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For Madison, my first reader. 

 

  



Prologue 

 

My father used to walk with me every morning, back when I was young and blissfully 

naïve… while I was a part of a family isolated in its perfection, and perfectly isolated 

because of it. We would leave the cottage without my mother—while it may have been 

safe for us, it certainly wasn’t for her—and would skirt the northern side of the high, 

stone walls that encompassed the Market District of the Read Empire. And every single 

day, he would give me the same riddle.  

What is the one thing that will never change?  

Never once did I take the question seriously. I answered him differently each 

morning, challenging myself to come up with something new, something funny, 

something tragic, and often in my younger teenage years, something bratty. One day it 

was his snoring, that may have altered in pitch and intensity, but never failed to shake the 

cottage and keep me awake. The next day it was my mother’s total inability to produce 

edible food. On days when I was feeling particularly philosophical, it could have been the 

sun, which rose in varying degrees of splendour, but rose each day all the same. With 

every answer I provided, he would shake his head and tell me to try again the next 

morning. In the end, it wasn’t even my father who taught me the answer… it was my 

mother. A week after she died, we went on our last walk, as father had just been awarded 

his new position on the Black Guard, and we would not be able to maintain our recluse 

lifestyle any longer. There also wasn’t much reason for it anymore; not now that Caroline 

Harrow was dead.  

Though we still walked that morning, it was the first time he had refrained from 

asking me the question, and it was the first time I had taken it seriously. I looked at 

everything differently that day. I looked at the blooming flowers that would soon wilt, at 

the fluttering of the leaves that fell before my eyes, and at the reliable sun that would 

retreat into darkness as it did every night, just as reliably. I had never seen his question 

for the lesson it was, because until that moment, I had never experienced death.  

It might have been his way of preparing me, in some small part, for how difficult my 

life would be. I never really respected how hard it must have been for my mother, mostly 

because we had steered clear of the other civilizations under the Read rule. Father had 

put off promotion after promotion to stay with us, knowing that it wouldn’t be safe for 

my mother, but after she passed, there must have simply been too many bad memories in 



that little cottage, and he finally caved in and moved us into one of the bordering 

villages. It wasn’t as dangerous for me as it would have been for her, not really.  

He was worried at first that his new position would only make things worse for me. 

After all, the black guardsmen weren’t exactly knights in shining golden armour. Those 

were the men of the King’s Guard, and they had a commander of their own. Father’s 

dominion was a very different squadron of recruits. Assassin, I distinctly recall hearing 

someone whisper, as we passed a crowd of people near the gates to the kingdom one 

morning. I thought it was a horrible label, especially after I started training with them 

myself.  

I never had ambitions of being a black guardswoman, or even a regular solider, but 

father had initially been scared to leave me at home alone while he was away. He had 

never really had much of a hand in raising me, and that barely changed even after my 

mother passed. He had always preferred to leave all the decisions up to her, and she had 

joked that even though he could take down five men at once, he was still scared witless 

at the idea of disciplining his own daughter. That hadn’t been entirely true, of course. I 

had never needed disciplining, and I highly doubted that my softhearted mother would 

have been any more capable than my father, if it had ever come to it.  

I don’t think he intended me to pick up a wooden sword and start mirroring the men 

through their morning paces, but there wasn’t much else to do in the barracks, and it 

saved me from going wandering alone in the forest the moment he turned his back.  

It wasn’t the physicality of the training that drew me in at such a young age, but 

something less tangible. It was the unity of so many outcasts, a comfort that I found in 

these huge, scary men who snarled and spat and picked their fingernails with daggers. 

These people were hissed at by groups of others meeting them at the gates to the 

kingdom, just as I was. They were scared, feared, and often rejected in royal society, just 

as I was. Heck, they were scared, feared, and rejected in any society. They were the only 

people who didn’t stare at me, or whisper about me as I passed them, they treated me as 

one of their own, just as I did them. Of course, that didn’t stop them from laughing at 

my pitiful attempts with a sword, even when I graduated from a wooden tip to a steel tip. 

I’d like to say that I’ve gotten better over the years—and while I may be faster, leaner, 

and subtly stronger—I would still be lying.   

Looking back on our years in the old cottage, it always made me sad to think that my 

mother had never felt anything like what I felt with the black guardsmen. It wasn’t as 



though she didn’t try, even simply being near my father and I would have been painful 

for her, though she always denied it. And this was all because my heat-stoppingly 

beautiful, soft-as-satin mother was… quite simply, terrifically dangerous.  

There are few races that the humans live in peaceful coexistence with, some being the 

elves and the fae, who actually make up almost a third of our population. Unfortunately, 

there are even more races that we have waged war against—those that we call the 

Tainted Creatures. The renegades are mostly only dangerous to us when under the coin 

of one of the more powerful dark races, and the vampires are always a sure choice when 

telling ghost stories to children in the dark, though some deny that they exist beyond 

such stories. But the worst, by far, are the synfees. Even I can say that, which is a 

considerable feat, as my mother was one, and I—as an unfortunate result—am half of 

one.  

The synfees are the pinnacle of evil. Creatures of monstrous destruction; they seemed 

to get the best of every race. They had the superfluous beauty of the fae, with the honed 

strength and sense of the rangers and sometimes even manifested the bender talents, 

though those powers were rumoured to have been bent into something else entirely. 

Normally, this would not be a bad thing. Normally, this amount of talent and ability 

would be practically worshipped. Unfortunately, for each gift that they seemed to 

possess, there was a curse to accompany it. Their ethereal beauty had a seductive edge, 

something that drew people to them, even against their will. Their senses might have 

been heightened, but it made them animalistic, it made them want to hunt the weaker 

creatures of the world. And then of course, there was the appetite. For the synfees were 

supposedly cannibals.  

Yes, cannibals. The kind that snack on their own young for breakfast, though—in 

truth—the synfees much preferred people their own age, people that they were attracted 

to, and people that weren’t synfees themselves. The only time my mother had ever 

spoken about it, she had deliberately not commented on the cannibalism aspect, instead 

saying that the reason synfees were so beautiful, so irresistible, was because they fed off 

the desire of the weaker races. Being young enough at the time that I couldn’t really 

understand the concept, I had revisited the issue with my father a few years after my 

mother died. He—not without some discomfort—told me that every nightmarish quality 

the synfees possessed was a product of something pure, pushed past the boundaries of 

it’s own purity by the strength of their twisted magic. I don’t think he meant to insult my 



mother, and perhaps not wanting to insult her was the reason he refused to talk about it 

after that. But I had borrowed what books I could find, and while the information was 

limited, I did discover that my father wasn’t far from the truth.  

They were awesomely powerful, and yet, that power was used in awesomely horrific 

ways. They were bewitchingly beautiful, but the desire evoked by their beauty was fed 

upon, preyed upon, used—if these books were correct—to sustain them, as might 

regular healthy food and exercise for any normal person. 

My mother had been different. She must have killed at one stage; I assume they all do, 

but never in the lifetime that I knew her, never in the lifetime that my father knew her. 

She had lived a long life before she met my father, a life sustained on synfee magic, 

something that she gave up to have a family and be human. The synfee urges should 

have been impossible to resist, but somehow she managed it, and she also managed to 

survive off human food. Of course, refusing to use her synfee magic, acting in every 

other way how a human might, was essentially what killed her. Synfees were immortal, 

they survived off other people’s desire, and apparently once that was had, the bodies of 

the dried-out human husks that remained, were devoured.  

