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      For everyone who kept fighting.

      I’m happy you’re still here.

      I love you.
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      Tura’s stomach immediately pooled with thick, heavy dread when she stepped through the door of the plane’s cabin. Chest tightening, breath quickening, she shuffled along behind the older couple ahead of her.

      Everything would be fine. She could find her seat, close her eyes, and then she would be there.

      The walls were not really trying to suffocate her.

      The flight attendant at the head of the aisle greeted her with a smile. “Do you need help finding your seat?”

      Tura licked her lips and swallowed the thickness that had filled her throat. “Y-yes, please.”

      The flight attendant held her hand out expectantly, and it took a moment for Tura to register the intent. Handing her the ticket, she watched as the flight attendant’s eyes darted over the printed words and letters.

      Tura followed her, feeling helpless, down the narrow aisle to where she stopped and gestured to the middle seat.

      “You can just store that adorable bag of yours right up here.” She reached an arm up to press the compartment above the seats, its rounded door swinging open. “If you need anything once you get settled, just tap the button.”

      “Thank you.”

      Once the plane was in the air, Tura’s body settled and the terror of the takeoff faded. She forced herself to stare at the seat-back before her and count her breaths. A quiet part of her was grateful that the seats on either side of her remained empty. It left her with the feeling of some space when the cabin offered very little.

      She felt it at the base of her skull first. Just small little tingles and pricks along her hairline. Pulling her eyes from the seat ahead, she cast a weary glance around, taking in the other passengers. No one and nothing stood out to her, so she folded her hands in her lap and brought her focus back to her small little section of the plane.

      The tingles and pricks grew and spread until her entire body shivered and pulsed with them.

      No.

      Her head snapped up and swiveled toward the rear of the plane. Her frantic search was met with silver and gold eyes that were watching her steadily. They had been waiting for her to feel their stare, their burn.

      No.

      It couldn’t be. When she had left home, fled her mother, she had taken care to sever all connections she had to that life. To who she was.

      She had used her magic only sparingly, out of fear that it would be a beacon. That she would find her.

      Tura quickly turned and brought her chin to her chest. Her vision hazed. Everything growing fuzzy and light. Squeezing her eyes closed, she drew in a deep breath, holding it.

      A hand on her shoulder made her jump. She held in the scream that had wanted to explode from her. Trying to pull together her tattered pieces, she lifted her head to find the flight attendant that had helped her find her seat.

      “It’ll be alright. Just another fifteen minutes and we land in California,” she said.

      “T-thank you.” Tura managed a small smile.

      “Flying isn’t easy for everyone. You’ve done well.” The flight attendant flashed a quick smile before moving down the aisle.

      Tura hadn’t been able to get off of the plane fast enough. She had brought only the one small bag with her, which left her able to speed past the baggage claim and toward the parking lot.

      Almost there, almost there.

      She would be able to finally, truly breathe once she made it to the parking lot.

      So close.

      The smell of soil, fresh after a spring rain, brought her steps to a jerking, nearly tripping halt.

      “How did you find me?” She whispered the words without turning, afraid if she said them too loudly, everything would crumble and disappear around her.

      “I know where all of my children are.”
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        “Hearts will never be practical until they are made unbreakable.”

        —The Tinman, The Wizard of Oz
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      It was the smell of rot that wound its way through the storeroom of the dingy Alberto’s Curiosities and Atrocities and tickled her ankles, then creeped along her legs, reaching for her nose. The festering aroma of mold dancing with decay. Róisín McKenna’s magic flared to life inside the depths where she had pressed it down. The stone knife formed in her hand as she spun on her heels.

      Her blade rested against the throat of the intruder at the same instant their large hand covered her mouth. Panic and rage ignited inside her at the sight of their lips held in a tight line, and nostrils flaring before her. Her side twinged, then flared with heat along the scar across her rib cage.

      With her free hand, she reached for her left jacket pocket, feeling the solid weight of the item she had swiped from the glass curio case near the register. With the knowledge she had what she came for, she pulled her magic around her like a blanket and shifted away.
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      Griping the sides of the bathroom sink, Róisín grit her molars together. Twenty-four hours later, her scar still burned. Squeezing her eyes closed, she let the fresh wave of pain crash over her. As it ebbed, she lifted her sleep shirt.

      The long, jagged mark with small punctures at either side had faded quickly. There had been more marks. Ugly, red oozing things. She had been relieved to see them finally heal. Yet… this particular mark still clung to her skin.

      Witches didn’t scar. At least, that was what she was taught. Until her body had been wrapped in bindings made from osmium. Until an osmium blade had pierced her side. Until her body held the scar it shouldn’t.

      Before…

      It had been just over six years, and nothing was the same. No longer was it just the secrets of her family that left her soul marred and weary when they had been exposed. Everything she had known about witchkind, that her mother, Shasta, Lucius had known… It had all been a lie

      The first year had been filled with her hiding, learning what she could about Gea. Just trying to get a grasp on what to do next. How to do it. Staying close to Lina, but far enough that the others wouldn’t be able to find her.

      Once Lina had the twins, their lack of magic had been enough to have Shasta and Matthew backing off a little, and Róisín finally feeling able to breathe, things slowly falling into place.

      Until everything changed. Again.

      How different the witches with Earthborn magic were from the witches of the rest of the realms. In them, Róisín could feel that freedom of their untethered magic. So much like her own had become after Caid had brought her to Legianne.

      Caid…

      She leaned closer to the mirror, studying her face. The scars from her battles, new and old, those healed and smoothed over by her magic. Deeper in her heart and soul, scars marred every inch. They were the scars that pushed her forward.

      Deeper into the world of Earth’s witches. Unbound by rules or laws.

      The darkness that was allowed to roam free. Unchecked.

      As she stared back at her reflection, the dark shadows that had settled around her turquoise eyes were the only proof of what she had become.

      She had fought it, at first.

      Then they had come for her.

      For Adelia.

