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      Wilder Thorne woke in a cold sweat, his body both burning and freezing.

      She was there again. Calling him from somewhere out of reach, even for a man with magic.

      Abbie.

      Goddess, he missed her. The feel of her silky skin against his, the smell of her minty shampoo, her constant teasing and laughter. She’d brought light and life wherever she went. Without her, he was a dried-up husk. Dead inside. Two years gone, and he was very well aware he needed to call a meeting with his inner demons to establish boundaries. But getting his shit together wasn’t easy. He dreamed of her nightly. Sometimes with crystal clarity, where she begged him to find her. At other times, she was a presence, faceless and silent, but still condemning him, a nightmare he couldn’t wake from.

      “That fucking mountain,” he muttered.

      He wished he’d never agreed to climb it. Wished they hadn’t been anywhere near the thing when the Thornes’ enemies cast their spell, stripping him of his power. Despite his objections, she’d insisted, trusting him to keep her safe. But Wilder had failed her, and there was no sugarcoating it.

      He lay still, eyes sightlessly on the ceiling, with the fan’s hum the only sound. A haunted man with little hope left. His mind circled back to his relentless dreams and the feeling that Abbie was waiting for him, suspended between worlds. Alone.

      And the hell of it was, he couldn’t be sure those dreams were real or not. They felt like memories or, if he was being fanciful, premonitions. Maybe he’d cracked and finally crossed the line between grief and delusion. It continually gnawed at him that his brother Laszlo had never encountered her spirit on the earthly plane. Did it mean she’d crossed over to the Otherworld? And if so, should Wilder appeal to his cousin Alastair in hopes the Goddess could confirm his fear?

      These constant visions of her lingering in the distant past, beyond the present, were killing him. Yet what other explanation was there? Time travel? Yes, that type of magic existed for a rare few. Yes, Abbie’s mother was a witch, but she, herself, had no abilities to speak of.

      The glowing digits on his phone told him it was early morning. Weird. He’d assumed it was just past midnight, given how little he’d slept. Lately, time blended, one giant melting pot of fucking blah.

      “Enough!” he shouted to the empty room.

      He needed the truth.

      Today.

      Wilder showered and dressed, giving his clothes a quick cleanliness sniff. Then he looked around the bedroom in disgust. Laundry was piled high. A handful of plates, along with an endless number of cups, littered the tops of dressers, side tables, and nightstands. The layer of dust on all available surfaces was thick enough to engrave his name. Yeah, he’d been a neat freak…before. But now, well, he couldn’t exactly blame anyone for staging an intervention, could he?

      Closing his eyes, he visualized the room as it had once been: spotless, organized, and spring-fresh. A snap of his fingers brought it all back. When he opened his eyes, it was as if stepping into a memory, and it almost made him smile. It felt good to move in the right direction.

      Next would be Ebba. If anyone could sniff out a magical anomaly, it was Ebba James. He needed her help.

      Five minutes later, Wilder paced outside the building, stopping now and again to glance upward at her apartment. She was his sister’s best friend and his brother’s now-steady girlfriend. They’d known her since the girls were kids, and she possessed the kindest of souls. If Wilder were anything but obsessed with his own problems, he’d take the time to appreciate that she and Laszlo finally got themselves sorted after years spent dancing around each other.

      But he promised himself there’d be cause for celebration if he could find Abbie.

      He shuddered, recalling the day she’d slipped from the rock face.

      

      “On belay?” Abbie called, clipping to the anchor. Her voice was stable despite the biting wind trying to whisk the sound away.

      “Belay on,” Wilder answered, double-checking his Grigri and footing on the ledge. “You’re good.”

      She flashed him a grin, fearless and radiant, before pushing upward. Once she started, her natural rhythm kicked in, and she flowed up the granite as if part of it. Her movements were clean and confident, those of a pro. The crampons bit into the ice-dusted rock while her chalked fingers sought the next hold, finding it with remarkable precision. She was poetry in motion, even on a class-five nightmare.

      They were two pitches from the summit when it all went to hell.

      The sky darkened, and clouds rolled in fast.

      “Abbie?” he hollered, giving the slightest of chin gestures.

      Although she noted the threat, she shook her head, not wanting to turn back.

      He let her convince him, and deep inside, where his arrogance resided, he didn’t believe anything could go wrong, so he gave in. Still, a warlock with his power could become complacent, assuming they could handle any situation as it arose. It wouldn’t do to not take precautions.