This was the one defining characteristic of a synfee that didn’t seem to stem from 

something perfect and pure, instead it was the other way around. The ideal of 

immortality was the product, and the horrible appetite was the cause. So, when my 

mother ignored her terrible hunger, she was rewarded with the imperfection of mortality. 

She aged, she got common colds, and eventually, a common disease. She died. Weak. 

I wished that she were here now. I didn’t know how she would manage to spin the 

task I had ahead of me into something good, but she would have managed it all the 

same. 

 

  



Chapter One 

 

Little Sparrow, on the Straight and Narrow 

 

I stared at the clothes tossed all over the small room. Up until now, I had been 

allowed private tutors, but after the sixteenth candidate walked out… well, I guess we 

were just out of options. The truth was, nobody knew what to do with me. My powers 

were completely out of control. Not in a too-strong-for-me-to-handle kind of way, but in 

the less glamorous, I-lack-the-finesse-of-control kind of way. One day I could summon 

an outpouring of water large enough to drown myself in, and the next I’d be sure to die 

of thirst if left up to my own abilities.  

Up until my sixteenth birthday almost two years ago, they had been mostly dormant, 

only a few muted abilities, sort of like a sampler of each. But then, the day after I turned 

sixteen to be exact, they all just suddenly manifested. I didn’t know how to deal with the 

intensified sound and feel of the world; vines snaked out and tripped me where I walked, 

trying to connect to me, and without meaning to, I often managed to summon the 

elements while I was deep in sleep. A few times I woke up just as my blankets caught 

fire, or a gust of wind pushed me right out of bed.  

According to the sixteenth tutor, I was developing ‘too many’ abilities, even for a 

synfee. I snapped back at him that he’d never even seen a synfee. If he had, he wouldn’t 

be alive. Of course, that’s what finally cost me my last tutor, and earned me a place at the 

Academy. I had agreed to the idea mostly because I had no real expectation that they 

would accept me. I thought my father would receive a flat-out refusal. So of course, I 

was taken aback to learn that they had not only accepted my application, but that they 

also wanted me to start right away. 

The first and strongest of the abilities to manifest has also been the most harmless so 

far, though it is apparently the most rare. Tutor number fifteen had believed it to be 

somewhere under the White Caste of non-race specific rarities, which was the Healer 

caste, and I could sort of understand why. There was no real classification for this ability, 

and while it was also essentially useless, it was my favourite. It was—for lack of a deeper 

understanding—a connection to the energy in whatever flora surrounded me.  



When I walked through the grass for instance: if I were feeling particularly happy, 

then it would not be uncommon for daisies to spring up in the places my feet touched. 

Likewise, if I were particularly unhappy, the grass would wilt. Sometimes I even felt as if 

I had only tapped the surface of the connection, and that I could control the elements 

through it in a different way to how I did outside of the link. It felt as if the world 

darkened around me when I was upset, or that it overflowed with bubbling life when I 

was happy. The rains wept when I did, and the sun burned punishingly hotter as my 

temper flared. Of course, that’s why tutor number fifteen left. He simply thought I was 

insane.  

I sighed again, and snatched the plain wrap-tunic atop the pile on my bed, pulling it 

over my head and turning to the mirror hanging down the inside of my wardrobe as I 

secured the buttons along the front. It ended below my knees, and was relatively shape-

less. Exactly what I wanted. I usually avoided taking any kind of care with my appearance 

at all, but today I would need to do the best I could to discourage the synfee stereotype.  

It was the same process that I went through whenever I had to go into the kingdom 

with my father. He thought that I was being ridiculous, because he didn’t know a single 

other person who had ever even seen a synfee, so where would they get their stereotypes 

from? Unfortunately, I knew only too well that people would be prejudiced against me, 

whether they even knew what a synfee was supposed to look like or not. They knew that 

synfees were evil, and tricked you into thinking that they were beautiful just so that they 

could drag you off to whatever dirty cave they lived in and start munching on your limbs. 

And that was all they needed to know to ensure that I couldn’t be trusted.  

I continued to stare at myself, the expression on my face quickly turning to disgust, 

the unnaturally perfect, pinkish bow of my lips cringing down in a scowl. I was 

unadorned, my hair tugged into a boring ponytail, my face scrubbed clean.  

It’s not enough. It never will be.  

I had waist-length hair that looked as if it might have been curly, if it hadn’t been 

weighted down by sheer thickness. Instead it was almost wavy, and a shade of colour that 

constantly annoyed me, because even though it was glossy and silky-looking, the reddish 

tint to it made me feel garish and over-the-top on a good day, or positively lurid on a bad 

day. My mother had boasted hair of the most enchanting burgundy, and my father’s was 

a very human red, almost orange. So, lucky for me, I caught something in-between. The 

red was very dark, almost brown, and yet, in some lights, there were sections that shone 



golden. Several times I had tried to cut it all off, but only awoke the next morning to find 

that most of it had grown right back overnight. Coupled with the violet-blue tint of my 

eyes, and the golden tan of my skin, I was basically a walking, colourful freak-show. One 

who had no chance of ever being able to coordinate her clothes with all the different 

shades already adorning her body. The tunic, as if demonstrating that inability, was a 

bleak shade of off-white. 

The walk to the Academy was agonisingly long; had I not already learned to control 

my first ability fairly well, there would have surely been a trail of dead grass leading all the 

way from my village to the kingdom gate by the time I arrived. My father being who he 

was, we were required to live inside the walls of the kingdom’s Market District, but once 

my powers began to manifest, I had been moved to a cottage much further away, though 

thankfully not as isolated as the one I had grown up in, as this one was still on the verges 

of one of the surrounding settlements.  

The Read Empire consisted of eight main districts, including the Market District, and 

its two, connected cities, the King’s Blockade, and the Harem District. The Market 

District contained the castle itself, along with all the administration buildings, barracks, 

academy buildings, and, as the name would suggest, it was also the kingdom’s main trade 

district. Further east were the Twin Tiered Cities, stepping down from the gradual incline 

that led to the kingdom gates, bordered to the East by the River City and its bridged 

companion, the Upper River City, as well as the Walled District. The mostly unmarked 

territory to the north and east had been divided up into four settlements, each of which 

boasted no official name. I lived in the third settlement, referred to by most of the locals 

as ‘Sparrow’s Settlement’.  

The cottage I had inherited had belonged to a great-aunt who had since passed away, 

and whom I had never even met in the first place, as most of my father’s family had 

avoided him because of my mother. Sometimes my father stayed with me, but still 

technically lived in the Market District, not that it would have made much of a 

difference, as he usually was off on some mission anyway. I knew he was uneasy with me 

staying alone, with no protection, but I had been training with him long enough now that 

he at least had the peace of mind to know that I was able to protect myself. 

“Name and purpose,” asked one of the guards at the gate, sounding bored and 

breaking through the thoughts swirling around in my mind. 



This was the first time I had been stopped at the kingdom gate, but then again, it was 

also the first time I had ever entered the kingdom without my father. Even so, I would 

have thought my purpose to be obvious, with the books piled in my arms. 

“Bea Harrow, the Academy.” 

I looked up when I received no answer to that, and realised that both guards were 

staring at me.  

“I thought the Black Commander’s daughter was supposed to be locked up,” said one 

of the guards, talking to his partner, though he still stared at me. 

