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      Grey was gone and Win was not coping well.

      It wasn’t supposed to be like this.  They were soulmates, they should have been together, but with the witch council closing in and no one really sure what would happen if they got their hands on Grey, he’d had to leave.  For both their sakes.

      But now Win’s magic was sick and the fate of Crescent Isle was in jeopardy.  She needed Grey, needed him at her side so they could make this right.

      But Grey wasn’t so sure that was the answer.

      

      *This is book three of a trilogy and it is strongly advised to read the books in order.
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      I hid in the shadows and watched the house. I didn’t want to be anywhere near here, but I had no choice. I’d been watching the witch right up until he disappeared. I thought I knew where he went, but I couldn’t be sure, and I couldn’t go there myself to find out. I was decidedly persona non grata on the island, not that I was keen to go back there anytime soon. Regret, anger, and heartache were the only things waiting for me on Crescent Isle, and I had no desire to willingly face those.

      So, here I was, watching a house and contemplating how I was going to get the information I needed. The one thing I knew unequivocally was the witch in that house knew where the witch I had been tracking was, and I would have to confront her…as much as I was hoping it wasn’t necessary.

      The door opened, and I straightened.

      He was there, on the porch, leaving her house.

      How the fuck did he get there without me seeing him? How did he get back on the mainland without my spies being alerted? I had people watching the airports and the docks. I even had someone watching Oak Grove House because I knew there was a portal there. But more perplexing was, I’d been watching this house for hours. No one had come in or out of it since the witch got home. I’d been tailing her too, in the hopes she’d lead me to him.

      The male witch turned and looked in my direction. I was hidden in the shadows. He couldn’t possibly see me and yet I felt his eyes brush over me as if it were broad daylight instead of the middle of the night and practically pitch black. I edged deeper into the shadows, and when I blinked, he was gone.

      I stepped into the street, leaving the shadows behind. Where the fuck had he disappeared to? Magic whispered over my skin, and I thought I saw the shadows move behind me.

      It couldn’t be…could it?

      It was the reason I’d been tasked with spying on him, but I hadn’t really believed it. He’d been uten, a null. That’s what I’d been told after his parents died. The boy had negligible magic, they would bind what little magic he had, and they would place him with a null family.  That had been the plan.

      Apparently, I’d been lied to. The only witch capable of disappearing into the night was a skyggeheks or a lettheks. The rumour was he was a skyggeheks, a shadow witch, and I hadn’t really believed it. Now I didn’t know what to think.

      But the woman in the house knew. It meant revealing myself, and I didn’t exactly know what the consequences of that would be. According to the general heks population, I was dead, and I would prefer for it to stay that way. But if the rumours were true, then my personal preferences didn’t really factor into it. I’d given up my life for the cause, and if the cause required me to be resurrected from the grave, then I would deal with the consequences later. As long as I didn’t have to go back to Crescent Isle. I didn’t think I would survive those consequences or the woman who would gleefully dole them out.

      I leaned back against the brick wall and closed my eyes. It was a lifetime ago, and yet at times, it felt like only yesterday. The pain, if I allowed myself to feel it, was every bit as acute as the day I walked away with her pleas ringing in my ears. I was the arsehole she accused me of being, but if I’d left when I’d initially planned to go then maybe her sister would still be alive. Not that I blamed her for delaying me. No, that was my choice. My choice and my shame. I’d let my heart rule my head, and if I’d made the hard choice when I should have, maybe things would have turned out a hell of a lot differently.

      Our story had always felt unfinished, but I wasn’t under any illusion that it would end with the happily-ever-after of fairy tales. Ours was more like a Greek tragedy than a love story. Star-crossed lovers at the very least and just like Romeo and Juliet, we didn’t get to have our happy ending. There was too much water under the bridge, too much time apart, and far too many words spoken that couldn’t be taken back.

      Besides, she thought I was dead.

      Unlike Juliet, she was far too pragmatic to kill herself over my demise. It was one of the things I’d loved about her. Love. Still love about her.

      It was also the very thing that would make our reunion impossible. She may have been too sensible to end her life when she heard about my death, but it wouldn’t stop her from actually causing my death when she found out I was still alive.