      A low rumble split the air.

      Without missing a beat, Abbie reached for the narrow crack and slid a cam into place, tugging to test the hold. She gave a slight nod as if assuring herself it was secure.

      Then, everything changed.

      A pulse rippled through the air, and it felt like the mountain exhaled. Wilder knew the instant his magic abandoned him, and the sensation was similar to ice water gushing straight into his chest. His heart sank into his stomach, and a chill embraced him, refusing to let go. The cold was nothing he’d ever experienced on the mountain. In the past, he’d kept Abbie and himself warm in hostile conditions by heating their cells.

      The weather shouldn’t be so fucking frigid!

      Something was wrong, and the urge to teleport the hell out of there was intense.

      “Abbie, wait!” he shouted.

      But her next placement missed. The rock she’d weighted broke loose, clattering down as warning shots. Her terrified scream ripped through him as her body pitched backward, and the cam she’d set yanked free.

      Wilder locked the rope and braced to catch her weight, only to feel nothing. The rope went slack. He lunged, fumbling for her line, heart in his throat.

      But she was gone. Simply vanished. No resistance. No impact. Hell, not even a secondary cry.

      Just silence.

      The kind that echoes for years.

      “Abbie!” he screamed. Scrambling forward, he scanned the wall below, along with the ledge and slope.

      He stared, hollowed out and disbelieving.

      

      Two years later, and he still couldn’t wrap his mind around it. The perpetually lost sensation created a haze wherein he dwelled.

      Wilder glanced up at the window where light glowed behind half-drawn curtains. His stomach was twisted in knots, and his hands were shaking. Asking Ebba to shift into her wolf and search was a desperate move. The last one he had.
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      The apartment door swung open, and the stranger greeting him caught him off guard. Wilder stared, mute. It didn’t stop the man from introducing himself or ushering Wilder into the foyer.

      Alexander Castor, the Traveler, in the flesh. The man was a living legend and, coincidentally, best friends with another formidable warlock, Alastair Thorne, Wilder’s cousin. Odd how they’d never met before. But if they had, he’d have immediately known who the man was.

      Laszlo entered with a smiling Ebba in his arms.

      “Wilder?”

      His brother’s confusion wasn’t surprising. Wilder hadn’t sought anyone out since Abbie fell. He’d kept to himself, avoiding conversation and comfort, feeling disinclined for the first and undeserving of the second. But here he stood, in the doorway, with his proverbial hat in hand, prepared to apologize if need be. Anxiety was eating him up, but not because of his brother’s expected reception. Hell, he had no fear where family was concerned; they were all tight. It was the Thorne way.

      No, mainly his apprehension stemmed from the worry that time was running out to find Abbie, if she could indeed be found.

      “What is it?” Ebba asked, her concern written all over her face.

      There was no need for her to ask if he was okay; she’d probably already guessed he wasn’t.

      “I have a favor to ask you, Ebba,” he said, trying not to choke on the words. “You can say no, but I hope you’ll consider it.”

      “Of course.”

      She gave Laszlo a pat, silently demanding to be let down. When her feet were on the ground, she crossed to Wilder and hugged him. The gesture was unexpected, and he didn’t realize how much he’d needed it. If he held on a little too tightly, for a little too long, she was kind enough not to complain.

      “You may want to wait until I explain before saying yes,” he said in a quiet warning.

      She waved him to the kitchen like it wasn’t a big deal. “You can tell me over breakfast. Do you still take your coffee black?”

      Castor set a mug and a platter of bacon in front of him. “If you want anything else, you’ll have to conjure it yourself.”

      “I’m good. Thanks.” He wasn’t, but it had nothing to do with food.

      “If this is family business, I can leave you to it,” Castor said.

      “Actually, I’d like you to stay, Mr. Castor,” Wilder replied. “I’m beginning to suspect something else was off about the day our magic went on the blink, and could use another perspective.”

      Once they were settled, he detailed the climb, the emptiness where his abilities should’ve resided, and his abject failure to catch Abbie when she’d needed him the most. He did his damnedest to hold it together, but when he reached the moment she’d slipped, he dropped his face into his hands.

      They didn’t rush him or insist on filling the quiet.

      “With no magic, I couldn’t save her,” he finally said. “And as Lo knows, we never found her body.” He looked at Ebba, voice raw. “It’s been a long time, and it could be a fool’s errand, but will you search in your wolf form?”