His partner took a step closer, cocking his head at me, and I stood there, looking as 

unthreatening as I possibly could, something I had learnt to do a long time ago. As they 

continued to ogle, I felt an odd moodiness well up, and sighed loudly without thinking.   

“Are you waiting for me to try and take a chunk out of one of you or something?” 

They seemed surprised that I could even talk, even though I had already 

demonstrated such. I supposed most cannibalistic monsters weren’t often thought of as 

particularly articulate.  

“It jokes. Cute.” 

“It is also late for class.” I waved at the gate, the uncharacteristic flare of temper that 

had momentarily seized me beginning to fade already, to make way for my usual weary 

timidity.  

The second guard snorted on a half-laugh. “You were late before you even got here. 

The gates closed for students an hour ago.” 

“Oh.” 

The first guard motioned for the gate to be opened, and jerked his head toward it.  

“Don’t be late next time—you’re gonna have to be a lot prettier than even a synfee 

for me to break the Academy’s cut-off again.” 

I quickly skipped through, picking up my pace along the dirt road and throwing a 

hasty acknowledgement over my shoulder as I went. The guards hadn’t seemed to know 

who I was until I supplied my name, but, as I arrived, I began to feel as if the whole 

Academy had been waiting for me, and knew exactly who I was the moment their eyes 

fell upon me. I mostly just kept my head down, my eyes on the path ahead as I followed 



the map given to me by the fae woman in the Academy office. It turned out I had already 

missed my first class, so I made my way straight to the second, silently cursing my father. 

For a man who could kill silently—and without a mess to leave behind—in a matter of 

seconds, he really was hopeless with the trivial stuff.  

My second class was Domestic Manipulation of Common Specialties, and was held in the 

strangest building on the Academy grounds. On the outside it seemed to be made of 

brick, but as soon as I stepped inside, I felt a sudden chill settle over me, and I 

immediately looked around for the source. The walls were silver, and I remember reading 

somewhere that the Academy had developed a type of metal that was resistant to most of 

the magical elements. It seemed as if the whole building had been coated in it from the 

inside. There were several doors along the inside corridor, with numbering above them, 

and I moved further into the building, looking for the right door, the feel of the smooth 

metal strange beneath my boots.  

I knocked on the door once before pushing it open. In theory, the professor should 

have admonished me for being late, or assigned me a seat. In reality, she turned to stare 

at me, and a dumbstruck look passed across her face. I wasn’t sure how the students 

were acting, as I refused to even look at them, but the silence in the room was painful. 

She was very tall, and human, it seemed, though I assumed that she must have been a 

shape-changer, as her hair was a bright, peacock blue. She was wearing a rich black robe, 

edged in faint, purple satin—which meant that she was a Senior Professor—and her nails 

were blue to match her hair.  

I cleared my throat hesitantly.  

“Ah, sorry I’m late Professor…” 

“Hectarte,” she quickly supplied, apparently getting over her shock with the sound of 

my voice, “take any spare seat Miss Harrow, and don’t be late again.” 

I nodded and finally turned my gaze to the rest of the class. It was even worse than I 

had been prepared for. The looks they were throwing at me were more than surprised or 

curious, they were hostile, and suspicious. A girl in the front row with short, dark hair 

actually flinched when I accidentally made eye contact. I spotted a spare seat up the back 

of the room, and hastily made my way to it. It was harder for people to stare at me back 

here, but somehow they managed, and I was so uncomfortable throughout the first half 

of the lesson that I didn’t even realise the professor had been speaking to me until she 

was staring at me too.  



What was her name again? 

“Umm… sorry Professor… what?” 

“Professor Hectarte,” she reiterated, “Not Professor. What is your specialisation, Miss 

Harrow?” she spoke with a slight frown marring the patient tone of her voice.  

I hadn’t expected this question to come up so early, but I supposed I was the only 

new girl here.  

“Which one Professor?” I said without thinking, realising a little too late just how 

arrogant that must have sounded. I ducked my head, staring at my desk as the blush 

spread along my cheeks, staining my face red to match my hair.  

“It’s Professor Hectarte, Miss Harrow. Hectarte. How many have you specialised in?” 

Now I was just confused.  

“Specialised?” 

“Yes, specialised, are you saying you haven’t even been tested yet?” 

“Er, I guess not.” 

At the long-suffering sigh, I finally looked up, but the woman was walking back to her 

desk to scribble something down.  

“See me after class, Harrow.” 

I looked back down at my desk, flushing deeper, as a few scattered snickers sounded 

about the classroom, and the rest of the lesson passed—for me, at least—in a mortified 

haze. I was lucky that Hectarte didn’t call on me again, because I don’t think I heard a 

word of what she said the whole morning. Once the class ended, I stayed seated until 

everybody else had left, though some lingered expectantly. I bundled up my books and 

approached Hectarte. 

“What class do you have next?” she asked, without looking up at me.  

“Ahh,” I quickly pulled out the timetable and scrolled to the right square. “History.” 

“I’ll send a message to Barlow and let him know you won’t be attending. You should 

have been tested as soon as you started developing—really this is a substantial 

oversight.” 

“I’m sorry.” 



She flicked a look up, and I realised her eyes were the same peacock-blue as her nails 

and hair. 

“It’s not your fault, Miss Harrow.” 

She finished scrawling a note and then turned to a cage behind her desk, which 

housed a mechanical bird—perhaps a sparrow—that twitched around just as any real 

bird might, tilting its head at me and blinking blank, bronze eyes. It had a small wooden 

scroll-case clenched in its metal talons. Hectarte flipped the case open and slid in her 

rolled-up note.  

“Gerald Barlow,” she said to the mechanical bird, which clicked a few times in 

nonsensical, mechanical bird-speak and then flew out the window.  

“Now,” she turned back to me, and gestured to one of the recently-vacated desks in 

front of her, “take a seat.” 

I did as I was told, and watched as she rummaged around in the cupboard behind her 

desk. When she moved back to me, her arms were piled high with random objects, which 

she spilt onto her desk. She shifted through the paraphernalia, shoving some things off 

to the side, and placing others at the edge of her desk, before finally extracting a small, 

metal cube. She placed it on the scratched, wooden surface before me, and poked the 

cube, as if awaking it.  

“Touch the top, if you please. These objects have all been enchanted to draw magic—

if you have a specialisation, they will know.” 

I reached forward and put my index finger on the cube, expecting it to be as hard as it 

looked. To my surprise, it was soft and spongy, and when I drew my hand away, my 

finger had left an indent creased with the impression of my fingerprint. Hectarte made a 

note and took away the cube, replacing it with what looked like a dead rat. I gave the 

thing a horrified look, but when she gestured impatiently, I gingerly poked it with my 

finger. It stayed dead, and she made another note, replacing it with a small ball of 

crumbling clay, which also gave no response. The next was an empty bamboo bowl, 

which filled with a dismal puddle of water on my touch, and a wax-less candlewick, 

which sizzled with brief flame before spluttering out. After I managed to cause a small, 

wooden spinning top to jolt into dizzying life, Hectarte actually seemed to be impressed 

and muttered something incomprehensible as she scribbled away. The next object was a 

glittering pebble, and when I reached out to touch it, she waved me off.  



“Let it come to you.”  

Feeling a little silly, I pulled back my hand and sat there, watching it, until it slowly 

began to glow and move toward me, as if being dragged by an invisible string.  

“Very powerful, your compulsion,” She muttered as she snatched up the stone, and 

replaced it with a propped-up mirror.  