      My mouth hitched in an unfamiliar smile—it had been a long time since I’d had reason to smile. Oh, I could just imagine how she would relish exacting her revenge on me. It was almost worth going back to the island just to see her again.

      I sighed and pushed away from the wall.  That wasn’t going to happen. I’d made my choice a long time ago, and I didn’t get to unmake it. Besides, I had bigger fish to fry. I needed to find that witch, and that meant letting the world know I still lived.

      I crossed the street and strode down the sidewalk to the house. I paused at the gate, testing the boundary for wards. Feeling no resistance, I crossed onto the property and climbed the steps. I took a breath and smoothed my hair before reaching for the doorbell. I could hear it chime pleasantly inside before I heard her footsteps. The door opened cautiously, and she peeked out.

      “Hello, Amanda,” I said. “It’s been a long time.”
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      “It’s time,” Aunt Diana said, standing in the doorway of my bedroom.

      “I don’t want to go,” I replied.

      Diana took a deep breath and stepped into the room, crossing the floor to take a seat on the edge of the bed where I had been holed up for hours—fourteen to be exact—since Grey had stepped through the portal.

      “I know,” Diana said, being uncharacteristically kind to me. Not that Diana was mean, she was just always pragmatic and didn’t do ‘feelings.’ Her hand rubbed circles on my back, another thing she’d never really done. Phoebe was the comforter, Naomi was the peacemaker, and Diana was the practical one. “It’s better if we face them of our own accord. It’s better to do this on our terms instead of waiting for them to come to us. It gives us more power and more control over the situation.”

      Ah, there she was. It was comforting in its own way. Knowing Aunt Diana was looking forward and looking for all the angles. She should have been on the witch council, and I didn’t understand why she wasn’t. I didn’t understand why none of our family was on the council. We were a founding family, and that alone should guarantee us a seat. For some reason, the Northwoods had been overlooked.

      “What do you think will happen?” I asked, rolling over to face her.

      Diana exhaled through her nose, her nostrils flaring. “I expect Meredith will have a cache of ammunition to use against us—against you—but what she doesn’t know is we have the eldsteheks convocation backing us up. The hekseråd won’t move against us and potentially alienate the convocation. I think after Meredith does her posturing, she will defer to Ivy.”

      Ivy was my tutor and the oldest witch on the island. What I hadn’t known was that she was also the head of the eldsteheks convocation—the witch elders—and they had the power to defy the witch council. The hekseråd, or witch council, was chosen by the convocation and they could remove members as they saw fit. I’d never bothered with the politics that governed the heks community, not until it had directly impacted me. And it had impacted me beyond anything I had ever imagined. It was quite something to find out everything you thought was true was, in fact, a combination of half-truths, myths, and propaganda.

      “This is really only the first skirmish of a much bigger war, isn’t it?” I asked, sitting up.

      “I think you’re right.”

      I swung my legs over the edge of the bed, groaning. I felt awful. I hadn’t been able to sleep or eat since Grey left. I missed him so much, and my body felt sluggish and heavy without him near. I dropped my head into my hands and sighed.

      “I don’t think I’m the right person for this,” I said. “Why me? What have I ever done for the Goddess to give all this power and responsibility on me? It should have been Sabrina. Sabrina is far more levelheaded and skilled. She would have handled this so much better than I ever have a hope of doing.”

      “The question isn’t why,” Diana said. “The question is, what are you going to do with it? You have been given this unique opportunity, and you can hide away from it, or you can prove to the council and everyone else that you are the right person for this. We are standing on the very precipice of the biggest change in our community in centuries. This is not the time for doubting yourself, Win. You just need to make a decision and then not look back. And know that me and the whole family are standing beside you, supporting you.”

      I gripped Diana’s hand and smiled sadly. “Thank you,” I said sincerely. “I know I haven’t always been the witch you’d hoped I’d be. I know I’ve always looked for the easy way, and I know I haven’t always made you or the others proud. I really hope I can change that.”

      Diana squeezed my hand back and then stood. “Right, so let’s get going. We need to get to the council meeting before they despatch a retinue to come for you.”