      “She’s not a fucking rescue dog,” Laszlo snapped.

      His anger was justified. Hell, Wilder would feel the same if the situation were reversed, but his last bit of hope was hourglass sand slipping through his fingers.

      “I’ll do it,” Ebba said, placing a calming hand on his brother’s wrist.

      Wilder’s heart quickened, causing a deafening pounding in his ears. Uncertain what he would’ve said, probably a weepy thank you, he was nevertheless cut off by his brother’s indignation.

      “No way,” Laszlo argued. “You have zero climbing experience. How will your wolf manage those mountain passes alone? It’s stupid to try.”

      “I’ll be with her,” Wilder blurted, somewhat desperately. “I’ll rig up slings and extra safety measures. We’ll go when the weather conditions are perfect.”

      “You’re risking her life! Wasn’t Abbie’s death enough to tell you that fucking mountain is too dangerous?”

      Wilder flinched. The words stripped him bare. It wasn’t as if he needed the fucking reminder. He lived it every damn day. He dropped his gaze to the table, seeking stability in a world gone mad, and the weight in his chest was heavier than granite.

      Laszlo was right, leaving Wilder unable to argue the point. And he sure as shit couldn’t defend himself.

      Ebba was on her feet in a second. “Get out!”

      Wilder was halfway out of his chair when it registered she wasn’t yelling at him. All her focus was on Laszlo, and his disbelief was priceless. Had the situation been less dire, Wilder might’ve laughed.

      “What?” Laszlo’s brows were at his hairline.

      “How fucking insensitive can you be?” She shoved him. “I said, go! You can come back when you apologize to Wilder for being a dick.”

      “Jaysus, I think I love you, Ebba James,” Castor said, grinning appreciatively. “Fierce and beautiful, what an intoxicating combinat—” He caught sight of her death glare. “I’m shutting up now.”

      When the man mimed locking his lips and tossing the key, Wilder fought a second laugh. It was such an Abbie move. But he curbed the impulse and prepared to step in to defuse the fight no one wanted.

      Yet Laszlo, once riled, was hard to calm. “You’re being ridic—” he began.

      Wilder kicked him under the table.

      “Don’t say it,” he warned. “Trust me, man. You don’t want to go there.”

      “No. By all means, Laszlo, say what’s on your mind,” Ebba cut in, crossing her arms.

      Both Castor and Wilder frantically shook their heads, trying to signal him to abort with a slicing motion across their throats, but Laszlo forged on, stubborn fucker he was.

      “You want me to tell you I think you’re being ridiculous?” he demanded. “Fine. I do.”

      “Because I refuse to allow disrespect in my home? Or because I intend to help your brother?” she challenged.

      “The second one.” Laszlo’s voice grew softer. “I love you, Ebba. I don’t want to see you risk your life on an unstable mountain. We’ve searched.” He turned to Wilder. Waiting.

      But Wilder stayed quiet, unprepared to give up on Abbie.

      Laszlo’s eyes reflected his disappointment. “Come on, man. Don’t make me out to be the bad guy here. Tell her. We searched and searched. We scryed. When our magic was restored, Liz and I went up there with you and did everything we could to clear the peaks and hold back the inclement weather to get a better view.” Laszlo placed a hand on Wilder’s shoulder. “Tell her there was no trace. We found a few deceased climbers, but none were Abbie.”

      Shutting his burning eyes, Wilder nodded, acknowledging the truth.

      “Ebba, Sweet, I’d never forbid you to do what you think is best,” Laszlo said. “Hell, you’d castrate me if I tried. But the risk is great for zero chance at a reward.”

      Wilder should’ve let his brother have the win, but he couldn’t. Lifting his gaze from his coffee mug, he cleared his throat and said the one thing he knew they couldn’t ignore.

      “I dreamed she spoke to me through Ebba.”
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      Silence followed Wilder’s announcement, and his heart hammered with dread as he awaited a response.

      Finally, Castor leaned in, pale-blue eyes narrowed consideringly.

      “What are you thinking?” Laszlo asked.

      “I’m intrigued by the mystery, and I’m bored enough to help.” Castor grinned and slapped the table. “Count me in, Thornes!”

      Wilder blinked. The unexpected offer cracked open his chest, warming what had been frozen before. With the thawing came hope. He couldn’t say with one hundred percent certainty how a Traveler’s magic worked, but if the man could somehow alter time…

      He inhaled a ragged breath, forcefully pushing down the desire to sob his gratitude.