“Do you see anything?” she prodded, as I peered into it. 

I stared at the fuzzy outline of myself and frowned until, eventually, she leaned over 

the desk to see for herself. 

“You’re wearing a glamor.” 

My gaze snapped from the fuzzy image to her own surprised expression, and I shook 

my head mutely.  

“A glamor,” she repeated, pulling the mirror back and replacing it with a rusty 

thermometer. “If you don’t even know about it, I’d say you unconsciously did it over 

time—it’s not exactly a shape-shifting ability, but it’s a natural fae ability, like a shield or a 

mask.” 

I didn’t get a chance to argue my innocence, because just at that moment, as she 

spoke, I reached for the thermometer, and it exploded.  

“Oh… oh dear,” Hectarte exclaimed, jumping up and scraping the mess into the bin 

with a ruler, before sitting down at her desk to make a few more distracted notes. I 

waited for her to reprimand me, but when she finally finished writing, she only turned to 

me thoughtfully.  

“I can see why they had so much trouble with you. You’ve specialised in bender 

abilities, very strong ones at that, and you have three of the elven elemental powers, 

which is almost unheard of, even for them. Usually they only specialise in one, or two at 

the most. Do you know which you have?” 

“Wind, fire and water.” 

“Correct, your fire and water are mediocre, but the wind is quite strong, and 

combined with the bender abilities, it’s almost ferocious. I suppose that’s what set the 

poor thermometer over the top. It’s not used to such strange combinations.” 

“What about the other one?” 



“What other one? You didn’t specialise in anything else.” She looked down sharply, as 

if she may have forgotten to record something.  

I thought about my last tutor—how he had laughed and called me crazy when I tried 

to describe my unusual affinity for the plants around me—and then suddenly realised 

that I would be enough of an outsider around here without that to add to it.  

“Nothing, sorry, my mistake,” I quickly amended.  

She looked at me a moment longer, her gaze steady and searching, and then she gave 

a short nod and waved her hand absently in the direction of the door.  

“You may be on your way now; if you choose not to attend History for the remainder 

of the lesson then I advise staying out of sight until it’s over. I’ll draw up your 

specialisation card and have it sent to your other teachers, I’m sure some of your classes 

will also be changed after this. Better check back at the office at the end of the day for a 

new timetable.” 

“Thank you,” I muttered quickly, grabbing my books up again and shuffling out of 

the classroom. 

 

  



Chapter Two 

 

Contrary Connections 

 

I was glad that she wasn’t going to make me go to History, as I was fairly sure that I 

never wanted to walk in late to a class again. I wandered around the Academy until I 

found a wooden bench beneath a flourishing cherry-blossom tree. Spilling my books 

onto the bench, I sat atop it and held my hand out, waiting until—from somewhere 

above me—a flower detached itself and drifted down to rest on my open palm, the petals 

curving slightly to embrace my hand. I closed my eyes and sighed, the familiar buzzing 

feeling quickly spreading through me. 

“Well that’s nothing I’ve ever seen before.”  

I snapped my eyes open, and turned stiffly to see the stranger who had apparently 

been standing on the other side of the tree.  

“You’ve never seen someone catch a falling flower before?” I asked, quickly throwing 

the blossom to the ground.  

It seemed to wilt a little as soon as it left my palm. He shrugged at my answer, 

strolling over to sit on the table next to me.  

“Hey, I won’t tell anyone.”  

Frowning, I scooted a few inches away from him, wondering if he were here on some 

cruel mission from his classmates. I may not have gone to the Academy before, but I had 

more than enough experience with the young people in the kingdom from my own 

childhood to know better than to accept a friendly face for just what it appeared to be. 

Though he did have a very nice face, I admitted. He was tall, and broad about the 

shoulders, leading me to think he was one of the older students that sometimes get 

picked to stay on for commissioned training. His hair was chocolate-brown, and his skin 

was lightly tanned, suiting his athletic build. His eyes, when he turned to look at me, were 

an attractive shade of russet-brown.  

“Why are you here?” I eventually asked. “Did someone dare you to try and provoke 

me, or did you just want to see the freak show up-close?” 



I watched as the understanding slowly dawned in his eyes and wondered, for a 

moment, if he really was just trying to be friendly. Then he laughed.  

“Aren’t synfees supposed to be notorious charmers? You’re a little stunted in that 

department, just from my own observation.” 

“I’m not a synfee.” 

“You have their blood, don’t you, Harrow?” 

I shot him a dark look, which somehow only made his smile widen.  

“How does everyone here know who I am?” 

“You’re infamous. Apparently you have hair the colour of a desert sunset, and eyes 

that flash like a desert storm—nobody told me that your personality was like a desert 

cactus as well.”  

To my surprise, a laugh bubbled from my lips. Usually when people commented on 

my beauty, it was to mock me, but the way this boy spoke, it was as if he were 

completely unaffected by both my beauty and my blood, which made me warm to him, if 

only a little.  

“Bea,” I looked away from him, to the blossom that I had thrown to the ground 

earlier. “Call me Bea.” 

He held out his hand, much to my surprise.  

“Nice to meet you Bea, I’m Cale. Cale Sekron.”  

I stared at him, my eyes moving from his hand to his mischievous expression, until 

the name finally clicked in my mind. I jumped off the bench, and he let his hand drop, 

something in his eyes telling me that he had expected this. My first reaction was to walk 

off haughtily, to regain some of my dignity, but Cale was the first person who had been 

nice to me, and was likely the only person who would be nice to me today, if not all year. 

Was it really his fault that his father lived to make my own father’s life hell?  

“Nice to meet you too,” I finally said, flashing him a hesitant smile.  

He seemed surprised.  

Just then, the deserted courtyard that had been my temporary sanctuary began to fill 

with people, and I assumed that class must have finished. I turned from Cale to survey 



the people now congregating into groups and sneaking off to their own respective 

corners, with only a few milling about the grass in the open.  

“If I were you, I’d clear out right about now,” I heard Cale whisper.  

Unfortunately, the group heading for the table beneath the cherry-blossom tree had 

already locked onto me, and I found myself momentarily arrested by the sight of them. 

They were a mix of elven and human, with only one fae girl that I could see. She was, 

naturally, the most beautiful of them all, though the male leading them could certainly 

have given her a run for her money. She was average height, but willowy, and walked 

with the looping grace of a trained court dancer. It took me a moment to recognise the 

short dark hair and dark eyes from my first lesson, but as soon as she saw me and once 

again flinched away from my gaze, I remembered her. The leading male had similar 

colouring to her, with the pale skin of the fae, dark hair, and fathomless dark eyes, 

though he was a human. He was very tall for his age, and while he did have a certain 

willowy quality to his limbs, he didn’t look weak by any means. Flanked either side of 

him were two other humans, both male, and both looking angry at my presence. 

Similarly, two blondes walked arm-in-arm with the dark-haired girl, only a few steps 

behind.  

When they reached me, Cale jumped off the bench and put his arm lightly about my 

shoulders, a touch that took the others momentarily aback, and me along with them. I 

froze, not sure how to react to another person touching me, and wondering how he had 

even gartered the courage to do it in the first place. The only people who had ever dared 

to touch me before were my parents. Even the court Healers refused to come near me, 

which were the only times that I was thankful for my synfee immune system.  

“You do realise who she is, don’t you, Cale?” 