      Once Róisín was healed enough from that night, she’d tracked Adelia and her family down. Healed her battered body.

      Years later, Róisín was haunted by those moments in the bar, the dress shop. After.

      Could she have done more for Adelia? For all that Adelia had done for her in the seconds before chaos began, had she done enough to help Adelia in return?

      The scar at her side pulsed in time to the beat of her heart.

      She dropped her chin to her chest, the sight of her hands still at the sink edge catching her attention. The crimson that covered them as her knuckles bleached white from her grip, stretching the skin. The rivers of it that dripped from her hands, down the porcelain of the sink. Creeping, creeping, creeping toward the drain.

      Screams from that night hammered at her senses, making her flinch.

      No, it wasn’t screaming that she heard. It was shouting. Angry ones in Greek.

      Filtering in through the open window of the bedroom behind her, she could hear Mr. Pappas and Mr. Costas arguing over which shop front the bench belonged on. Again.

      “Breathe, Róisín,” she told herself. “Just. Breathe.”

      She let her eyes fall closed, then drew a breath in through her nose, holding for a count of ten, before releasing it slowly through her mouth.

      The faint smell of musk and freshly cut wood surrounded her. The ghost of lips along her neck tickled up to her jaw, sending her eyes flying open.

      Gone were the screams. The blood. The heaviness and hotness of magic in the air.

      She was in her small apartment over her tea and trinket shop in Greece. The only noise aside from her heart hammering in her ears was the argument from Mr. Pappas and Mr. Costas across the way.

      “We’ll just have Rosalie settle it for us then,” Mr. Pappas’ voice echoed up from the street.

      Rosalie. That was who she had become a few short years before.

      Not Róisín who had abandoned her family. Who had fled without a backward glance. Róisín who hid in the shadows among those in Earth’s realm. More than half of her nights spent laying awake in the latest hours, just before dawn crested the horizon, with the hurt from missing those she left behind clutching her lungs.

      She stepped away from the sink and quickly braided her auburn hair. Smoothing her hands down her front, she straightened her dress. Her reflection, her only company, mimicked the movements.

      Releasing a heavy sigh, she shook her head to expel the lingering memories and thoughts. She was running late, and her darkness had no place in a day of celebration.

      She was late for a wedding.
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      Róisín lowered herself onto a barstool and motioned for the bartender. With a nod, the bartender turned to the cooler and pulled out a beer. This had been Róisín’s routine for the last six weeks. The same bar. The same time every day. That one beer she nursed for the next three hours.

      The sigh from the stool next to her had her swinging around.

      Adelia waved to the bartender, flashing two fingers.

      Róisín lifted a brow. “Long day?”

      “You have no idea. The CEO surprised us with a visit this morning, company owners in tow.”

      Something slivered along her spine, making her straighten.

      Róisín had spent hours upon hours scouring the hidden library within the Library of Congress while awaiting the all-clear to return to Maine. Once Lina had the twins and the others returned to their realms.

      They learned more about Gea in musty books that had been buried on the bottom shelves, shoved all the way to the back. As though they had been put there to mark who she was as a cautionary tale, but also a hope, an effort to forget she existed at all.

      And, they learned about Oathkeepers, their magic. Róisín knew that to find Gea, they needed the knowledge an Oathkeeper held.

      Finding them, even just one, had been harder. Nearly a year and what felt like millions of dead-ends later, Róisín had been ready to give up. Then, what could only be attributed to Fate doing her a solid, Róisín felt something beckoning her to California.

      When she finished stocking the shelves of her small tea shop one day, she wandered a few blocks down to one of the local bars. Adelia had been at the bar, back-to the door, peeling the label off the beer bottle before her. Something deep inside Róisín had sparked to life with such an urgency, she had to cover her mouth to stifle her gasp.

      Adelia was an Oathkeeper. A witch born with the gift of knowledge, tasked with being the record keeper of time in Earth’s realm. She worked as an archivist for one of the realm’s richest, at a privately held firm.

      Once Róisín had a plan in place, at six in the evening she began her daily trek to the bar just a few blocks away from where she set up a small herbal shop in Southern California. She always chose the stool three down from where Adelia perched herself every night after work. Slowly, it was Adelia that moved down stools. Until one evening, she was next to Róisín.

      At first, Róisín had worried it was because, given the magic, Adelia knew who she was. After a week of regular conversation, Róisín could deduce that her secrets were, at the moment, safe.

      Or at least, that was her belief until just a few days ago.

      “You’re not from this realm, are you?” Adelia asked, before draining the rest of her drink.

      Róisín’s eyes darted around the bar before settling on Adelia. “No.” Her voice came out barely above a whisper. “I fled my home for fear of my safety.”

      “That’s how my family ended up here,” Adelia said, an understanding in her pale blue eyes. Her blonde hair tumbled over her shoulders as she yanked the tie that had held it in a tidy bun. “My great-great-great-grandparents left Baijiola at the start of their civil war. We’ve been here since.”

      “Unfortunately, Baijiola isn’t any different today,” Róisín said.

      Adelia lifted her gaze from her fresh drink. “You’re from there?”

      The way the woman’s eyes narrowed on her, really taking her in for the first time since they had started talking that first night, made Róisín’s magic stir inside her.

      She stretched the truth, testing Adelia’s magic. “Not from there, but I lived there.”

      Adelia didn’t blink. White had shifted into the blue of her irises. Magic awakening. “I’ve heard from others Baijiola has found peace.”

      Had it? What had happened in the years since that day in Talista? Had Troy taken a different path than Henry? He wouldn’t even entertain the idea of seeing her when she and Lily had been there. Yet, she had wanted to hope that things, despite Gea, had gotten better for the realms.

      Adelia’s voice broke Róisín from her thoughts and memories. “You should go home, Rose.”

      “What? Why?” Róisín’s magic moved, like a hand, toward her heart. To the space next to it.