      Laszlo shot him an assessing glance, then turned his focus on Ebba to judge her reaction as he spoke. “I’m sorry for being a dick, Wilder.”

      She didn’t move, and her expectation hung on a raised brow.

      “And I’m sorry for saying you’re being ridiculous, Sweet Ebba,” he added. “I’m scared for you.”

      A soft smile curled her lips. “Was that so bad?”

      Laszlo held his fingers an inch apart and shrugged.

      “I have questions,” Castor said, suddenly all business. “The first one is for you, Wilder. Was your girlfriend a witch? If so, why didn’t she teleport?”

      “No, but her mother was. She never knew her father, but I suspect he was incredibly powerful in his own right.”

      “Why?”

      “It wouldn’t have mattered,” Laszlo cut in before Wilder could answer. “Anyone near us that day had their magic subdued. Had she been a witch, and she was within touching distance, she couldn’t have teleported.”

      “But she fell down a mountain,” Castor said. “At some point, she’d have been far enough away to save herself.”

      Wilder didn’t answer. He’d wondered the same thing a thousand times.

      “Can we talk to her mother? I’d like to get a sense of who Abigail was.” Castor sipped his coffee before adding, “At the very least, if I’ve ever encountered the mother or your girlfriend, I may be able to travel back to that time. Possibly warn one or both.”

      And finally, he was given the first inkling of how the Traveler’s gifts worked.

      “Do you remember every face you’ve seen?” Ebba asked the question on Wilder’s mind.

      “Yes. Every interaction, too. It’s a curse,” the Traveler replied.

      “What if we speak to Death?” Laszlo suggested. “She’s your son’s mother, right? She might help locate Abbie on the other side.”

      Wilder’s heart slammed in his chest, and he recoiled from the idea she wasn’t alive.

      “Abbie’s not dead!” The denial was torn from him. “I’d feel it. Here.” He pressed a hand to his chest. “She’s not dead.”

      The looks he received were a mixture of shock and pity.

      “May I see her picture?” Castor asked gently.

      “Oh, wait! I have one!” Ebba ran to the mantle and returned with a framed photo. “Here.”

      He stilled. “Her mother,” he rasped, expression pale and tight. “What’s her name?”

      “Beth Monroe,” Wilder replied. His pulse quickened in anticipation of the answer to his next question. “Why?”

      Castor turned the frame. “The blonde is Abigail, I presume.”

      His brother’s jaw dropped, but Wilder had seen the connection the second Castor greeted him. The resemblance was uncanny, the white-blond hair unmistakable.

      “You guessed?” Laszlo asked him.

      “I came here to ask Ebba’s wolf to see what she could find. When he opened the door, I knew.” Wilder didn’t look away from Castor. “You and Beth had an affair, didn’t you?”

      “I’d have thought the picture was enough evidence for you. You’re asking for a DNA match?” Castor asked dryly, appearing to have recovered from his shock.

      “What does that mean for her?” Laszlo turned thoughtful. “Wouldn’t she have similar abilities to yours?”

      “I don’t know. One would think she’d be powerful, but that’s not how magic works. Sometimes it’s diluted. There are those with witch DNA whose powers never develop.” Castor rubbed the back of his neck as he studied the image. “I can’t believe Beth never told me.”

      “How could she? Weren’t you in hiding for years?” Ebba asked. She clasped Castor’s free hand, squeezing it.

      “Yes. I suppose you’re right.” He exhaled a heavy sigh. “How old is she? Abbie.”

      Wilder sipped his coffee and swallowed hard. The man should know when he’d been with Beth, but his curiosity made Wilder consider whether traveling altered one’s perception of time.

      “She would be forty-one next week.”

      “Older than Quentin.” Castor’s expression cracked, giving a hint of deeper emotions. “Christ! I need to tell my son he had a sister.”

      “Has,” Wilder stressed, unable to keep the edge from his tone. “Has a sister.”

      The Traveler’s regretful eyes locked with his, and resolution settled on his face. “If she’s alive, I’ll find her, Thorne. Get some rest. We leave tomorrow morning for the mountain.” He stood and hugged Ebba. “You won’t be needed on this trip, love. I’ve got it covered.”

      Wilder hung around a while longer after Castor teleported away. “Is this guy on the level? And yes, I know he’s a friend of Alastair’s, but I need him to take this seriously.”