      Diana left me alone, and I wearily pushed myself up from the bed. My stomach was queasy, and my brain was foggy. I really should’ve tried harder to sleep. Maybe I should have let Aunt Phoebe give me a sleeping potion before bed, but I’d hoped to dream of Grey, and a potion would have made that impossible. Of course, in order to dream, I actually needed to sleep, and that hadn’t happened either.

      Goddess, I missed Grey.

      Grey, my soulmate and the man I had fallen completely and hopelessly in love with.

      We were the first sjelevenn pair in so many years that the community had relegated the whole thing to a fairy tale. But the rune etched on my chest didn’t lie. It was a sign from the Goddess that Grey and I were supposed to be together. Unfortunately, not everyone agreed that the reemergence of the soulmate rune was a good thing.

      My heart clenched painfully, and my sjelevenn rune throbbed. I couldn’t feel Grey, which answered a question I’d wondered about. While he was on the island, I’d been able to feel him, I could almost feel his heartbeat beside mine through the soulmate rune. I’d also been able to pinpoint where exactly he was on the island. But as soon as he stepped through the portal, all of that stopped. My body felt empty and my chest echoed with only my heartbeat. I’d not expected the separation to be so painful.

      I shuffled across the room to change and stopped in a patch of sunlight shining through my bedroom window. The light caressed my skin, and my magic rose to greet it. I welcomed the warmth and tingle under my skin, but even my magic seemed off. Like me, it was lethargic and sad. My emotions were tied to my magic, but I hadn’t realised just how much the one affected the other.

      I took a moment to soak in the sunlight. It was another thing the council was upset about. Not only had the soulmate rune reappeared, but so had magic that was outlawed for generations. Not so much my magic, but definitely Grey’s magic. He was a skyggeheks, a shadow witch, although he’d only just found out he was a witch at all. They had bound his magic when he was a baby and he’d grown up with no knowledge of the heks community. Until he met me and the whole soulmate thing happened.

      We’d both been bound, but at least I’d grown up with a sliver of magic and surrounded by the witch community. An uten or null family—humans born of witches but with no magic—had adopted Grey after his parents died. He hadn’t even believed in magic. When his magic came in, we discovered it was forbudt magi—one of the forbidden magics. He’d come to the island to learn how to control it, but when the council found out, we’d had to send him away, at least until we could get the council on side.

      Which was what the upcoming meeting was all about. We had to try to convince the bigoted witch council that skyggehekser—shadow witches like Grey—weren’t evil. I’d grown up with fairy tales all about the wicked skyggehekser. A particular favourite tale of witch parents was the one about the skyggeheks coming to eat naughty children. Not unlike the witch in Hansel and Gretel.

      And now my soulmate was a skyggeheks, and I absolutely knew he had no desire to gobble up naughty children. Now we just had to convince the hekseråd.
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      Meredith Harper, the hekseråd president, sneered at me from her seat in the centre of a long table. On either side of her were the four other witch council members; Agatha Clarkson, Byron James, Toby Matthews, and Sheridan Conti. I knew at least Agatha and Toby were on my side, or at least they had been the last time we met. Byron was a swing vote and could go either way. As for Meredith and Sheridan, well, they were no-brainers. Meredith hated me—and the feeling was mutual—and Sheridan was Meredith’s pet, so she would do whatever Meredith wanted.

      My only chance of being reunited with Grey—oh, and not having my magic and bound and me exiled—was to appeal to Counsellor Byron James. He’d never really liked me, although I thought he might have had a soft spot for Aunt Diana. Not in a gross, creepy way. They shared similar interests with them both being powerful plant witches. He’d also been the school principal when Aunt Diana was at school, or so I heard, and of course, Aunt Diana had been school captain. Which made it doubly confusing why she wasn’t sitting in Meredith’s place on the witch council. They’d been rivals growing up, I knew that much, which was probably why Meredith hated me so much. It was also probably why her daughter, Gabriella, had been my number one rival at school.

      “This is an unacceptable interruption,” Meredith said, her lips pursed like she’d just sucked on a lemon.

      “I disagree,” Diana said smoothly. “I think we are in fact interrupting in a timely matter. I do believe you were about to vote on what to do about my niece? Without even speaking to her?”

