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        The Otherworld Vs The Real world.

      

      

      Olivia groaned and rolled over, gradually becoming aware that she was lying on the hard ground. She sat up, blinking a few times to clear her blurry vision and scanned her surroundings with an appraising gaze, it looked familiar. She frowned in confusion as she tried to recall the events of the previous night. Hades had promised to send her across the Veil and into the Otherworld, the spirit realm, but as she looked around it didn’t seem any different from the real world, and she wondered, with a start, if it had even worked at all. Maybe she was still in Mercy.

      Climbing awkwardly to her feet, she brushed the dust from her jeans. She was standing at the side of an empty road that seemed to stretch endlessly, surrounded by woods. She looked up at the moody sky, watching the swirls of pale gray and white, and although the skies were overcast it wasn’t cold. Glancing around, she noticed there was no snow, yet when she’d left Mercy, everything had been covered in several feet of snow, but now it looked like the beginning of spring.

      Shaking her head to clear her thoughts, she set off down the road, reasoning that sooner or later, she would encounter a town, or at least a person. Readjusting her backpack so it was more comfortable, she walked at a brisk pace, anxious to find out where she was exactly. After a few miles she found she had to unzip her heavy winter coat and remove her scarf. Settling herself on the carcass of a fallen tree at the side of the road, she pulled off her backpack and opened it, reaching inside for a bottle of water.

      She’d been walking for what felt like hours and she didn’t seem to be getting anywhere. Taking a sip of water, she closed her eyes and listened. This close to the woods she should have at least been able to hear birdsong, or the ripple of the air through the thick green canopy of trees, but there was nothing. It was like someone had hit the mute button, either that, or she was temporarily deaf.

      Tucking her water bottle back into her bag, she rummaged through it, taking stock of what she had with her. Fortunately, she still had the small first aid kit she’d packed before they went after Charon. She also had Hester’s Grimoire.

      Breathing a sigh of relief, she pulled the book out and laid it in her lap, running her fingers over the deeply embossed leather cover. Something inside her, that she hadn’t realized had been so tightly knotted, relaxed as she felt the power thrum beneath her fingertips. Opening it up, she watched as the now familiar curly black script swirled and undulated across the page until it settled into words.

      Her mother’s grudging admission that she couldn’t read the book had come as a surprise to Olivia. She was aware that neither Theo, nor any of her friends, had been able to read it, but she had just assumed it was a charm which protected the book from anyone who wasn’t of Hester’s bloodline. But if her mother couldn’t read it, despite being a West, it begged the question could any of the other women in her family read it? Neither her grandmother, nor her great-aunt, had mentioned the book when she was younger. She hadn’t even known of its existence until she’d retrieved it from the safety deposit box at Old Mercy Mutual. Shaking her head, she closed the book and slipped it back into the bag.

      She pulled out her flashlight and flicked it on. At least that still worked and might come in useful. Sticking her hand back in the backpack, her fist closed around a chunk of cool metal. Pulling it out, her eyes narrowed as she studied it. She searched the bag until she came up with its counterpart and turned the two halves over in her hands.

      It was the demon collar she’d removed from Charon’s neck back at the hotel. He’d said it was used to enslave souls and neutralize supernatural abilities. He’d also said once it was on it was impossible to remove, barring decapitation. She still wasn’t sure how she’d managed to unlock it. To be fair, everything that happened in the hotel was still a little blurry thanks to the adrenaline pumping through her at the time. Still, if she could figure out how to use it…she chewed her lip thoughtfully, wondering if it would actually work on a demon or whether it was called a demon collar because it was made by demons.

      Frowning, she dropped the two pieces back into the bag. As soon as she was able, she’d have to research it further. Sooner or later, she would have to deal with Nathaniel, a powerful demon who was thousands of years old. She wasn’t even sure he could be killed, let alone how to go about it. But maybe, just maybe, if she could get close enough to collar him, his power and strength would be neutralized, then all she would have to do was shove him headfirst back into the devil’s trap at Boothe’s Hollow. It wasn’t ideal but it was a solution…of sorts.

      Tucking her scarf into her bag, she zipped it up and removed her coat. A glint of gold flashed in the pale daylight, and Olivia lifted the compass Hades had given her on the long chain, which hung around her neck. Running her fingers over the metal, now warmed by her body heat, she studied it carefully. The front cover was etched with what looked like exquisite miniature star charts and constellations. She pressed the tiny gold button and the lid flicked open on a well-oiled hinge. Inside, was a circular compass, which sat inside a larger circle, which in turn sat in another larger circle. It had several hands and dials, and once again, she was at a complete loss as to how it worked. Tapping the glass face softly with her fingernail, the hands would still not spin. Frowning in frustration, she clicked the lid closed, and tucked it safely back inside her shirt.

      Picking up her bag, she slung it over her shoulders, and sliding off the fallen tree trunk, she picked up her coat and once again headed down the road. Another hour passed, and she was once again struck by her surroundings. It felt as if she should know this place, it was there, tickling the back of her mind with maddening familiarity.