      “You can count on him, Wilder,” Ebba assured him. “He saved my life, a virtual stranger, not once, but twice. I imagine he’ll go to the ends of the earth for his own flesh and blood.”

      “Yeah, man,” Laszlo added. “You can trust him to do the right thing.”

      The pressure on Wilder’s chest lightened, making it easier to breathe.

      “Okay. That’s good,” he said, almost to himself.

      “I’m sorry I failed you the first time,” his brother said equally as soft, as if the words were difficult to voice. “We shouldn’t have left that fucking mountain until we had solid evidence one way or another.”

      “You did all you could, Lo.” Wilder couldn’t downplay it. His family had stepped up, not stopping until they’d run out of options. “You were right about the rescue effort. No amount of scrying was going to find her if what I believe is true.”

      “And what’s that?” Ebba asked with a tilt of her head.

      “Some witches have latent magic. It only comes out under high-stress situations.” Their bewildered expressions said they had no idea what he was talking about. “If Abbie is Castor’s daughter, it stands to reason she’d have magic, despite all the sometimes-they-don’t shit he was spouting. He wouldn’t have agreed to go there if he thought she didn’t.”

      Ebba shot a sharp look at Laszlo before speaking. “You believe Abbie had latent power, and once she was far enough from you, the trauma of the fall sparked it to life? And maybe she sent herself to a different time without knowing how her magic works?”

      “Something like that.” Wilder studied them both closely. “It’s possible, right?”

      “Dude, I’m a wolf shifter. I’ve only read about it in paranormal romance novels. Anything is possible.”

      Laszlo laughed. “Wait! You read paranormal romance books? That’s the best ironic twist of fate ever. You’ve become part of a trope you love.”

      “Stuff it,” she growled, but her grin gave her away. “Truthfully, I wasn’t mad to learn you had magical abilities.”

      “You totally were.”

      “No, I was angry you lied to me throughout our entire friendship,” Ebba corrected.

      Wilder wisely remained silent as his brother apologized yet again.

      “So, back to Abbie,” Laszlo said. “It would be a miracle, but they’ve been known to happen. I, for one, am hoping it did.”

      “But where would she have gone that she couldn’t return from?” Ebba asked. “Why not try to get a message to someone if she were in the recent past or return to Wilder if she went to the future?”

      “That’s just the thing. I don’t know,” Wilder confessed.

      “I think I do. And your dream, the one where you believe Abbie spoke to you through Ebba, it actually happened,” Laszlo said.

      Wilder fumbled his coffee cup. “What? What the fuck are you talking about? How?”

      “Castor and I changed the timeline when we went back the night of Ebba’s accident. In the first one, you stopped by here when she was in her ghostly state. She channeled Abbie.”

      “And you didn’t think to tell me this?” Wilder’s desire to punch him in the fucking face was an acid burning through him, destroying his brotherly affection. “Why wouldn’t you tell me, Lo? For God’s sake! Why?”

      “With everything that happened, I didn’t have time.” Laszlo embraced him. “I swear it was next on my list. Today, as a matter of fact.”

      “You could’ve mentioned it earlier, while Castor was here,” Ebba said with an edge in her voice.

      “Yes, and I should’ve, but I wanted to hear what he had in mind. To see if he’d volunteer to help.”

      “You were testing him?” Wilder could believe it. His brother didn’t have much faith in others.

      “Something like that.” Laszlo refilled their coffee cups. “Look, I didn’t recall the thing about Ebba channeling Abbie until this week when the timelines merged. It all sort of clicked into place, and I’ve been trying to make sense of it in my head. It’s a total mind fuck.”

      Wilder could see where warring memories might be. “Do you think my dreams are shadows of that time, too?”

      After giving it thought, Laszlo nodded. “Possibly. Spirits leave an echo, so it would make sense, somewhere in the ether, their residual energy is floating about.”

      “It helps to know I’m not going crazy.”

      “You’re not, Wilder. I swear.”

      “If anything happens when Castor and I go to the mountain, and I don’t get back⁠—”

      “Don’t say that,” Laszlo snapped. Softening his tone, he said, “Please, brother. Remain positive. It’s so important you do.”

      “I can’t continue to exist without Abbie, Lo. I don’t want to.”

      “I had much the same thought about Ebba,” his brother confessed.

      She gasped and pressed her hand to her mouth. Cupping her cheek, Laszlo smiled so lovingly it caused Wilder’s heart to ache.

