an evil glance. Phew, I’m glad he’s not looking at me like that - for now, at least.

      “Close your eyes⁠—”

      “And think of me,” I interrupt and the other guys burst out laughing. “Sorry, please continue.”

      Storm huffs. “Close your eyes and concentrate on your magic. Imagine where it sits in your body and focus your mind on that place. Got that?”

      I relax, turning my thoughts inward until I can feel the spot to the right of my heart where my magic lives. Right now, it’s lying in there, curled up like a cat, but slightly tense, looking wistfully at the guys’ magic. The bond is affecting it.

      “Now open your magic and invite ours in,” Storm’s soft voice comes from far away.

      “How do I do that?” I whisper.

      “Imagine earlier... our kiss... how you invited me in... how you opened your mouth for me... how I entered you with my tongue... how I suckled on your lips... how you were ready for me...”

      My magic is purring at his words. Yes girl, I like hearing it too. Doesn’t mean that I have to go all pouncy about it all. She’s opening herself, getting up with a yawn and a stretch, then expands, leaving the cave close to my heart and entering my body. My veins rejoice as the magic flows through them. My head feels light and heavy at the same time. I see colours explode in front of my closed eyes, and an orchestra plays a serenade all around me. Okay, maybe that’s a little exaggeration. But seriously, this feeling is ... magical.

      “Yes, that’s it, beautiful. Just a little more, you’re almost there. Think of how much you want us. Relax into the feeling, Princess.”

      I moan mentally (luckily my mouth doesn’t betray me this time) and let go of the last strings that are holding my magic back. She pounces and jumps out of me, into the waiting arms of... well, what are they? Four balls of rainbow light are glowing all around me. If a unicorn had broken wind, that’s what it might look like. I still have my eyes closed, but somehow I can still see them, their magic, flowing out of them into the knot I’m standing on. From the ground, delicate rainbow tendrils are reaching up, gently moving towards me. My magic goes out to greet them and invites them in like long-lost friends. When their magic flows into me, fireworks explode in my mind. A cacophony of feelings threatens to overwhelm me: love, passion, laughter, hate, tears, empathy, sadness, mourning, admiration. For most of the feelings, I have no words. They are simply... there. Introducing themselves to me. With them come images, sounds, smells. Memories. I don’t have time to take a proper look, but I file them away for later.

      My magic is glowing with happiness as she slowly returns to my heart cave. She plumps onto the ground, licking her paws with delight. One satisfied little magic. Around her, colours are sparkling in the darkness. She’s surrounded by something new.

      I smile as I realise how this completes me. I never knew it was missing, but now that I can see the colours, I know that there was too much darkness in that cave before. Now it’s all light and sunshine and unicorn farts.

      With a final yawn, my magic lays her head on her paws and closes her eyes, a satisfied look on her pristine face. And with her happy, I am happy too.

      Tiredness overwhelms me as I can see her fall asleep. And just like her, I lie down and curl up, wrapping my non-existing tail around me as I slip into a restful sleep.
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      “Princess, it’s time to wake up.”

      No, it certainly isn’t. It’s the middle of the night, and if it isn’t on your clock, then it certainly is in my mind. My inner clock shows three in the morning. Let me sleep.

      “Wyn, we need to go.”

      Don’t bother me. I’m busy. Sleeping is important.

      My duvet is pulled away. I pull it back over my head. Suddenly something presses on my back and bum. Something big and heavy.

      “She can’t get up if you’re sitting on her, Arc!”

      “But maybe this will make her want to get up.”

      I groan. Boys. What have I done to deserve this? Oh yes, I burned down a house and organised a little earthquake. I forgot. Intentionally.

      Arc shifts on top of me, making my hip bones grind against the hard mattress.

      “Get off me,” I complain, my voice hoarse with sleep. “You’re hurting me.”

      The weight is gone immediately. I look up and see Frost and Storm holding a bewildered looking Arc, while Crispin is next to my bed. “Are you in pain?”

      “What? No... I just said that to get him off me.”

      “Oh.” He looks a bit unsure. “No side effects then?”

      “Should there be any?”