This came from one of the elven girls, who had come to the front of the group and 

touched the arm of their dark-haired leader. He was the only one of them who didn’t 

seem to be highly disturbed by my presence, and in fact, if his dark gaze hadn’t travelled 

briefly over me, I would have assumed that he didn’t see me there at all.  

“Isn’t your mother part of the King’s Harem, Kaylee? You don’t see me calling you a 

whore now, do you?” returned Cale.  

Kaylee’s eyes flashed, and she made to take a threatening step forward, but the dark-

haired boy stopped her, turning his bored expression to Cale. Once again, he hadn’t 



seemed at all bothered by Cale’s behaviour, though I was becoming increasingly 

uncomfortable.  

“What’s she doing here?” said the dark-haired boy. 

I quickly stepped out from under Cale’s arm, before they could keep talking about me 

as though I didn’t possess the ability to speak for myself.  

“She was just leaving,” I said softly, turning on my heel and quickly heading back to 

the shade of the nearest building.  

When I felt the hand on my shoulder a few moments later, I wasn’t as surprised as I 

had been the first time. 

“Hey, sorry about them, they aren’t all that friendly to most people anyway, let 

alone… well…” 

I rolled my eyes at Cale, and he fell into step beside me.  

“The notorious student-spawn of the most feared tainted creatures in our world?” I 

supplied.  

“Right,” his mouth quirked up a bit at the side. “I knew you had some charm hidden 

away in there somewhere.” 

“So who were those people?” I asked, as I found a new seat just outside one of the 

doors to what looked like a giant greenhouse.  

He sat next to me and pulled a bundle out of the pack slung over his shoulder. I eyed 

it enviously; I’d have to get one of those to carry all my books, and my lunch…  

“Dammit, I forgot,” I accidentally said aloud, as he unwrapped a baguette. Smiling a 

little at the direction of my gaze, he broke his sandwich in half and handed over the 

second half to me, which I accepted after only a moment’s hesitation and a mumbled 

thanks.  

“Well,” he said, leaning back against the wall, “those are the spoilt-rich spawn of the 

most important people in the kingdom, which—essentially—makes them the most 

important people here as well.” 

I thought about Cale’s own father, who was the commander of the King’s Guard, 

which was a position that constantly warred with my father’s own position as 

Commander of the Black Guard.  



“Do you usually sit with them?” I asked, when what I really meant was aren’t you one of 

them. 

“Usually, yes.” 

“Won’t they be angry at you, for… you know…” 

He laughed. “They don’t own me… although, technically, one day Hazen will, and 

even Rose can order me about. They generally don’t abuse that power though, not at the 

Academy anyway.” 

It took longer than it should have for me to process what he had just said, and then to 

recall up what I knew of the royal family.  

“The Prince and Princess…” I turned my eyes back to the bench beneath the cherry 

tree, where they had all gathered now, occasionally casting furtive glances to where Cale 

and I sat.  

All except for the dark-haired boy, who still exuded boredom.  

“Yes, Rose is the little girl with dark hair, she’s your age I think, nearing her last year 

here. Hazen is the one who looks like Rose, he’s my age, they kept us back for 

commissioned training because of our powers… and I suppose because of our families 

too. We grew up together inside the castle, he really isn’t so bad as he seems.” 

I squinted at the girl with dark hair, making sure that the faint shimmering of her skin 

which labeled her as a fae wasn’t just a trick of the sunlight that had initially fooled me, 

but once I was sure, I drew back, confused.  

“But Rose is fae, and Hazen isn’t?” 

Cale turned to me with raised brows. “The queen is a fae; you didn’t know that?” 

I blushed, and busied myself with my baguette half until I could think of a suitable 

answer without lying.  

“I didn’t really grow up around here, we only moved after my mother died a few years 

ago, so that I could start training. The tutors refused to travel far from the kingdom 

when they knew who they were going to be working with.” 

“So are they starting you in beginner classes then?” 

“I don’t think so,” I thought back to my last lesson, “they really should have, though. 

I guess they would only want me here for as short a time as possible.” 



Cale made a face, and rolled up his sandwich wrapping into a ball, throwing it back 

into his bag.  

“People can be so narrow-minded.” 

I thought that was as good a time as any to bring up the question I had been burning 

to ask.  

“How can you not be scared of me?” 

He sat up straight at that, and turned on the seat to better face me. At his full height, 

my head barely brushed the top of his shoulder, and his eyes flicked over me in a way 

that left no doubt in my mind as to just how frightening he found me.  

“No offence, Little Synfee, but you really just don’t look that scary.” 

“You realise that’s the whole point, right?” 

He chuckled. “I don’t mean your physical appearance, it’s your…” he frowned and 

gestured a hand to indicate my body. 

“You just gestured to my physical appearance.” I laughed.  

He shook his head, still frowning, and then peered closer, as if inspecting something.  

“No, I meant your aura, it’s something that I can—wait, you’re wearing a glamor!” 

I winced at that.  

“Not this again, Hectarte said the same thing, but—” 

“You are,” he interrupted, “it’s moulded to you like a second skin, like it’s been there 

forever.” 

His voice was slightly accusatory, and I acknowledged that he was probably starting to 

come around to the opinion of the rest of his friends after all.  

“I’ve never even heard about it until today,” I insisted.  

He gave an absent nod, still focused with a narrow-eyed intensity on my cheek, seeing 

something that I couldn’t.  

“Yes, I can’t see a tear anywhere, you’ve never lifted it. Sometimes shape-changers 

who haven’t learnt to control their ability build up a glamor over time.” 

“I’m not a shape changer, I was tested this morning.” 



“Oh?” This snapped him back to attention, and his eyes returned to mine. 

“Interesting.” 

Somewhere, a bell sounded, and I quickly juggled with my books, trying to find my 

timetable.  

“What do you have next?” Cale asked, standing and swinging his bag over his 

shoulder.  

“Specialised elven elementals.” 

He chuckled, and grabbed my timetable.  

“I’ll show you where to go, and don’t worry, I know what you’re thinking, but you 

won’t be the only human in a class full of pointies. Some of the stronger benders have to 

study the elemental magic too.” 

“Thanks,” I muttered, keeping my head down as I followed his lazy path through the 

moving crowd of people, who all gave me a wide berth.  

“So what did you specialise in?” Cale asked over his shoulder.  

“I’m a bender… the elementals; fire, wind and water.” 

He jolted to a stop, causing me to run into him. I quickly dropped back as he turned 

on me with an incredulous expression causing the people around us to pause too.  

“You’re specialising in three elements?” 

Common manners would have demanded that I at least answer him, but caught in the 

sudden circle of eyes, I could only blush and shoulder past him, snatching my timetable 

as I went. When he caught up to me, he didn’t try to take it back, but I was almost 

relieved at his presence, because I really had no idea where I was going.   

“Sorry, you just shocked me,” he said, falling back into step beside me. 

“It’s fine,” I muttered, still keeping my head down, “but I don’t really want everyone 

knowing that I’m more of a freak than they already think I am.” 

“Some will hate it, sure, but others will respect you for it. Having bender abilities 

alone can often be difficult to master, but combining that with even one other elemental 

force… well, to be honest, I don’t know how you haven’t imploded yet.”  

I found myself laughing again, and he shot me a quick, almost relieved look, and then 

motioned to the building we had come to stand outside of.  



“It’s the third door down, better get in there early, so you can find a seat up the back. 

Don’t go too far back though, if you have Carren, he’ll just make you move forward so 

he doesn’t have to shout. I’ll meet you back here once you’re done.”  