      “They know.” Adelia dropped her voice low. “They followed me here today. They think I don’t know, but—“ She kept her face toward Róisín. Only her eyes moved across the bar.

      The group looked like they had just rolled in from a day in the office. Just like everyone else in the bar. It was the energy pulsing off them that made them different. Even from the other witches that were present. Even from Adelia.

      “I’ve always known who you were, Rose,” Adelia said.

      “Then why didn’t you say anything?” Róisín struggled to keep her attention on the bottle on the bar top before her.

      “Because you looked lost. Like you needed a friend. I don’t know your story, how you ended up here or what brought you here. I only know your magic. And that group, they’re evil.” She gave a slight nod toward them. “I’m ashamed to admit that I don’t work for good people. But I have a family and the money is good.” She reached out and placed one of her hands over Róisín’s. “You should go. The stock room at the back has an emergency exit, but it’s not alarmed. I’ll hang out here for a bit, so it looks like you’re just going to the restroom. Get to the alley and shift the hell out of here. Okay?”

      Róisín nodded, disappointment rushing over her like a wave. Her shoulders sagged, knowing she would have to start over again. Find another Oathkeeper. Gain their trust to learn how to find Gea. “Are you going to be okay? They won’t…?”

      “They never approached me for information. They have just been lurking around me all day.” She motioned for another drink from the bartender. “Fools forget who I am. I’ve got an alarm set on my phone to sound like an incoming text. In ten minutes, it’ll go off. Hopefully, you’re long gone by then. I’ll get our tabs because something came up, and you had to go. Then I’ll go. I haven’t looked their way or acknowledged them, so I can play dumb should something come up tomorrow.”

      “Adelia, I’m sorry. I should have⁠—“

      “You’ve run from something. You’re trying to start new. To heal and find peace. Don’t be sorry. Just go. Before they take that chance from you.” She gave Róisín a small smile.

      “Thank you,” Róisín said and slipped from the stool.

      She made it three steps before everything went black.
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      It was a searing pain around her chest that brought her tumbling back into consciousness. The more she came to, the more the rest of her body hurt. Her shoulders, her wrists. She tried to pull them down to her sides, but they wouldn’t move. Her head fell back, hitting something solid, and she pushed her eyelids open. Eyes trailing upward along her arms. She had been bound to a post of some kind.

      “Ah, lookie, lookie who’s awake,” a gruff male voice said.

      Her head lolled forward. What was wrong with her? Why couldn’t she move? Why couldn’t her magic heal her?

      “I guess that makes the next bit a little more fun. Our siphon got a little…” The black-haired man that stood before her let his gray eyes wander along her body. “Hung up and is running a tad late.”

      She moved her lips, trying to speak.

      “He prefers his witches knocked out.” The man walked around her, hands clasped behind his back. “But we like a show, don’t we, boys?”

      A hum of agreement chorused around the room they were in.

      Róisín squinted, looking around. It was the group from the bar. What had happened? How⁠—

      “Adelia tried her best, bless her heart,” he said. “She’ll be handled however her employer sees fit.”

      “Don’t…” Was the only word Róisín rasped out. She tried to move again. Willed her magic to rise. Again. Each time, something sharp prodded her. Letting her chin fall to her chest, she saw she was wrapped in a barbed material.

      “Struggling is pointless against the osmium.”

      When Róisín lifted her head, she found the man standing almost against her. His mouth curved into a wicked grin. “Look at what it’s doing to that pretty skin of yours.” His eyes were bright on her face as he stroked a finger over her collarbone, and she fought the urge to shiver. Fought her mind from going back to Madigan’s thrall and what he had done to her.

      Pressure began building inside her. Pulsing at the base of her spine.

      “I thought I told you I didn’t want her awake,” a new voice snapped out. Their words punctuated by a door slamming closed. A tall man with light brown hair stepped into the light. He studied Róisín with dark eyes as he undid his cufflinks.

      The pressure within became more intense, joined now by the feel of fire inside her. Her skin grew tight, and she tried to adjust her position against the feel, only to be filled with blinding pain from her binds.

      “And how the hell do we keep a witch this powerful knocked out? You’re lucky the binds are holding her.” The black-haired man stepped aside. “You have little time. Take the magic as she is now, or we’re all fucked.”

      The other man had moved close enough now that Róisín could smell his aftershave and the faint aroma of sex. Her chest heaved and her stomach clenched as she tried to swallow the gag that worked up her throat.

      He reached out and hooked a finger under her chin. “This won’t hurt. Much.”

      The slimy touch was met with laughter from the men in the room. Her fear, anger, concern all roiled within her. Reaching its breaking point, the pressure inside her pushed outward. And Róisín’s magic exploded.
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      Róisín took the mauve colored bow from the vanity and eyed it.

      “Do I have to, Aunt Ro?” Abigail’s small face twisted in disgust. “It’s so… ugly.”

      “Well, do you want to be in Uncle Wyatt’s wedding or not?”

      Abigail sighed, her shoulders slumping. “Dammit.”

      Róisín’s brows shot up, and she coughed, hiding a laugh. “Excuse me?”

      Abigail was only six, but she was already so much like Lina that Róisín couldn’t help the smile that quickly split her face. She was feisty and fierce about everything. While Lina wrestled Sloane, Abigail’s brother, into a tuxedo in his bedroom, Róisín had been tasked with helping Abigail do her hair.

      Returning to Maine always left her with mixed feelings. Joy, love, heartbreak, and sadness. Grief. It slipped from her heart, down her arm, tugging at her hand, trying to pull her under.

      Róisín had given the house to Lina when it had become clear their house on the hill was far too small for a family of four and all that accompanied it. As she twisted the bow in her hand, it was hard to focus as the memories of before nearly broke through the wall she had erected before shifting that morning.

      Clearing her throat, she parted Abigail’s deep chestnut colored hair into sections for the French braid. “I’ll let that one slide.”

      Abigail’s face brightened. “You’re the best aunt ever.”