      He grimaces. “Well, one book said that there might be a headache after the ritual, but⁠—”

      I sit up with a start and hold a hand up in front of his face. “And you didn’t feel like I should know?” I snarl, giving them all my most evil look.

      Crispin coughs uncomfortably. “It was only one book, and you’re fine, so no need to worry.”

      “See, I told ya you shouldn’t tell her,” Arc grimaces in sympathy.

      “From now on you’re going to tell me everything. Side effects, problems, suspected troubles, everything. Capisce?”

      Four guys are looking at me, then nod one by one. I’m a bit bewildered at how easily they gave in. That’s unusual. Then I notice the fireballs around my hands. Oh. So they’re scared of me. How cute. I wave my hands through the air, fascinated by how the fire stays in place without burning me. Hell, I wouldn’t even have noticed it was there.

      “Could you switch that off, please?” Frost asks with a worried frown. He probably remembers what happened last time I used fire magic. My feeling of awe dissipates. He’s right. I shouldn’t revel in this. I’m dangerous.

      I concentrate until I see the thick magic tendrils wrapped around my wrists, sparkling with fire magic. I pull them back, and reluctantly, they follow my command. At least they’re doing what they’re supposed to do. No more burning down houses, I tell them.

      When the fire sizzles out, the guys give a collective sigh. I’d join them if I wasn’t worried about losing face. They don’t need to know that this fire thing wasn’t intentional.

      “So, when are we leaving?” I ask cheerily, turning away from them so they don’t see the tears pooling in my eyes.

      It’s hard when you realise that you’re deadly.
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        * * *

      

      After a quick breakfast, we’re back in the car, leaving Stornoway behind. I’m sandwiched between Crispin and Arc again; the brothers have conquered the front seats. Storm is driving, as always. He’s such a control freak. He’d probably die if someone else took the driver’s seat.

      It’s nine in the morning and I feel just as tired as when I woke up. Not sure if that’s got anything to do with the ritual. I tried talking to the guys about it during breakfast, but they were busy stuffing their mouths with humongous amounts of beans on toast. Arc tried to make me eat some black pudding, but I stood my ground and refused, sticking to eggs and beans instead. I’m not a vampire, I don’t eat blood, no matter if it’s cooked or not. Yucky.

      “Guys, just to be prepared, should I be feeling any other side effects from the ritual?”

      “Not likely,” Crispin says, smiling reassuringly. Gods, I love that smile. It makes me all giddy and happy. Okay, maybe I am experiencing side effects. I shouldn’t be fancying yet another guy.

      “It might take a few days until you’re able to form a mental connection with us, but with you... well, we never know.”

      “Yeah, I’m so special,” I sigh. The boys burst out in laughter. “What? Do you know any other demi-goddesses running around?”

      “Nah, and you’d be special even as a human,” Arc chuckles. Aw, did he just compliment me? “A special piece of work.” Oh well, it would have been too nice. I retaliate by sticking out my tongue at him. Real classy.

      “So what happens if I need to contact you right now? You didn’t tell me this would take days to develop.”

      “As I said before, two of us will be with you at all times,” Storm announces. “And even once the bond is fully formed, it’s just a last resort, at least one of us will need to be around…”

      “No way! You told me this was a way to stop you babysitting me!”

      “I never said that,” he booms from the driver’s seat. “And I’m responsible for your safety, so you will do what I say.”

      “You arrogant... dick!” Okay, not my finest swear-word-creation ever. But I’m still tired.

      “It’s only until we get you to your mother’s palace,” Frost offered quietly.

      Crispin grins and pats my thigh. “Let’s look at it from the positive side - when else would you get the chance to be surrounded by four hot Guardians?”

      When indeed. And unfortunately, what he says is true (even though it’s really arrogant). They are... delicious male specimens. I wonder if every Guardian looks like them? Probably only those created by a Goddess, I doubt Gods would like to have men around them that look better than themselves. Unless they’re gay, obviously.

      I yawn. “How do we get to the Realms from the Calanais Stones?”

      “We activate the gate,” Frost says simply. Yeah, thanks, I knew that bit.

      “I mean, once we’re through, are we in my mother’s Realm? Or do we have to travel?”