I wanted to tell him that he really didn’t have to do that, but he was already walking 

away, and so I moved toward the classroom that he’d indicated, and soon found myself 

in a huge auditorium. Moving half-way up the slope of seats, I chose one on the left-

hand side, and quickly set out the relevant book for this subject. I tried not to look up as 

people came into the room, but with the auditorium lights behind me, it was actually a 

lot easier to observe without being observed in return. A few times, people came to sit 

nearby before actually taking notice of me, then hastily moved away as soon as they 

realised who I was, so that I ended up with a broad circle of empty seats around me.  

While the majority of the class did seem predominately elven, both pure and half-

breed—discernible by the harshness of their elven-based features—there were also a 

handful of human and fae in the room. While the fae had their slender beauty, and 

barely-shimmering skin, the elves had pinned-back, tapered ears and sharp, pointed 

features, though many generations of crossbreeding between the species had begun to 

lessen the more dramatic dissimilarities.  

The last to walk through the door was the Prince Hazen himself. He spotted the 

stretch of empty seats around me and began climbing the steps to where I sat. He didn’t 

actually look at me once, and even sat right in the row below me, something that I might 

have been secretly grateful for if I wasn’t sure that he simply considered himself too 

important to take notice of me.  

The professor started lecturing without much of a preamble, and paused only to ask 

those in the back to move forward so that he didn’t have to shout. I supposed that this 

meant he was Professor Carren. He explained that the practical lessons wouldn’t start for 

another month, so I was confident that this would be one of my more painless subjects. 

That is, until he announced that he was partnering us up for practical ‘projects’, outside 

of class time, instead.  

“I understand that we all have commitments outside of Academy hours, but since this 

specialisation subject is so different for so many people, I’ll be splitting you up into 

partnerships that depend on your respective elements.” 

I was mortified and hopeful in equal degrees, mainly because I was sure no other 

person in the Academy had specialised in three elements—that much I gathered from 



one of my tutors, who had declared that I was lying about the whole thing—which might 

mean that they wouldn’t partner me with anyone.  

“Chan, you’re with Green, Grendle with Farlow, Kelly with Drackon, Harrow with 

Read and Sekron—who is absent again, as luck would have it…” 

Surely I heard that wrong.  

The dark head in front of me snapped up, and I could see him scanning the room for 

me, until the realisation dawned and he slowly turned in his seat to peer at me. 

Apparently, so had the rest of the class. Even Carren stopped reading off names and 

cleared his throat.  

“Is there a problem, Hazen?” 

Those dark eyes were still fixed on me, and for the first time, I saw a new emotion 

replace his ever-bored expression: astonishment.  

“No, Professor.” He spoke with his eyes still on me, and I felt powerless to do or say 

anything under that heady gaze, until he finally turned back in his seat. “I thought these 

were supposed to be groups of two?” 

When the eye contact broke, I felt as if all the air had been sucked out of my lungs, 

and I slouched back in my seat, baffled.  

“There is an odd number of students in the class, and you, Harrow and Sekron are the 

only three in the Academy with such… unique elemental specialisations, there is limited 

scholarly knowledge in your situation—I feel that you will learn better from each other.” 

I didn’t hear Hazen’s reply through the sudden roaring in my ears; I was sure that my 

face was glowing as red as my hair for the second time that day.  

At least he didn’t go into specifics, right? I tried to console myself, barely listening as Carren 

finished pairing off his list of names. 

“At least once a week, I want you and your partner to spend time working through 

your own element’s chapter. And by the time we start practical lessons next month, I 

expect everyone to be fully prepared. You’ll each be opening the lesson with a 

demonstration.” 

So much for my favourite class.  



“Professor Carren?” One of the elven girls near the front had just shot her hand into 

the air.  

“What is it, Chan?” 

“What if we have more than one element?”  

There was a certain smug tone to her voice, and for once, there wasn’t anyone staring 

at me, as they were all too busy staring at the elven girl.  

“Then you’ll spend two afternoons a week with your partner, one for each element.”  

I was so mortified then that I almost shot a hand into the air myself, simply in protest 

of spending two more ‘sessions’ with Hazen—and Cale, apparently—than what everyone 

else was forced to do. But I really didn’t want to admit something like that in front of a 

room of people who already had reason enough to snigger behind my back. And besides, 

Hazen didn’t have to know that I had three elements. I would just tell him that I had 

one. The trouble was Cale, who had walked me right to his own class, but disappeared 

before it even started. Perhaps he would keep quiet about my elemental powers if I 

agreed to keep quiet about him skipping. 

 

  



Chapter Three 

 

Unlikely Force 

 

Fully intending to lie to Hazen about my elemental abilities, I was relatively cheered 

by the end of the lesson, and sat back in my seat again when the bell rang, waiting for 

everyone to clear out of the room before I made a move. Unfortunately, Hazen lingered 

also, taking too long to gather his books, and finally actually turning to me before he 

walked back down to the bottom of the auditorium.  

“What days are you free?”  

When I realised that he was going to wait around until I answered, I quickly gathered 

up my own books and began to move toward the exit myself.  

“I really don’t mind… I mean… just, whenever, okay?” 

He watched as I hurried out the door, almost running straight into Cale, who caught 

my arms, laughing.  

“Easy, Little Synfee. I saw your timetable, and I know you have Ranger Physics next. 

I’m sure you must just love to hunt things down, but you’re supposed to be dissuading the 

cannibalistic image, aren’t you? No need to be so eager.”  

I scoffed and elbowed out of his grasp, still a little rattled at how easily he touched 

me, but the smart-ass reply died on my lips as Hazen came out of the classroom behind 

me. Cale noticed, but his smile was easy when he turned it on the other, who actually 

quirked his lips in response.  

“I’m going to walk Purple-Eyes to the gym, I’ll meet up with you soon,” Cale said to 

him, giving a kind of mock salute that almost had me nervous that he was going to get 

into trouble for taunting the future King, but Hazen only nodded and turned to go the 

other way.  

Perhaps I never would have noticed the look that passed between them as Cale began 

to lightly push me in the right direction, but when I realised that Hazen was going to 

walk off without saying anything about our scheduled training sessions, I looked back at 



him in habitual reaction, reluctant to have to be the one to bring it up. And that’s when I 

saw it.  

Hazen had that blank expression back again, the one he had worn when I first saw 

him, and I again felt that he noticed nothing in front of him, except that he was 

maintaining eye-contact with Cale, who looked mildly annoyed. The moment didn’t last 

any longer than a second, but I felt that the time dragged until Hazen finally looked away 

and Cale proceeded to steer me away.  

“What was that?” I asked when we were out of earshot.  

He looked down at me, and arched an eyebrow.  

“What was what?” 

“Never mind. So you skip class often?” 

He laughed at that, and drew my arm through his. I left it there, feeling a little 

awkward, mainly because I wanted to placate him enough to get him to agree to the one-

session-a-week plan with Hazen.  

“I don’t need to be there, Little Synfee. Neither does Hazen, but he’s much more 

obedient than I am. I suppose it works for him, if he’s going to let advisors boss him 

around for the rest of his life.” 

“Well we got paired up, Hazen, you and me, for one session of practical a week.”  

“Three sessions.” He made a tsking sound, and waved a finger at me.  

“How did you know that? You didn’t even go to class.” 

“Carren caught up with me earlier; he was worried that people would give you a hard 

time today.” 