      “I’m your only aunt,” Róisín said pointedly.

      “How goes it in here?” Lina asked as she whisked Sloane into the room. “Oh, Abby, that dress is adorable on you!”

      “I don’t want to be adorable.” She scowled at her mother.

      Lina leaned closer so that their noses nearly touched. “You’re six, so you will have to suffer being adorable.” Then, with her index finger, she tapped Abigail’s nose. “Same goes for you,” she said over her shoulder to Sloane.

      “Is Uncle Wyatt going to be wearing one of these things?” Sloane looked down at the tuxedo. “I don’t get why I couldn’t just wear my nice Carhartts.”

      Róisín and Lina looked at one another. Róisín’s heart gave a heavy thud in her chest. Lina pulled her lips between her teeth.

      It had been a remark that could have easily slipped from Caid’s lips. Paired with the fact that Sloane, unlike Abigail, had Lina and Caid’s sand-blond hair and hazel eyes. Every day they were reminded of how deep that scar had been carved on their lives.

      “Yes, Uncle Wyatt is wearing a tux. So is your dad,” Róisín said, stepping in for Lina.

      “This is stupid,” Sloane said under his breath.

      “So stupid.” Abigail agreed with a roll of her eyes.

      Lina groaned. “It’s for barely an hour, you two. After the ceremony, Leslie said you could change if you wanted. Put a change of clothes in the bag on the kitchen counter. That bag will also stay locked inside my car until after the ceremony and photos are done. So don’t even try it.” She squinted her eyes at the twins. “You two need to get going and get to the venue now. Your shoes are downstairs. Go put them on, your father is waiting.”

      With their chins down, the twins stomped down the stairs. Lina turned to Róisín and placed a hand on her forearm.

      “You good?” She asked.

      “They make it easier.” Róisín relaxed her shoulders and tipped her head toward the door.

      “They’re fun, and absolutely exhausting. How long are you staying?”

      “I’ll stay for some of the reception, but I have deliveries coming for the shop that I need to sign for.”

      Lina lifted a brow. “Is that an excuse?”

      “No.” Her answer came a little too quickly, and she knew it. “I have a delivery, yes.” She squeezed her eyes closed. “Dammit, Lina.”

      “Róisín.” Lina sighed loudly, then her arms were around Róisín in a tight embrace. “Have you at least made any progress?”

      “I found it.” Róisín kept her eyes on Lina and swallowed hard.

      Lina held up her hands, her eyes wide. “Oh. Oh, shit. You did? Now what? Are you okay? Did anything happen? Did⁠—“

      “Stop.” Róisín put her hands on her friend’s shoulders and gave them a firm squeeze. “I’m fine. It was an in-and-out thing.” Sort of. She hadn’t accounted for the visitor. However, that would be handled at a different time.

      Lina scoffed. “Why do I not believe you?”

      Róisín blinked at her.

      “I knew it!” Lina threw her hands up.

      “I’m fine, Lina.”

      Lina pulled her bottom lip between her teeth, her hazel eyes darting over Róisín’s face. She let out a heavy sigh, her shoulder dropping. “Now what?”

      “Now, I use the piece to either find her or get a lead on her.”

      Lina’s mouth opened and closed as she struggled for words. Then a loud bark of laughter exploded out of her. “Just like that, huh?”

      “In an ideal situation, it’ll bring me right to her. But…” Róisín felt defeat settle into her bones. Trying to escape the feeling, she moved toward the door, Lina following.

      “Can’t we just—“ Lina snapped her fingers. The motion caused a spark, then a flame to ignite between the digits.

      “Fucking Hells.” Róisín stopped and blinked up at the ceiling. “I regret everything I ever taught you once your magic came.”

      Lina stopped at the top of the stairs and faced her. A wide grin split her face. “No, you don’t. But I know you regret teaching Sloane how to shift. As much as I regret letting you teach him.”

      Róisín covered her nose and mouth in time to stifle her snort. “If I’d known he was going to use it to scare the shit out of you and Thomas all the time, I’d have waited. Only a year or two, though.”

      When Lina’s magic had come crashing through her, they had both been terrified it would set off a chain reaction that would bring Helen, along with the others, back to Maine. Two years before, Sloane and Abigail had been wrestling in their treehouse in the backyard, getting too near the stairway where they had forgotten to close the hatch door.

      Their fall, Lina’s panic at seeing them spill from the treehouse, had been enough to wake the magic in all three of them. It took Lina four days to call Róisín and tell her what had happened. She confessed she had waited only because she feared what it would mean for Róisín.

      Several months had passed before they settled. Their fear and worry receding when no one arrived.

      “We’re going to have to move around, aren’t we?” Lina asked suddenly.

      Róisín hooked an arm around Lina’s waist and started down the stairs with her. “You’ll be fine here for the kids to finish school. Even for a bit after. If cloaking wasn’t so exhausting, I could show you , but that’s a lot of magic.”

      “And magic smells,” Lina said.

      “Mom! Abby won’t give me my shoe back!” Sloane’s shouts came from the front of the house.

      Lina made a half-choking, half-growling sound. “I did this to myself. I did this to myself.”

      “But they’re fun,” Róisín reminded her.

      “Sometimes they’re fun. Right now? I’m just praying they don’t ruin Wyatt and Leslie’s wedding.”

      “They’ll be fine.” She patted Lina’s shoulder. “Standing on opposite sides of the room from one another.”

      “Shows how well you know your niece and nephew.” Lina rubbed her temples. “They’ll find a way, trust me.”

      The twins found several ways to annoy their mother, while also entertaining the wedding guests. Róisín sat at the back, on Wyatt’s side, as close to the aisle as she could get with her hand covering her mouth for most of the service to hide her grin or stifle her chuckles at the antics. To be so young and carefree.

      She couldn’t help but think of how she would goad Matthew when were children. Her heart gave a sharp beat, and she brought a hand to her chest. So many times she had wanted to reach out to him, to make sure he was okay. To let him know she was okay.