      “When I thought I would lose you forever, I finally understood what my brother was going through with Abbie,” Laszlo confessed to Ebba. “You and I hadn’t even begun, not really, and I was nearly destroyed by learning Death stalked you.” He turned and met Wilder’s gaze. “So I get it, man. Whatever it takes, we’ll find her.”

      Closing his eyes against the sting of fresh tears, he nodded his gratitude. The thickness in his throat refused to allow anything else.

      “We love you, Wilder,” Ebba said with a fierce hug. “Come back to us.”

      “I’ll do my best,” he lied.

      If Abbie weren’t with him, he wouldn’t be coming back.
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      Afternoon sunlight filtered through the branches of the massive pecan trees lining the Monroe property. It cast dappled shadows across the fluted columns and the lightly swaying porch swing. The place hadn’t changed much since Alex saw it last. It sported a fresh coat of paint and new flower baskets with a fern or two, making the overall look homey and inviting.

      Like Beth.

      Alex stared at her house from the edge of the gravel drive. Although his feet felt rooted in the red Carolina clay, like an anchor to the earth, he swayed. He’d been off-kilter since learning of his daughter. How the hell had he never known about Abbie? Beth had his number and should’ve called. And how was he supposed to casually stroll onto that wraparound porch and knock as if he had the right after forty-plus years?

      He stepped forward, hesitated to gather his courage, then closed the distance to the porch. When he reached the base of the wide steps, the door swung open, and there she stood—dark hair and heartbreakingly haunted eyes.

      “I was hoping you’d eventually come,” she said in that soft Southern drawl of hers.

      Jaw tight and throat thick, Alex dragged a hand down his face. “I only found out I had a daughter three hours ago, or I’d have been here sooner.”

      Beth’s pale face crumpled, and tears welled in her large blue eyes. “Oh, Alex.”

      He bounded up the steps, catching her in his arms as she sank to her knees.

      “I’m going to save her, Beth. Count on it.”

      She drew back to meet his eyes, and he hoped like hell they reflected the promise in his heart.

      “I’m not doubting you, but how do you plan to do it? She’s been dead for two years.”

      “I’m formulating a plan. Will you tell me about her?” he asked as he guided her to the swing.

      “She was so much like you. Quick with a quip, adventurous, never encountered a challenge she wasn’t going to meet head-on.” Beth smiled, and the bittersweet sight tightened his stomach. “I looked for you when I discovered I was pregnant, but every source said the same thing. Alex Collins didn’t exist.”

      “I was on the run, but if I had known…”

      Her hollow expression said she didn’t believe him.

      “Do you know what I am?” he asked.

      “I suspect I do.” She trailed her fingers over his cheekbone. “You haven’t aged a day in forty-two years, and even for a warlock, that’s odd.”

      “I’m a Traveler, Beth. My birth name was Anton O’Connor⁠—”

      Her face froze, and wariness entered her eyes. Rightfully so. The surname carried a lot of baggage. “O’Connor? From the Irish O’Connors?”

      “Yes. Loman was my brother and was put down like the feral beast he was. He’s who I was running from, along with the Désorceler Society, which he worked for.” There wasn’t anyone in the witch community unfamiliar with the name of the organization intent on murdering them.

      Alex touched her hand, and when she flinched, he said, “I’m nothing like him. No more than Abbie was like him. When I was a teenager, I ran away from home. It was good fortune Alastair Thorne and Damian Dethridge found me first.”

      “But there’s only one Traveler—Oh! Ohmygod! Alexander Castor!” She covered her mouth as she shook her head. “I’m so stupid!”

      “No. You’re not. You saw what I wanted you to.”

      “You’re a legend.” Beth fingered a strand of his hair. “The white-blond hair and the icy-blue eyes are a dead giveaway. We’ve all heard talk of you, but I still didn’t piece it together. It’s a wonder no one did after Abbie was born.”

      “From the picture, it seems her eyes are darker than mine, and being female, no one would make the leap.”

      “I suppose not,” she said in a soft voice. “I can hardly manage it, and I knew you. But how did you avoid everyone you know?”

      “Glamouring, teleporting, and time jumping throughout the world. It was a helluva lot easier after staging my death.”

      “That’s why you spent so long here, wasn’t it? You were using my home to hide,” Beth concluded.