      “Gates are a little tricky. They don’t always lead to the same place,” Crispin explains. “It depends on the people stepping through it. If I was to go through on my own, I’d end up in my creator’s Realm. Same with the other guys. But if we step through together, we can determine the destination by combining our magic and focussing on a particular place. We’re hoping that it will work the same way with you.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      “Then we’ll find another way. Don’t worry, Princess, we’ll get you home.”

      Home. I’m not sure my mother’s palace will be my home. The other I had burned down, let’s not forget that fact. So now I’m caught between two homes, two mothers, two fates. I’m leaving the human world behind and am entering the Realms of the Gods. It’s kind of pretentious of me to think that I might be able to find a home there. I mean, I don’t know anything about the Realms. I couldn’t even tell you what gods they have there. Every culture has so many gods; do they all exist? Ra, Heracla, Garnesh, Quetzalcoatl, Osiris, Yahwe. Maybe my mother has tea with Loki. Who knows. Definitely not the world I’m used to.

      “We’re almost there, Wyn,” Crispin pulls me out of my depressing musings. “I can’t wait to show you the Realms. Maybe we can visit Freya together, you’ll love her.”

      “Is she your... creator?” I ask, not quite sure whether that’s a polite question to pose to a Guardian. “No, but I was… sent to as a present. Unfortunately, she rather prefers the company of women. So while she appreciated my healing skills, she wasn’t interested in my other... qualities.” He gives me a suggestive wink. Yeah, right. Although I guess if he was made for that purpose... My hormones are getting giddy at the thought of... No. Stop it. Enough.

      “But you still visit her?”

      “Oh yes, she likes to play chess, and I’m one of the few she has trouble beating.” He says it without arrogance; it’s a fact. I like intelligence in men. My magic purrs inside as I take in his bright blue gaze that is fixed on my face. When I look into his eyes, they grow even softer behind the blond strands of hair almost touching his lashes. Freya really missed out on something here.

      Arc clears his throat behind me and I notice I am leaning towards Crispin, so close that I can feel his breath on my cheek. Oops, that wasn’t intended. Stupid bond. It’s turning me into a lovesick demi-goddess with no self-control and over-active hormones. Get a grip, Wyn. You’re a strong, emancipated woman who is aching for her Guardi- No! Not at all.

      “Please, distract me,” I beg Arc as I’m trying to get my thoughts under control.

      He frowns. “Is everything okay? Are you scared of the gate?”

      Thanks for giving me a way out of this embarrassment. I nod. It’s as good an excuse as any.

      “There’s nah need ta be afraid, lass. We’ll be with ye all the way.” He smiles at me and my insides melt. Okay, this isn’t working. I can feel heat pool between my legs. Something is happening, something to do with that bond. Such a bad idea, I shouldn’t have listened to the guys.

      My nipples harden and strain against the fabric of my shirt. I clench my thighs together, ignoring the pulsing between them. I close my eyes and lean back against the headrest, trying to concentrate on... well, anything but my erogenous zones.

      I sigh in frustration, but it comes out as a moan. Oh no. Kill me now.

      “Princess, is everything alright?” Storm asks, his voice a low grumble.

      “Something is happening,” I whisper. “I feel strange.”

      “Stop the car,” Crispin commands and I can feel the car come to a halt. I keep my eyes closed; looking at the guys would only increase my embarrassment. The throbbing between my thighs is getting worse and my boobs are starting to hurt.

      “Are you in pain?” Crispin asks, his voice both methodical and concerned. He’s having trouble staying in his healer role. I’d feel touched if I didn’t already feel... well touched, physically.

      “Nooooaah,” my no turns into a moan. I huff in frustration. How am I going to explain without losing the final pieces of my dignity?

      “I think I can feel the ritual effects,” I blurt out, squeezing my eyes shut, wishing that nobody could see me. Unfortunately, I’m old enough to know that just because I can’t see them, doesn’t mean that they can’t see me.

      “Oh, that shouldn’t be happening yet,” Crispin murmurs.

      “Well it’s happening now,” I screech with the full force of my upset hormones. “Do something!”