      But, to open that door would mean opening the door to everything. And she couldn’t go back. Maybe someday, but not yet. She still had to finish this. Whatever this was.

      The heat of a stare had her lifting her head and shoving down the emotions that had swamped her. She scanned the audience, then the wedding party. All eyes were focused on the bride and groom. Or Abigail, who was currently sticking her tongue out at Sloane.

      Thomas reached out and brought his arm around Sloane’s shoulders, tucking him against his side. The corner of his mouth moved as he spoke to Sloane. On the other side, Lina was doing the same with Abigail. Abigail’s shoulders rose and fell with a shrug, her eyes rolling to the ceiling before she nodded to Lina. An agreement apparently reached between the two.

      Before she could lean into the aisle to see Sloane’s face, the prodding of eyes tickled the back of her neck again, making her pulse flutter against her neck.

      Her heart picked up into a gallop. The magic within her stirred, ready. She needed to get out of there. Catching Lina’s eye, she gestured toward the door. Lina’s brows furrowed, and she lifted a hand, her thumb pointing upward and her eyes darting across the way to the groom and his party before returning to Lina.

      Róisín returned the thumbs up, flashing a quick smile. Then, she slipped from the room.
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          Six years ago

        

      

    

    
      Every noise, every sensation, everything was too much. Her body hummed and vibrated, her magic begging, pleading to be released. To try again and make it right. Gritting her teeth, Róisín accepted that the only place she could go was to Legianne.

      It would be the place they would least expect her to go.

      It would buy her time.

      Time to try, just one more time, to heal Caid.

      Time to break the connections with the others.

      Time to… Rage flared inside of her as she thought of the Goddess and what she had learned.

      It all circled back to her own fate, to the fact that Róisín hadn’t been meant to live. That she had been destined to be sealed within the darkness with the monsters that dwelled there, thriving off of torturing the vilest witches for eternity.

      Sealed within the darkness with Aoife. With Madigan.

      As she lay Caid’s body on a bed in the cottage that was to be her mother’s, then hers in Wurbray, just steps from the Coven manor, she thought of Madigan’s words. What he had said about the Seer. The Goddess.

      Hydrangea de Oro. Gea. She hated the way the name tasted in her mouth.

      A mere pretender. Hungry for power and control, just as Aoife had been. Mildred. Henry. Frederick. Despite Madigan’s words, even he wanted that taste of power as the side dish to revenge and getting the Seer, his parent, freed.

      She stroked a hand through Caid’s hair, now stiff in places from the dried blood in it. Her fingers brushed his cheek. The absence of his warmth made her entire being shout with violent rage.

      Finally, she let her magic free. It flowed through her, caressing her veins and filling her.

      She moved her shaking hands, placing one at his broad chest, the other to the mangled skin where his neck met his shoulder. Closing her eyes, she danced with her magic. Felt its warm sunshine fall into step with her. It reached from her fingertips to him. The rest of her magic moved through her to keep the balance, to keep her going.

      Life reached deeper and deeper within Caid. Reaching, reaching, reaching, yet finding nothing to grasp hold of.

      Tears, fat and hot, rolled down her cheeks, splashing onto his blood-soaked T-shirt. Her breath quaked. Slowly, she opened her eyes, trying to hold on to any sliver of hope she could grasp.

      Her magic had knitted his flesh, leaving a scar just above his collarbone.

      Yet, his eyes remained closed. His skin was still cold and graying. His chest remained still.

      Her eyes burned as she watched it.

      “Breathe. Please, breathe.”

      When her vision blurred, she finally blinked, reality stealing her breath until spots danced before her eyes.

      She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t save him. Couldn’t bring him back.

      A thought wrapped in darkness slammed into her mind. What good was her life magic if it had limits?

      Something cold slithered up her spine. It wrapped around her. When it reached her heart, she could only suck in a quiet gasp as a strange calmness settled over her.

      Her mind cleared. A small piece of her soul fractured, then disintegrated. Rising from the bed, she straightened her ruined gala dress and smoothed her knotted hair. Simmering beneath the cold calm, something dark with teeth and claws took shape.

      And a plan formed.
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      Róisín crept to the back door of Lina’s house. She hadn’t dared go to her own. Not only for fear of who may wait there, but the memories it held. The raw pain that would forever cut deep. Pulling her phone from her back pocket, she sent a text.

      “I’m in the back. Urgent.”

      Seconds later, Lina’s back door opened.

      “Róisín?” Lina whisper shouted. “No lights?”

      “No. Please, no lights.”

      “Then you need to come to me. I’m blind as a bat without my contacts.”

      Róisín slowly maneuvered around the grill and a chair next to the door. “Thank you.”

      “For?”

      “Your discretion.”

      “Stop with the formalities. Right now.” She snapped her fingers. “Get in here.” The door made a scuffing sound as Lina slid it open. “Look, I don’t have magic, but I have vibes. Something is screaming shit, fuck, this isn’t good.”

      “Lina,” Róisín’s breath caught in her throat and she couldn’t finish.

      Lina snapped a lamp on and slapped a hand over her mouth just in time to stifle her scream for what she saw, making Róisín wince.

      Róisín had been riding on the new adrenaline rush that had flooded her body and only half thinking rationally. Her mind wouldn’t stop chanting to her that Lina needed to know, that Lina needed to be protected.

      “Are you okay? Where’s Caid? What happened?” Lina put her hands on her stomach and sat. 

      This was a mistake. I should have waited to come here.

      “I... Lina... Caid…” The steel that had formed in place of the cold inside of her cracked. In the slightest of whispers, Róisín managed the words, “Caid’s gone.”

      Lina’s eyes grew round. Her hand went back to her mouth just as her chin quivered. “He’s?”

      Róisín could only nod.