      “We’ve heard enough evidence to make a ruling,” Sheridan said after shooting Meredith a quick glance for permission.

      “Hearsay and conjecture, surely,” Aunt Diana continued smoothly.

      “Information supplied by one of your own family members,” Toby said.

      I tried not to scowl. My cousin Sabrina, once my best friend, had betrayed Grey and me to the council via Meredith’s daughter Gabriella. Sabrina had been angry at me and hadn’t realised how Gabriella was using her to get information about me. Damning information, as it turned out. Sabrina had innocently vented her anger, thinking the conversation would be kept confidential. Unfortunately, Gabriella had run straight to her mother and spilled all our secrets.

      “Third hand,” Diana retorted. “Surely you’d rather have a full account from the horse’s mouth, as it were.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Agatha said.

      Counsellor Agatha Clarkson continued to surprise me. The Harpers (Meredith and co.), the Clarksons, and the Northwoods (my family) were once friends. Together they established Crescent Isle and the heksesamfunn—witch community—who lived on the island. Over the years, the relationships had become strained, and the families had become rivals rather than friends. Nobody really knew when the rift began, although there were rumours it was over a boy. Suffice it to say, the Northwoods, Clarksons, and Harpers were no longer the allies they once were. Which made me wonder why Agatha was on my side. She had been on my side from the moment I stepped back on the island when my sjelevenn rune had appeared, and I didn’t understand why. I didn’t know what she had to gain, and that made me nervous.

      “Is it true skygge magi has returned?” Counsellor James asked. “And that there was a skyggeheks on the island?”

      “Yes,” Diana said with a nod. “He is Win’s soulmate.”

      Meredith snorted. “Of course he is. Only Win Northwood would get involved with a black witch.”

      “Shadow witch,” I said, speaking for the first time. “The words you’re looking for are shadow witch. There is no such thing as a black witch or black magic.”

      “No one gave you permission to speak,” Meredith sneered at me.

      “Although the girl does have a point,” Counsellor Matthews said, his heavy gaze on me. “All magic is permissible—”

      “But not all magic is beneficial,” Meredith snapped.

      “And who are we to judge what is beneficial or not?” Agatha asked. “We have denied these magics for generations, and what did it profit us? The Goddess took away lett magi and with each subsequent generation, our magics weaken. You’ve all noticed it,” she said, looking down the line of counsellors. “We’ve all seen our new witches struggle with the simplest of tasks. Those very things we’ve taken for granted are slowly slipping away. We’ve lost the ability to make portals, and soon we will lose the ability to make flying brooms and other technologies we rely on. How long before we lose another element? Earth, for instance,” she said, looking at Sheridan, the representative for the earth witches. “The earth magic becomes harder and harder to control with each generation. It is falling asleep, and we are losing connection with it. How long before we lose it altogether?”

      “And so we are to what? Entrust all of this new power to Win Northwood?” Meredith scoffed. “The witch who has been a thorn in our sides since the moment she was conceived?” Meredith shook her head. “You want me to accept that Winsome Northwood is our saviour? The very witch who has terrorised this community and the people in it for years with her practical jokes and ill-advised pranks? Not if I have anything to say about it.”

      I hated to admit that Meredith Harper was right. I was precisely the wrong person to be entrusted with the survival of our community. I was irresponsible and unskilled and far too immature to handle something this important.

      “Win is exactly the witch we need,” Agatha argued. “And the Goddess agrees, or she would never have put the sjelevenn rune on her chest.”

      “You may not like Miss Northwood,” Counsellor James said, “but she is all we have.”

      That was not exactly the vote of confidence I needed.

      “And what of the boy?” Counsellor Matthews asked. “Is it true they can combine magics?”

      “Another outlawed practise,” Meredith snorted. “They flaunt our rules at every turn.”

      “That was my doing,” Ivy said, stepping into the chamber.

      Meredith’s mouth screwed up further at the sight of the old witch. “The council has not recognised you, eldsteheks.”

      “Maybe not, but it is beyond time for me to speak. The convocation has discussed the matter, and we have come to a decision.”

      Meredith paled, and I hid my smirk. I wasn’t thrilled to be thrust into this position, but I was always happy whenever Meredith got put in her place.