Suddenly, Cale’s strange behaviour made sense, and I wanted to hit myself. The 

professor had asked him to befriend me, and had even grouped me together with him 

and Hazen to make it stick. I would have been flattered that someone was looking out 

for me if I wasn’t temporarily disappointed that Cale hadn’t been struck with the sudden 

urge to be nice to me. It might have been a romantic notion, but I still hoped that 

someday I would randomly stumble across someone who simply didn’t care about my 

heritage, though Cale certainly did a very good job at acting like he didn’t.   



He walked me to the gym and deposited me at the door with a flourish of a bow 

before disappearing. I left my books at the door with all the other bags and knapsacks 

and book-piles. Ranger Physics quickly became my favourite subject of the day, as the 

Professor—a handsome human man by the name of Arrol—had everyone working too 

hard to spare the time it would take to stare at me. And the physical exertion was nice 

too, if I was honest with myself. Only humans seemed to be able to inherit the ranger 

abilities, so the class was devoid of elves or fae, but their abilities were all far superior to 

mine, and by the end of the lesson I was beginning to understand why I hadn’t 

specialised in the ranger ability despite my previous tutors being convinced that I had. 

This left me with a heavy heart as I shuffled out at the end of the day, knowing that it 

would likely be one of the classes taken off my timetable.  

To my relief, Cale wasn’t waiting for me when I got outside, and I immediately took 

off for the office, hoping to get my new timetable and be on my way home as soon as 

possible. I opted for one of the paths that I was familiar with, from my childhood walks 

with my father, as apposed to going through the main gates again. It was a small service 

gate in the wall behind the Black Guard barracks, which were isolated enough in 

themselves. They weren’t really barracks, not like the soldier’s barracks used by the 

King’s Guard, only a series of connected buildings around a centre courtyard that they 

used for training. Usually I would have gone in and worked off the stress of the day with 

whoever was running the afternoon drill, but I was just too drained, both emotionally 

and physically. So I bypassed the barracks and headed straight for the service gate, which 

was unlocked, as always. It led into an abandoned walled garden, and though the wall 

was in a crumbling state of disrepair—so much so that I could skip right over it—the 

forest around this particular stretch of the castle wall was so dense, that it barely needed 

guarding anyway.  

It was easy for me to pass through, as I’d been doing it since I was four years old, but, 

even so, I managed to tear the sleeve of my tunic-dress by the time I finally broke free 

into the game trail that would lead me to the outskirts of my own village settlement. I 

checked to make sure I hadn’t dropped any of my books, and then began the long walk, 

finally free of the constant stares and whispering. It didn’t take long for the forest to 

begin its seductive call to me, and eventually I let my guard down completely. Everything 

around me seemed to immediately slump, the leaves bending as if some invisible wind 

pushed down on them, even the grass started to curl in on itself. I didn’t panic though, 



merely closed my eyes, revelling in the connections all around me, as I let my feet lead 

me down a path that I knew by heart. 

Gradually, the buzzing connection started to lift the depression that had settled on my 

mind, and I felt a lightness flare in my chest. I didn’t have to open my eyes again to see 

the change in the forest, because I had seen it so many times before. Everything would 

be magnified, the grass would stand taller, the colours would begin to saturate, the 

starved plants would feed from my peaceful state, and everything else would prosper. I 

had forced plants to bloom out of season before, but when I discovered that it actually 

shortened their life span, I stopped. I couldn’t heal the forest, couldn’t help the plants 

that were already dead, but they fed off my connection, and it seemed to bring them as 

much peace as it brought me.  

“Well now, when they told me that Caroline’s daughter would be starting up at the 

Academy, I have to admit, I wasn’t expecting this.”  

My eyes flew open, my whole body freezing over at the soft-as-silk voice, which had 

sounded frighteningly close. The man was standing right before me, blocking the path 

ahead, if he hadn’t spoken at that moment, I would have run straight into him. Taking a 

hasty step backward as my brain struggled to catch-up, I let my eyes take him in, with a 

growing sense of realisation and horror. He was beautiful, uncommonly so, in varying 

shades of gold. His hair was misleadingly dark, though it was indeed still a shade of gold, 

and his eyes were just as misleadingly light, almost masking the intensity of his gaze. His 

skin was a similar shade to my own, dark golden-brown, though his was admittedly more 

beautiful, and it only took a moment to concede that there was no fae shimmer to it. 

Structurally, he was—quite simply—perfect. Broad shoulders spread beneath two thick 

straps of leather, which crossed once over the muscles of his bare chest, to meet up 

behind his back. And his lean waist tapered to renegade pants, in camouflage colours, 

with boots of a similar make. He wasn’t a renegade though, of that much I was certain. 

Despite the fact that renegades almost never travelled without a pack, they also all 

harboured tattoos on their necks, indicating their clan, and occasionally their status. This 

man’s neck was bare. He wasn’t a vampire either, because I felt no repulsion in his 

presence, which was supposedly the one easy way to tell a vampire. They might be 

vicious, fast, and super-humanly strong, but there was something in our systems that 

immediately repelled them, so it wasn’t necessarily easy to be fooled by a vampire.  



I didn’t bother asking how he knew my mother, or how he knew that I would be 

starting up at the Academy, as it seemed everybody knew as much.  

“Who are you?” I asked instead, taking another quick step back.  

He put a hand over his heart in mock outrage, though I had a strange feeling that the 

theatrics were only meant to distract me from the fact that he had taken a step closer, to 

bridge the space that I was trying to put between us.  

“You don’t even recognise your own kind, how sad.” He made a bow, and caught a 

hold of my hand, raising it to his mouth in clear defiance of my now paralysing horror. 

“The name is Nareon Soulstoy,” he said in that silky voice, his eyes glimmering 

wickedly as his kiss brushed across the back of my hand.  

The horror slowly melted away the moment his lips touched me, and I felt another 

feeling spreading through me, a billowing cloud of awareness. It permeated my very 

bloodstream and tingled right to the tips of my fingers, a feeling that was as unnatural as 

it was unfamiliar. Despite how very convincing it was, my mind seemed to be working 

perfectly fine, and while my nerve endings suddenly stung with awareness, I was fully 

aware that I was, for the first time in my life, experiencing the power of the synfees.  

“Please don’t kill me,” I whispered, barely even realising the words had left my mouth 

as his eyes flashed with amusement and he lowered my hand, though he did not release 

it.  

“You won’t be dying today, Beatrice.” 

“Bea,” I corrected automatically.  

He was suddenly very close, and his smell was delicious, his skin impossibly smooth, 

as the back of his hand slid across my cheekbone and beneath my chin, lifting my face 

for what felt like an inspection.  

“A glamor,” he muttered, “interesting.” 

For the first time that day, I didn’t bother disputing the glamor comment, only gazed at 

him with wide eyes, wondering why he wasn’t trying to eat me yet. And then something 

else occurred to me.  

“If you’re… if you’re…” 

“A synfee?”  



“Er, right. If you’re one of those, what are you doing so close to the kingdom?” 

“Waiting for you,” He said it as if it were obvious.  

“Why?” I asked dumbly. 

“You’ll be eighteen in a week, and then your inheritance power will come into full 

fruition. I’ve been instructed to make sure that you can control it properly. These 

people,” he gestured a hand back toward the castle walls, which were now hidden behind 

the looming cover of trees, “they don’t know the first thing about synfee inheritance. If 

it’s not properly monitored, it will kill you.” 