      The howl that Lina released broke Róisín all over again. A fresh wave of pain slammed into her with brutal force, leaving her gasping as it rolled and tugged her insides in every direction. She stumbled to where Lina sat and took her in her arms. Together, they rocked and cried.

      “I’d burn the realms for you, Kincaid McGrath.”

      “Róisín.” Lina gripped her tighter. “What happened? We have to do something. The others? Do they know? Do⁠—“

      “They know.” She tried to breathe through the words. “But you can’t let them know I’ve been here.”

      Lina straightened, wiping her face. Beneath her knotted brows, her eyes searched Róisín’s face. “What do you mean? What’s going on?”

      “I...” she lowered her eyes. “After it happened, I left. No. We left. And I… I severed my connections with the others.”

      “Wait. Are you on the lam?” Lina blinked.

      Róisín frowned. “Isn’t that when you’re on the run from the police?”

      Lina shrugged.

      “I’m not on the run. I-I can’t give them anymore. I’ve lost too much.” Róisín chest tightened, and she ground her teeth together. “There are things I need to do now, without them.”

      “Can’t you just say you’re done? Come back home to us?”

      Come back home to us. Was it still home without Caid?

      “It’s not that easy, Lina.” She scrubbed a hand over her face.

      Lina took Róisín’s hands, her voice steady even though her face still glistened with tears. “Then what do we do?”

      “Oh, no,” Róisín shook her head. “No. We do nothing. You need to focus on the babies. That’s the most important thing right now.” She lifted her hand to her chest, trying to rub away the heaviness that had settled there. What about her? What exactly did she think she could do on her own?

      Burn the realms, a voice whispered inside of her. Save what’s left.

      On her own? Could she?

      “Never travel to your destination angry. If you do, you’ll never arrive where it is you wish to be,” Lucius had told her once when she had come to the manor to train with Brent after a fight with her mother.

      She wasn’t angry. She was broken. Her heart, her mind, her everything. That had to be different.

      No, she could admit she was filled with an anger like she never knew herself capable of. Her elemental magic throbbed at her fingertips. Fire begged to be released, to seek the cause of her brokenness. To avenge.

      “I need time,” Róisín said finally. She may not care what happens to herself next, but there was Lina, and soon, the twins. Caid would never forgive her for letting something happen to them. She could never forgive herself. “Then I need to figure out how to do what I need to do next.”

      “I can help if you let me,” Lina said.

      “Lina.”

      She groaned and rolled her eyes. “Okay, fine. What do I do when Helen comes back?”

      “This—“ She pointed to Lina, then herself. “Needs to stay between us.” She pulled Lina into her arms, hugging her tightly. “Give me a few days to get things sorted. I’ll find a way to communicate with you so we can,” she trembled, “with his…”

      “I don’t like this,” Lina whispered into her hair. “You can’t do this on your own, Róisín.”

      Róisín looked around the house. “I have to. At least this part of it. I’ve already been here too long. Helen will smell my magic when she comes back.”

      “Then get the hell out of here.” Lina waved her toward the door. “I’ll dig out all of my candles and open all the windows. Maybe I can smother it and convince her you haven’t been here in a while.”

      Róisín wanted to smile. Her heart wouldn’t let her. “I love you, Lina.”

      “I love you too.” She brushed a kiss against her cheek.
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      Róisín slipped away to the Rose Valley first. The last time she had been there, it had been with Caid. His words from that day brushed her ears as she fell to her knees on the dirt between the rose-colored wheat stalks.

      “I could see the pain, the sadness when you started telling me about this place. It’s not that anymore.”

      She fell forward, her fingers digging into the soil, her magic demanding release.

      Róisín sat back on her heels, freeing the scream that had been building inside her, begging for release before it destroyed her. She screamed until the sound became ragged, hoarse, then faded away to nothing. Collapsing, her chest heaved as her lungs gulped in air.

      She gave herself just a moment longer before shifting back to Legianne. In the cottage’s kitchen, she closed her eyes and willed her heart to calm. Slowly, a barbed wire wrapped around it, each barb pressing, piercing.

      “I think something else was here.”

      She sucked in a sharp breath, holding it until her lungs protested. Giving the idea time to take shape and grow roots before she released her breath. The barbs slackened their pinch on her heart.

      Róisín turned on her heel and walked from the cottage, marching toward the Nianti Field.

      The idea would either kill her or change nothing. It could be something else and at that moment, she took that chance in her hands and clung to it.
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          Now

        

      

    

    
      Matthew McArthur had willed his magic to his hands, relieved to feel the heat at them just as the armored bone soldier appeared in the fog, its sword arched high. The blast of fire disintegrated the armor, the skeletal mouth dropping open in a silent shout.

      He whirled, his hands wrapped in flames and his anger burning just as hot. They were both going home. He didn’t care what Lucius had said. There had to be a way.

      “No!” He shouted just as another soldier drove its short sword into Lucius’s stomach. “Dad!”

      Pushing his legs to move forward, he raced toward where Lucius had dropped to his knees. His blood-covered hands were pressed over the wound.

      “Dad!” Matthew shouted again, jerking upright so quickly he toppled his desk chair back, sending himself sprawling across the floor of Lucius’s study.

      His study now, he had to remind himself as he rolled to his side. The dream, no, memory of his last moments in Aunellion clung tightly to his edges. Covering his face, he slammed his eyes closed. He gasped against his palms, his breath hot and chest heavy as it grew tighter.

      Six years. It had been almost a decade since he lost his father.

      Then Caid.

      Then Róisín.

      The wave slammed over him, and he choked out a sob. How had everything changed so much, so quickly? It was as though he had never had a chance. None of them had a chance.

      His magic brushed the frayed end of the tether that had been forged that day in the ravine behind Róisín’s house when they had first faced Madigan. Then it found the twin, the tether Coven leaders held with one another, made when he had inherited the position just hours before she broke it.

      Where are you?

      It seemed to be a question Matthew asked into the current nothingness daily. Where had Róisín gone? How could they truly not find her?