      “It shouldn’t be happening like this. It should start slow, over time, and then after the climax it⁠—”

      “Did you just say climax???” I scream at him, I can’t help it.

      “Easy, lass,” Arc’s deep voice booms from my right. He puts a hand on my shoulder, which immediately bursts into flames. Not real ones, but it feels like my skin is on fire. Every nerve ending is firing, sending little lightning bolts down to my core.

      “Please, don’t touch me,” I whimper and his hand immediately disappears.

      “Crisp, what do we do?” Arc bellows at his fellow Guardian.

      “I don’t know, none of the books speak of it happening like this...”

      “Then think of something,” Storm shouts, making me jump a little. The movement only makes me notice my body even more. My clothes are too tight, too restrictive. I pull at them, trying to get the shirt off my aching boobs.

      “What are you - no, stop that, Wyn, you don’t want to do that,” Crispin yells, but I don’t care.

      I squirm in my seat, tugging at my clothes, trying to get rid of the heat that is enveloping my skin. I need release, now.

      I hear the guys whispering around me, but I don’t care, I’m too busy keeping my hands from running over my body, touching myself in all the places that matter. My self-control is standing at the edge of an abyss, ready to throw herself off to make way for her evil twin sister, carnality. Oh how easy it would be to give in. If the guys weren’t here, I wouldn’t care. But with them around... no. Need to stay strong.

      A cool wind is blowing around me, purging some of the heat that was besieging my body. It feels good on my skin and I lean into the breeze, sighing in contentment.

      “It’s working!” Crispin shouts close to my ear.

      I still don’t trust myself to detangle my hands. They might move in the wrong direction... downwards. But the cool air is helping. A little. Enough for my mind to take back a small sliver of control. Enough not to go to pieces in front of the guys.

      “Wyn, you need to tell us what’s going on, we can’t help you otherwise,” Crispin says soothingly. I want to lean into his voice, then drag his body to me and - NO. Wrong thoughts.

      I press my lips together, unwilling to even try to speak. I might moan again like a cat in heat.

      “Okay, let’s try a different thing. Nod or shake your head. Are you in pain?”

      I shake my head. A collective relieved sigh fills the air. Oh my, I hadn’t realised how worried they must have been.

      “Maybe she’s having a panic attack,” Storm mutters, but Crispin shushes him sharply.

      “Wyn, is your magic giving you trouble?”

      I nod. I would have probably whimpered if I could. Pathetic. And true.

      “Is it the bond?”

      I hesitate, then nod again.

      “Damn it, I knew we shouldn’t have done that,” Storm shouts and I imagine him running his hands through his dark hair like he usually does when he’s angry.

      “Nobody knew that it would have such a strong effect on her,” Frost argues. “Otherwise we would never have done it.” His voice comes closer. “You know that, Wyn, don’t you? Had we known this, we would have never made you do the ritual.”

      I nod, hearing the truth in his words. But it doesn’t help me right now. My body is still out of control, throbbing and aching and lusting for a man’s touch. Or several. My magic lifts her head. Yup, that’s exactly what she wants. Maybe that’s the solution...

      “Touch me,” I whisper with clenched teeth. “Please, touch me.”

      Silence. Then, Crispin again. “Are you sure?”

      No, I’m not. Of course not. But I nod. It can’t get any worse, can it.

      “We’ll need to get you out of the car first,” Crispin mutters soothingly. He slides one arm under my knees and the other around my back. Sparks explode where he touches me and I moan in frustration. “Not much longer,” he whispers in my ear as he lifts me out of the car and sits down, with me in his lap. He lifts his voice. “Guys, come here, she needs all of us.”

      “Are ye serious?” Arc asks, but steps closer when Crispin snaps at him.

      I’m so hot, even the cold air that is still blowing around me can no longer cool me down. You could probably fry eggs on my skin right now. Someone touches my shoulder and suddenly a burst of ice runs through me, crashing against the heat searing through my veins. Frost. Another hand, this time on my thigh, and fire and ice are pressed together in a spindling vortex. Storm. I’m feeling close to exploding with all the energy pent up in me. But something is still missing.
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