      “Primarily, yes, but I also enjoyed your company, or I wouldn’t have stayed. It happens to be close to where my best friend lives, and it allowed me to keep tabs on him from afar.”

      “Yet you never thought to check up on me afterward?” she asked without a hint of the bitterness one would expect.

      “I did, actually, but I didn’t want to lead anyone to your door. You were safer without me around.”

      She watched him for a long beat, as if to test his sincerity. Finally, she nodded and held out her hand. “Come. I want to tell you about her life and her boyfriend, Wilder.”

      “I’ve recently met him. Turns out, he’s a cousin to that best friend I mentioned.”

      She smiled a moment before her heartbreak seeped through. “He’s in a worse state than I am, if you can believe it.”

      “Yes, I saw for myself,” Alex said as he entered the foyer and cataloged the changes four decades had wrought. His gaze swept the family room, and the pictures nestled on the mantle beckoned. He drank in all the images of Abbie at various stages of life. “Why didn’t her magic evolve, Beth? You and I are both witches. Did you bind her powers?”

      “No. And I never understood it either. We tried everything we could to bring them out, even enlisting the aid of a local coven.”

      A picture of young Abbie gracing the camera with a gap-toothed grin was his favorite of the bunch, and he traced her face with a finger. “She’s beautiful.”

      “Have you looked in the mirror?” Beth replied dryly.

      He chuckled and spontaneously hugged her. “Thank you. It’s easy to tell she was loved and well cared for.”

      “She was my everything, Alex.” Raw honesty shone on her face. “I’ve been so broken for the last two years.”

      “I have a special talent and very powerful friends, love. If Abbie can be returned to you and Wilder, I’ll make it happen.”
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        * * *

      

      Wilder spent the afternoon tying up legal loose ends. He wanted to ensure his will was in order in case things went sideways. After visiting his mother and younger brothers, Heath and Coleman, he paid a call on his sister, Liz.

      She opened the door with a broad smile, but it faded in slow increments.

      “Wilder? What’s going on? Are you okay?”

      He snorted as he crossed the threshold. “I haven’t been okay for two years, Liz. But I have news.”

      “What is it?” she asked as she led the way to the kitchen.

      Wilder wasn’t surprised to see her husband, Rafe, at the counter with a glass of wine and a laptop. Ever the diligent businessman, he barely looked up as he toasted them.

      “Wine or coffee?” she asked Wilder.

      “Coffee, please. I still have a few things requiring my attention.”

      After starting a fresh pot, Liz faced him. “You don’t ever seek anyone out. Start talking.”

      He couldn’t prevent the grin. His little sister was born bossy.

      “Maybe I’ve turned over a new leaf and have become social again.”

      “Right, and pigs fly.” She withdrew a couple of hand-thrown pottery mugs from the cabinet before adding, “But if you’ve suddenly rejoined the world, I’m happy for it.”

      Wilder waited until she filled the cups and handed him one.

      “I’m going back to the mountain to search for Abbie.”

      “What?” She shared a horrified glance with Rafe, then refocused on him. “Wilder, what the hell are you doing? You know I love you and want to see you happy, but this has reached so far past the obsession stage that it isn’t healthy.”

      “I spoke to Alexander Castor today. He’s Cousin Alastair’s friend⁠—”

      “I know who he is,” she said with an impatient wave. “Did he convince you to do this? The man’s a wildcard. Do you know he⁠—”

      Wilder captured her hand mid-flutter. “Liz. Please.”

      “Okay. Fine. Tell me.”

      And so he explained about Abbie and Castor’s relationship, the dream that wasn’t a dream, and how Abbie’s newfound father intended to help uncover her whereabouts.

      “Wow.” She looked as stunned as he’d felt when the Traveler first opened Ebba’s door. “That’s a lot to take in, but if anyone can alter time and save her, it would be him.”

      “I thought the same, and I have to try.”

      Shaking her head, Liz said, “I can’t believe this. But let me get this straight. Ebba channeled Abbie in some alternate timeline? Which you believe is, what, the Wild West?”

      Her brow was furrowed as she tried to fit the pieces together.

      “Something like that,” he replied. “It’s possible, under the high-stress fall, her powers manifested. If they did and she doesn’t know how to control them, she could be stuck in the past.”

      “But why wouldn’t she have found a way to contact you? Left a note for you to find or something?”

      He smiled wryly. “Ebba asked much the same thing.”

      “Because she’s smart. And what did you answer?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t remember how you answered her, or you don’t know how to answer me?” she asked tartly, raising a brow.