      Where was his family? The one that he had seen on trips to Earth’s realm with his mother.

      The boy who barked and splashed in the creeks. Jackson. The boy and place that had not been a hallucination, but a memory. He was sure of it.

      How had he and Lily been unable to find them?

      It was loneliness that gathered his hands and pulled them from his face, leaving him laying on his side, staring through the tears into the room.

      “Matthew?” Lily’s voice came from the doorway.

      The door had just squeaked closed when he found his voice. “Down here,” he said gruffly.

      A moment later, Lily was kneeling before him, her amber and gold eyes soft as they darted over his face. “I love you, Matthew. I know you want to find them.” She reached out and smoothed his red hair from his face before cupping his cheek. “But you need to take a pause. Just for a bit.”

      He pushed himself up from the floor, rising to his full height. “I can’t, Lily. I need to find them.” He looked down at the desk strewn with papers from the files Lucius had hidden away. The files that filled him with more questions with each page he read. “This must have been how she felt. Back when this all started.”

      “Who?” Lily looked down at the desk. “Your mother?”

      “No, Róisín. After she started reading her mother’s journals and the books from her family. You could see how it wore at her, bit by bit. After over a century of knowing someone,” he shrugged, “you see even the smallest of changes.”

      “We’ll find the Burkes, Matthew. All of them. Not just the ones your mother went to in Earth’s realm.”

      He wanted to believe her. Yet, he had been unable to hold tight to any sliver of hope after so many dead ends.

      It hadn’t helped that they continued to get pulled away to help with the developing refugee situation stemming from Shianshani.

      It never ends. Now that it was started, it will never end.

      Matthew pressed a palm to a stack of papers. Something in his gut told him that this was a part of it. If they could just find his damned family, he would have his answers.

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “You needed me for something?” He asked quietly.

      “What I need from you, Matthew McArthur…” She turned to him and brought her arms around his waist. “Is to come sit at the table with me and eat dinner. Then take a walk with me through the gardens. Maybe rub my feet after?”

      His eyes tracked the movement of his hand as it brushed through her strawberry blond strands, sweeping them over her shoulder. “How about instead of rubbing your feet, you join me for an extravagant bubble bath, my lady?”

      Her eyes danced with a hint of red and her cheeks turned a light shade of pink.

      “Lily.” He let his voice drop to a low, deep, near growl when he said her name. “After all that we’ve done, you still,” he brushed the back of his hand over her cheek, “blush when I want our bodies to come together?” He leaned closer, dropping his head so that his lips hovered at her ear. “Is it so hard to believe that I want you, still?”

      The sound of her swallow and quickened breath shot straight into him, and he felt his cock stir in his pants.

      “I just, oh Hells, I’m ridiculous. Is that what you want to hear?”

      His hand settled at the side of her neck, his thumb stroking a lazy line down the center of her throat. “I won’t tolerate anyone calling you ridiculous. Even yourself.” He pulled his gaze from her throat to her face. “I love you, Lily. You’re an amazing, incredible woman who is so endlessly confident with that brain of yours, I wish I could do something so that you’d feel the same about the rest of you.”

      The way she stroked her hands over his chest, up, then down, his skin lit with euphoric tingles.

      “I would be a dangerous woman should I become,” her hands hovered at the waistband of his jeans, “too confident.”

      “Never,” he whispered, not daring to move.

      “I guess we could do that bubble bath,” she said. Her index finger drawing a circle around the silver tab button. “However, I’d like to make an adjustment to our evening plans.”

      “Oh?” The word sounded like it had been strangled out of him, and he suddenly felt fifteen again.

      She hummed and slid the tab through the hole, letting the top of his jeans fall open. “Could we start with that bath?”

      That was all he needed to hear. He bent and scooped her into his arms, chuckling when she shrieked in surprise. She brought her arms around his neck and rested her head against his shoulder. Her contented sigh filled him with a warmth he’d never get used to. She was his sunrise coming over the horizon to drive out the dark.
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      Lina watched the white rabbit bounce along the tree line, Abigail hot on its trail.

      “I’ll beat you someday, rabbit,” she yelled, pumping her arms faster.

      For a moment, Lina’s breath caught in her throat.

      “And a pompous rabbit, is?”

      The memory brushed along her mind and the sound of her brother’s smooth, deep voice tickled her ear. An ache in her soul over what had happened was determined to never be soothed. The crack that still ran down the center of her heart  as a companion that would always be there.

      Shaking the emotions away, she shoved open the patio door and lifted her voice. “Abigail Commons, you leave David alone. Come inside, all of you, it’s lunchtime!”

      Guilt prickled along her spine like nettle on her skin as David hopped behind the twins, making a path for the house. Lina hadn’t told Róisín that he had remained. She told Róisín what David had said about her family’s Coven and the Jordbrand family. It had seemed helpful at first with Róisín’s search. They had used it as a starting point. However, it hadn’t taken long for the information to lead them to a dead end.

      She set the sandwiches on the table for the twins and placed a bowl of berries on the floor for David.

      “I thought I told you to hide when we had company?” Lina asked David, pulling her thoughts away from the jumbled mess of her mind.

      He shifted onto his haunches, tilting his head to one side. “I remained in the woods when they were here for the wedding.”

      “Sitting behind the lowest part of the leaf pile is not the woods, David. You were being nosy.” She scolded him like he was one of her own and wanted to giggle at the way he tugged one of his ears between his paws. “Do you have any idea how much shit I’ll be in if she sees you? Especially after this long? She thinks you’re gone.”

      “I, I should be gone. I shouldn’t be able to be here any longer.”

      Lina straightened, glancing at the twins. They sat across from one another, currently bickering about who was the fastest.

      “In the living room, now,” she hissed. Once they were away from the kids, she pointed a finger at him. “Tell me everything, now. Why was my brother so pissed off at you that day Shasta had us go to that island?”