      Meredith cleared her throat. “And what does the convocation say?” she asked, her tone contrite even if her eyes continued to burn with fury. Meredith was a fire witch, and I wouldn’t have been surprised to see smoke coming out of ears, and for her to scorch the wooden table she gripped so tightly in her hands.

      “Win needs to continue her training, and we need to locate the other magics.”

      “There are more?” Counsellor James asked, appalled by the idea.

      “If we have lett magi, it stands to reason that all the magics have awoken. We need to find them and the opprinnelse.”

      Meredith snorted. “The grimoire is nothing but a myth.”

      “No, it’s real,” Agatha said. “My grandmother saw it.”

      “Then it is long gone,” Meredith snapped, losing patience as she lost the confidence of the council.

      “Lost but not gone,” Ivy said with a beatific smile. “I dare say it has simply been in hiding until the right time.”

      “So the convocation want Win to finish her training?” Counsellor Matthews asked. “And then what? And what about the boy?”

      “The boy is safe,” Ivy said. “Win will continue her training with me, and when she is ready, she will travel to the mainland to search for the others.”

      “I don’t like it,” Meredith said. “Win will go off and find her boyfriend, and then they will turn on us. It was why they magics were outlawed in the first place. They are unstable and unpredictable and doubly more so with Win in possession of them. I say we bind her once more and forget all this nonsense.”

      My gut clenched, and I ground my teeth together so I didn’t cry out in protest. I may be a substandard witch, but I refused to go back to being bound. No one understood just how awful it was to have my magic restricted and I would leave the island forever to avoid that punishment.

      “Fortunately, you have been out-voted,” Ivy said. “This is the wish of the convocation, and I daresay your own council members agree. The time for sticking our heads in the sand has passed. If we want our future generations to have any magic at all, then we need to do something now. The Goddess has chosen Win for this task, and the convocation supports her. It has been decided.” Ivy turned to me. “Come along Win, we have training to get to.”
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      I blinked at the ceiling above me. My alarm had woken me, but it didn’t feel like I’d slept a wink. There was a dragging heaviness to my limbs and a soupy fog in my head. I couldn’t even blame alcohol for my apparent hangover. I blamed the whole travelling by portal thing. I didn’t understand how it worked, but it felt like my insides had been pulled apart and then put back together. Not unlike the scene in the original Charlie and the Chocolate Factory movie with the boy who wanted to be on television—Wonka-vision. My cells felt like they’d been systematically shredded and then rearranged before being put back together on the other side of the portal. I’d be quite happy to never travel by portal ever again.

      My alarm sounded again, and I sighed, forcing myself to sit up. My head swam with dizziness, and my stomach lurched. There was nothing to throw up, but it didn’t stop the wave of nausea from forcing me to the bathroom. I dry retched and then sank to the floor. Yeah, this was worse than a hangover.

      I crawled into the shower and let the hot water soothe my body. I had to go to work. I didn’t even know where to look for the other new magics—or the people that had them. And I had no idea how to approach the search for the mythical grimoire. Even after talking things over with Amanda the night before, I didn’t know how it would be possible for me to find it on my own. I had a feeling it would take all the elements. Nine people—one from each magic discipline—pooling their resources were far more likely to find a magical book than one inexperienced shadow witch who didn’t even know what he was looking for.

      Win and I together might have a chance, but…

      I hissed in pain and bent over as my stomach clenched, and my body reacted once more to being shoved through a magical portal.

      I missed Win. My body craved her. My skin ached to hold her. It was irrational and illogical, but it was also a truth I couldn’t deny. I didn’t know if the soulmate rune made missing her more acute or whether it was my magic missing the touch of hers, or if it was just me, but it was beyond anything I had experienced before. It didn’t matter that it was better for both of us—safer for both of us—to be apart. My body and my heart didn’t understand, they just wanted her, as did the rune on my chest. It pulsed uncomfortably, and I felt something was missing inside me.

      But there was nothing I could do about it. I had a task to do, and I also had a business to run. The sooner I got those things sorted, the sooner Win and I could be together. I didn’t know what our future would look like, I only knew we would be together. It was the only thing keeping me going. If not for the certainty that we would find one another again, I would have turned around and gone straight back to Crescent Isle and damn the consequences.