      “My kid sister, always the wiseass.” He sipped his coffee as he considered her question with a clearer mind. “If Abbie’s timeline is similar to ours and two years have passed, it’s possible she made the best of a bad situation and moved on. Maybe she met someone and created a life there if she couldn’t get back.”

      “Oh, Wilder.”

      “Yeah. I may have to accept she doesn’t love me anymore, but I can’t rest until she tells me herself.”

      Liz covered his hand with hers and squeezed. “You forget, I’ve seen you two together. Abbie isn’t a woman who would move on easily. You’re made for each other.”

      “I’ve always thought so. But maybe not. We don’t know what she’s gone through. Despair does strange things to a person.” His voice held a catch, but he wasn’t embarrassed by his intense emotions. His sister would understand. She had fallen in love with Rafe while on vacation, only to have him disappear one morning. It had taken four years for the two of them to reconnect, and their romance hadn’t gone smoothly. She knew what loss and separation felt like.

      Hell, their mutual enemy was the one responsible for taking down the Thornes’ magic the day Abbie fell, making it impossible for Wilder to save her.

      “I’m not sure,” she replied. “But for a good ninety-five percent of us, it works out.”

      He met her sorrowful gaze and could tell she believed he fell into the pitiful five-percent category.

      “Do you have anything stronger to drink?” he asked.

      “I do, but I’m not giving you a crutch to lean on. It’s taken until now for you to visit my home, and you’ll remain sober, brother mine.”

      “Nag.” He turned his hand over, weaving his fingers with hers. “Thank you for caring, sister mine.”

      “You’ve always looked out for me, growing up. Of course, I care.”

      “Would you like us to join in your search?” Rafe asked. He’d been quiet and thoughtful the entire conversation, as was his way, but he was always willing to assist whenever he could.

      “While I appreciate the offer, I’m going to let Castor take the lead on this one. She’s his daughter, and if all else fails, he can cast a blood-to-blood location spell.”

      “Those are always useful,” Rafe replied dryly.

      Wilder chuckled. Once again, he was surprised by how much lighter he felt. Perhaps it was finally taking action after so long, or maybe his once-inherent optimism was returning. Either way, the burgeoning hope felt good.

      “That’s the first time I’ve seen you crack a smile in over two years,” Liz said tearfully.

      He hugged her, holding on for dear life. If he didn’t, he’d likely break down, too. When Liz patted his back, he kissed her temple, cleared his throat, and released her.

      “As soon as I find Abbie, I won’t be able to stop smiling,” he promised.

      “Then I hope you return with her immediately.” Liz shot him a watery grin.

      “Me, too.” He hesitated, then forged on with what he’d originally come to say. “If I don’t make it back⁠—”

      “Wilder—”

      “Liz.”

      She sighed in resignation but didn’t interrupt again.

      “If I don’t make it back, I want you to be the executor of my will. The bulk of my estate can go to charity, but I have a few collectibles I’d like to pass on to the proper people. Can you do that for me?”

      She nodded, lips compressed as if she wanted to argue the outcome of his journey. He appreciated her restraint. There was a time, before Rafe’s influence, when she’d have read him the riot act.

      “You are the best sister a person could hope for. I’ve been blessed to have you in my life.”

      “Don’t talk like you aren’t returning,” she ordered, unable to hide her unease.

      “I don’t know what we’ll be facing. And from what Laszlo has told me, I may have to leave my body to cross through time with Castor. The process is risky as fuck.”

      A sickly expression settled on Liz’s normally serene visage. “Goddess, I hope not. I forgot he had to do that to save Ebba.”

      “Yeah. I didn’t, but I’m willing to try whatever it takes.”

      “What if you don’t find her, Wilder? What then?”

      “I don’t want to think about a life without her, Liz. It’s too dismal to consider.”

      “When is all this happening?” she asked.

      “Tomorrow morning. We’re going to the mountain.”

      “Wilder! That place is dangerous!”

      “Not for those with magic in their back pocket,” he said, giving her a careless grin.

      “Need I remind you our abilities failed once?” she snapped. “I⁠—”

      “Qalbi, stop.” Rafe wrapped her in a hug. “Your brother knows what he’s doing and doesn’t need you adding your worry to the mix.”

      She rewarded him with a vicious arm pinch. “Don’t manage me.”

      “That’s not what you said last night—oomph!” He
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