      “Kincaid was unhappy with me?” The shock in his tone caught Lina off guard. She had been sure that David had known Caid was mad at him. That they had fought or something. She hadn’t known why Caid had been ready to skewer David that day, but she saw the anger in his eyes as he had watched him hop toward the house.

      “He was ready to have you for stew. Now, I don’t know whether he liked you, but I could see it clear as hell that day. He was livid.”

      David was quiet, his body eerily still.

      “David?” She waved a hand before him.

      “Perhaps…”

      “Perhaps, what?” She snapped harshly.

      “That day here with Róisín. She had questions for me. We could not finish our conversation before Kincaid arrived, followed by you.”

      Lina blinked. The day she had first felt Caid’s arrival. Some sort of tugging inside of her that urged her to Róisín’s house that day. She had come in, finding Caid standing at the patio door, a look of helplessness and pain etched in the lines of his face.

      “She sprinted to the house, I remember.” Lina nodded. “What did you two talk about?”

      “Róisín asked who sent me here for her, so I told her. I may have also slipped when I confessed I had always known Kincaid wasn’t human.”

      Both of Lina’s hands flew up to cover her mouth, quieting the loud gasp that had risen from her before it passed her lips. From behind her hands, she said, “You knew he was a witch?”

      “I did,” David whispered.

      “Did you…” She let her hands fall from her face. “Did you know about me? The kids?”

      “No. It was strange. I felt nothing in your presence, and nothing after the children were born.”

      Resting her elbows on her knees, she held her hand between her hands. She blinked down at the rug at her feet. “Who sent you here?”

      “Sister Future. She was the guide to secure Present’s loom for Past to preserve for eternity.”

      Lina closed her eyes and sighed. Riddles. David was talking in riddles. “Can you speak it plain to me?”

      “The Sisters of Fate’s looms all have different purposes. Sister Future’s sees how certain things will impact the present time in all the realms for the witchkind. She is tasked with tracking the”—his ears twitched—“ingredients, so to speak. Should something spoil and cause severe harm to the present, she can then snip it from the loom. It will appear in Past’s loom for her to, I guess you would call it glue into place so that it cannot be undone.”

      Lina’s body fell back into the cushions, her mind whirring with dozens of thoughts. “Future is a meddler, is what you’re saying.”

      “No. Future may not meddle. She can only guide.”

      “Wait.” Lina shot upright. “If Future snips the threads or whatever from her loom so that something doesn’t happen — why the fuck didn’t she chop the shit out of Madigan’s line before things got so out of hand that my brother had his throat ripped out?” When David said nothing, she surged to her feet and drove her hands into her hair.

      “The Goddess did not know about Kincaid,” David sat.

      Slowly, Lina dropped her head to look down at him. She had helped Róisín sort through the stacks of old books, mapping timelines with note after note about Gea de Oro. Magic may still feel foreign to her, but she knew one thing: the Goddess was a twisted bitch bent on doing whatever was needed to hold on to her power. “If she didn’t know about him, then how? Shit.” Her hands flew to her mouth. “It was supposed to be Róisín, wasn’t it? David!” She stomped a foot. “Don’t be a piece of shit right now or I will cut you to bits and serve you to my family for dinner tonight.”

      He took a slight hop backward. “Future, she… she tried,” his voice broke. “It was never supposed to be this way.”

      “Mom?” Sloane stood in the doorway, his hazel eyes darting between her to David.

      It took Lina several seconds to pull her burning stare from David.

      “Can Abby and I go over to the Stanford’s house? Casey and Marissa are here this weekend.”

      Lina wanted to scream, to cry, to punch through a wall. Everything felt too loud and too much. She couldn’t tell Róisín anything that David had said, or else she would know. There was no way that Lina could justify the massive secret she had kept over the last six years. Just as she knew that once that trust between her and Róisín was broken…

      “Yes,” she said to Sloane, then looking beyond him to where Abigail stood chewing her bottom lip. “But the both of you better be home by five for dinner.”

      With a whoop, Sloane skipped to the front door, followed by Abigail.

      “Mom?” Abigail paused halfway through the front door. “Are you okay? Is Aunt Ro okay?”

      Lina deflated. Her anger and fear fleeing her body so quickly, she dropped heavily onto the cushion behind her. “We’re all alright, honey. But hey, do me a favor? Don’t grow up. Being an adult sucks.”

      Abigail watched her for a moment and then seemed to decide the answer was acceptable. “I don’t want to grow up because I don’t want to pay bills.” Then she was gone.

      Lina brought her eyes back to David. “Alright, rabbit, I’m seeing why my brother called you pompous that day. Spill your guts about this whole thing, or I’ll literally spill your guts. Start with why you said you shouldn’t be able to be here anymore.”

      David’s voice was like air when he spoke. “Because Sister Future is missing, and so is her magic.”
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      King. Marcelo Dionomis had donned the crown for just over one year before being able to toss it aside and be free of the burden. They had been the longest months of his life.

      In the aftermath of everything falling apart, the realm had voiced its full backing of change. Everyone, right down to those who benefitted from their positions in court.

      His first act, the easiest stone to pull from the pile and break, had been rescinding the dress code laws within the wall.

      Everyone had celebrated the moment. Their long outdated clothes demarcating their status piled into a heap and set aflame. As everyone sung songs of freedom and hope, their feet pounded around the courtyard while they danced in their modern attire.

      The wall had come next. It had been surprisingly easy. In just two months’ time, the innermost part of Talista had been exposed to the life that it had been hidden from for nearly a century. Automobiles, technology, progress had been welcomed into the castle with insatiable hunger.

      The laws regarding witches, the titles they were allowed, the positions they could hold, who they could hold a relationship with had been considerably easier to shift to equality than it had been for Marcelo to disseminate the laws regarding divorce, and eliminating the laws that dictated who could and couldn’t love openly.

      However, he had gritted his teeth and dug his heels in. He would not dismantle the monarchy until he had the laws passed
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