      I climbed out of the shower and dried off. I needed coffee, and then I could face the day. I’d need all the coffee today, and it wasn’t because I’d expended too much magic. I’d need coffee just to get out the door. Even after a shower, my body felt like I’d gone a few rounds with a Mack truck and I’d come off worse than second best. That damned portal.

      I dressed in my usual work-wear—a suit and button-down shirt—sans the tie. I wouldn’t have any special meetings today, nothing that I would have to dress up for, anyway. I dragged myself into the kitchen and started the coffee while I opened my fridge to see what there was to eat.

      Nothing. Of course there was nothing. I’d been on the island for weeks, and there’d been no reason to have my housekeeper stock the fridge. I was lucky there was even coffee in the cupboard.

      My coffee finished pouring, and I started another one before swallowing the first. I didn’t even bother with milk—not that I had any, anyway. The caffeine hit my system, but it wasn’t the buzz I needed. It felt like it spluttered and died when it faced the overwhelming weariness in my veins. I swallowed the second cup and headed out the door. I could get food at the office and another coffee, laden with sugar to hopefully combat the lack of motivation I felt. If all else failed, I could always come home again and crash. Maybe this portal-hangover was like jet-lag, and I needed to just sleep it off. God, I hoped so. I also hoped it wouldn’t take long for me to get over it. I had shit to do, and I couldn’t do it while my arse was dragging.
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      People gaped at me as I walked past, but as soon as I turned to make eye contact, they suddenly found something more interesting on their desk to look at. Was it so strange to see me walking the halls of the company I’d built? I hadn’t been gone all that long, and my life may have been entirely turned on its head, but none of the people in my employ could tell. I didn’t suddenly have skyggeheks tattooed on my forehead…or at least I bloody well hoped I didn’t.

      I stalked down the hall of C-suite until I came to Jack’s desk, except it wasn’t Jack sitting there. In fact, I didn’t even recognise the woman sitting at Jack’s desk. She wore a headset and her eyes were trained on the computer screen as she typed furiously on the keyboard. She looked up at me, and a tight smile graced her lips. I went to walk past her desk and into my office, but she held up her finger and narrowed her eyes at me. I was so surprised I stopped.

      “If you wouldn’t mind holding for one moment,” she said, still holding her finger in the air. “I’ll just check with Mr Simpson.” She pressed a button on her headset and then looked at me, the smile gone from her face. “I’m sorry, but you can’t just walk in there,” she said. “Mr Simpson is in a meeting.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her, and if I hadn’t been feeling like shit, I probably would have found the whole thing funny. As it was, I was not amused with being told I couldn’t go into my own office. And who the hell was Mr Simpson?

      “I’m sorry, but don’t you know who I am?” I asked. It sounded wholly arrogant and arsehole-ish, but I didn’t care.

      “I don’t care who you are,” she said. “You could be the king of England for all I care, but you’re not going in there without an appointment.”

      “Miss…I’m sorry, who are you?”

      “I’m Mr Simpson’s assistant, and that’s all you need to know,” she snapped. “Now, do you have an appointment? No, you don’t. And do you know how I know that? Because I am in charge of Mr Simpson’s calendar and the only thing he has scheduled for this time is the meeting he is currently in.”

      I took a breath and looked around the office. This was my office building, right? This was still the company I’d built, wasn’t it? Maybe the portal had somehow spat me out in an alternate universe? It was the only explanation I could think of that made any sense.

      I took another breath and turned to the guard dog masquerading as a personal assistant. My emotions were rising and bringing my magic with them. I could feel the call of the shadows and their whispering. I still didn’t know what they said, but I felt their urging to be used, only I didn’t know precisely what use they could be in this situation. I could bury the woman in a fog of darkness, but what would that get me? As far as supernatural powers went, I was having trouble discerning just how useful mine were.

      With gritted teeth, I spoke, “Would you mind terribly asking Mr Simpson if I could interrupt his meeting. It’s urgent.”

      The woman looked me over once more. “What is your name, and what is the nature of your business?”

      “Grey Thomas,” I said, watching her face pale as she realised who
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