He seemed to finish his appraisal of me then, and abruptly turned to continue down 

the game trail that I had been travelling. Embarrassingly, if he hadn’t still been holding 

onto my hand, I would have stayed where he left me, my mouth still hanging open.  

“Aside from the fact that none of that makes sense,” I stuttered, as soon as my feet 

remembered how to work again, “what do you and your people care about it anyway?” 

“That’s none of your concern.” 

“I think it is.” 

He paused, bright eyes turning back to me in astonishment.  

“Did you just argue with me?” 

As he said the words, another wave of feeling suddenly swept through me, and my 

eyes narrowed until all I could see was the glittering, light-golden tint of his irises, until I 

was suffocated simply from the force of his gaze, boring into mine.  

“No,” I whimpered.  

He pulled back, and the feeling retreated, making me stumble and almost fall. He 

caught me, and it struck me as strange that I wasn’t protesting at the arm that wound 

about my waist.  

“I’ve been watching you for a few weeks now,” he started again, once we were 

moving forward, “and you have a pretty good handle on parts of it, but others are 

building up and you’re ignoring them. Keep doing that, and you’ll start experiencing 

some pretty dark mood swings. Of course it’s worse for you, because your power is quite 

strong… In fact the last person who had your kind of power ended up killing himself 

only a few days after he came into it.” 



“And I come into it in a week?” 

“Correct.” 

“And it is what exactly?” 

“Our people call it Force. You can control the forces of nature around you, the wind, 

the clouds, the sky, the flowers, the vines, the heat, the rain… all of it.” 

“That’s absurd. I didn’t even specialise in earth.” 

“Earth isn’t a force.” 

We had reached the outskirts of my village now, where the game trail branched off 

suddenly to go deeper into the forest. The arm about my waist retreated, and as the 

touch disappeared, so did the entranced feeling that had held me in check so far. I 

jumped back hastily, throwing my hands up when he made an annoyed gesture in my 

direction.  

“Stay where you are!” I shouted, stumbling backwards until I felt the roughness of tree 

bark catching on my dress.  

Instead of darting forward as I expected, he simply considered me thoughtfully.  

“Compulsion works very differently on you. I suppose that’s because you’re only half 

human, but it’s going to make this whole job a little harder.” 

“Don’t ever do that again!” 

His brows arched high, and I realised that he really wasn’t used to people refusing 

him, questioning him, or ordering him around. That probably meant that he had a 

position of status among his own people… Which didn’t bode well for me. If they were 

sending someone important to fetch me this close to the kingdom, they really were 

invested in this inheritance ability of mine.  

“Look, Nareon, I don’t know what you people want with me, but I’m not harmless. I 

know at least fifty different ways to kill a man, and I’m not afraid to use any one of them 

on a monster like you. So you’ll just have to go back to whoever it is who told you to 

come here, and tell them that I’m not interested.” 

“I’m not a man, little spitfire, and none of your father’s tricks will work on me. If you 

doubt what I say, you’re welcome to test the truth of my words. But if you fail, I will kill 

you, so I would think twice before attempting anything. You may have the synfee blood, 



and it may make you more powerful than any of those silly human fools, but your 

powers are unruly, and they control you more than you control them.” 

He suddenly disappeared, and I felt him behind me, pushing me away from the tree 

even as his arms wound tight around me to keep me from falling forward. One muscled 

limb anchored across my ribcage, the other winding restrictingly about my neck.  

“And I am not the only one who will come to find you, spitfire. I am only the first. 

Remember that.”  

I barely even got a chance to register that my breathing had been cut off before the air 

was suddenly flooding back into my lungs, and Nareon had disappeared again, this time 

for good. With shaky steps, I hurriedly pushed my way off the trail and wound through 

the trees in the direction of my village. By the time I burst into the cottage, the sun was 

already setting, and my father was asleep at the table, a half-eaten bowl of soup in front 

of him.  

I relaxed almost as soon as my eyes set upon him, and I quickly cleaned up the mess 

that he had left, having no appetite myself. He awoke just as I was climbing into bed, and 

appeared in the doorway of my bedroom, looking bedraggled. His skin was dark from 

working too often in the sun, and his eyes were a serious blue, now fixed anxiously upon 

me.  

“You were home late, everything okay?” 

For just a moment, I deliberated over whether to tell him about Nareon. Seeing a 

synfee and living to tell the tale was only an absurd notion until my mother and father 

happened to the Read Empire, and even then, not many saw her. But my mother had 

been a different kind of synfee, different because she had been born wishing she was 

human. Nareon was the regular, monster-type.  

“Everything’s fine, Dad, I had a long day and wanted to spend some time in the 

forest. You look a little beat-up yourself.”  

And it was true; there was a bruise blossoming along his cheek, and a red stain on the 

collar of his shirt. He winced, and passed a hand across his face, a gesture so achingly 

familiar that I felt my heart well up in response.  

“I guess I had a long day too, I’m not a young man anymore.” 

“Get some sleep, Dad.” 



“Will do.” He turned from the doorway but then hesitated, looking back. “You’d tell 

me if something was up, wouldn’t you, Bea?” 

“Of course.” 

I felt bad, watching him shuffle away, but I just couldn’t bring myself to say anything. 

There wasn’t any room in my father’s life for extra worry. I was constantly anxious that 

he would come home one day with more than just a few blood splatters and a black eye, 

and I knew that if I told him my secret, it could very well be the distraction he didn’t 

need. The distraction that would see he didn’t come home one day at all.  

The next day, I slept in, and hurried to dress before I was late to my first class again. 

Pulling on a light-green summer dress and my somewhat battered training boots, I 

grabbed the empty linen bag that I usually carried vegetables around in, and piled it full 

of my books. Almost as an afterthought, I grabbed an apple as I ran out the door and 

tossed it in atop everything else. I wanted to by-pass the forest completely, on the off-

chance that Nareon appeared again, but wasn’t sure that I’d make the cut-off time for 

Academy students at the main gate, so I headed back to the game trail. I didn’t close my 

eyes once as I raced toward the abandoned garden, needing the comfort of the plants, 

which I could feel straining toward me, but not daring to let my awareness slip, lest I be 

taken unawares again. Fortunately, the journey passed uneventfully, and I made it to 

Magical Materials just before the professor and a good third of the class arrived.  

Of course, those who were already seated stared at me as I entered, and there weren’t 

any seats free at the back of the classroom, so I had to feel the eyes of people burning 

into the back of my head all lesson, but at least the lesson’s focus was off individual 

power.  

When the bell rang, I didn’t wait for everyone else to leave, but scooped up my books 

and was first out the door. The classroom for Races and Religions wasn’t as easy to find 

as my first classroom had been, and I had just begun to panic when a familiar voice 

jolted my eyes from my timetable to Cale’s grinning face.  

“I win,” he said, by way of greeting.  

“Win what?” 

“The bet my friends had running, as to whether you’d return to the Academy today.” 

“Why wouldn’t I?” 



“That’s the spirit.” He snatched my timetable, and spun me around to face the 

building I had just come out of. “And you were right the first time: the boring, non-

magical classes are always in the buildings that aren’t lined with silver. This one is 

upstairs.” 

 “Oh right, I didn’t see the stairs.” 

He walked me to class and slipped a small, folded card into my hand before he pulled 

his usual disappearing act. 

“Those are the details for our session this afternoon,” he called over his shoulder, “I’ll 

tell you more at lunch.” 

	  