      She continued on, and soon she began to pass even more familiar landmarks. As she approached the outskirts of the town, she realized she was still in Mercy, she was just approaching it from the road on the opposite side of town to where her house was. She quickened her pace as she headed into town, cursing Hades for playing her for a fool.

      Well, the hell with him and his stupid cruel games, she was just going to head back to her house and she was going to find a way to open the doorway to the Otherworld, even if she had to go through every single scrap of paper and book in her library. If that didn’t work, she may just damn well kidnap Charon herself. Whatever it took, she was going to get Theo back.

      She stalked angrily into town and headed for Main Street. She could have blamed her stubbornness and irritation for the fact she didn’t immediately notice that something was different about her town. She passed the town offices and turned the corner heading toward the museum. Gradually slowing her pace, her brow furrowed as her mind began to process something that should have been glaringly obvious the minute she stepped foot into town. She stopped abruptly across the street from the pub, just past the Bailey’s convenience store and scanned her surroundings.

      Where were all the people?

      Olivia crossed into the street, slowly stopping in the middle of the usually busy road, which ran the length of Main Street. There was nothing, no cars, no traffic, and most importantly, no people. She turned a slow circle, scanning the sidewalks and shops. Nothing. She was the only person there. It was like she’d woken up from a coma and found herself in the middle of a zombie apocalypse.

      “HELLO?” she called out into the silence. “HELLO?”

      Hades had kept his word, she must be in the Otherworld, but why did it look like an exact abandoned replica of her town?

      Confused, she crossed back to the Bailey’s store and tried the door. It was unlocked, and as it swung open easily she stepped into the cheery little store. The florescent lights glowed brightly, highlighting row upon row of fully stocked and untouched shelves. She stepped behind the counter and found the register fully loaded with cash. There was a small TV behind the counter also and, although already turned on, it simply showed static. She changed the channels but each one was the same, it was as if there were no TV stations left broadcasting.

      More than a little freaked out, Olivia stepped back out onto the street and walked a couple of blocks. Every door she tried was the same, unlocked, each room beyond pristine and undisturbed with not one single person in sight.

      “Hello?” she called out again as she wandered down the street. “Hello, is anyone here?”

      Nothing but silence.

      She noticed for the first time that the light hadn’t changed. She’d been walking for hours, and in the real world the sun would have reached its midday peak and then started its descent toward the horizon and into night. But here, it remained the same, covered by the strange swirls of cloud and bathing the town in a constant pale light with a faint bluish cast to it.

      Trying to think about the problem logically, she chewed her lip. If Theo had been pulled into the Otherworld and ended up here, where the hell would he be? She tried to put herself in his place. If it’d been her pulled through the gateway, what was the first thing she’d do, she asked herself, and the answer was simple, head to the place that was most familiar to her.

      Her house…

      If Theo were to head to the most familiar place, it would be her house. In fact, even if he didn’t realize he’d been pulled into the Otherworld, that would be the first place he would go looking for her.

      She turned the corner, intent on heading straight for the lake, when she stopped abruptly. It would take ages to walk to her house from here. Wishing she had her banged up old Camaro, which she’d affectionately named Dolly, she scanned her surroundings. Her gaze finally landed on a shiny red bicycle, which was propped against the side of a small shop.

      “Guess that’ll have to do,” she murmured and grabbed the handles swinging her leg over the frame.

      Stuffing her coat into the front basket, she set off toward the lake.

      She cycled down the block, but as she turned the corner, she skidded to a stop, her mouth hanging open in confusion. She turned back to look behind her to the street she’d just come from, but the woods now stood at her back. Frowning, she turned back to the sight in front of her. It was her house, it should have taken her at least an hour to get there, instead it had taken her no more than a few moments and one turn of a corner.

      Climbing down off the bike, she pushed it toward the front steps of her porch. So strange. She was beginning to feel a little like she’d fallen down a rabbit hole. Nothing seemed to make sense.

      She leaned the bike against the side of the house and trotted up the steps, already calling out to Theo as she opened the door and stepped into the familiar hallway.

      “Theo?”

      She headed for the dining room, which had become his studio. The room was silent and still. No longer holding the devastation that had occurred when Theo’s dead wife had viciously materialized in her house, the room was once again neat and ordered. His art supplies were neatly stacked on the table with pots containing brushes and tools, fastidiously lined up against the wall. Many completed canvases were stacked around the room, and pencil sketches were tacked to the walls. There was not one single portrait of Mary anywhere, all of Theo’s pictures were once again as he had originally painted them.

      Wandering back out of the room, she headed for the library, her favorite room. After her mother had attacked her and ransacked the room in her pursuit of Hester’s Grimoire, Olivia had not bothered to put it back as it originally was, opting instead, to neatly stack the books and paperwork around the room while she sorted through hundreds of years of accumulated family history and books on magic. But, unlike the real word, here the room was once again as she remembered it from her childhood.

      Turning her back deliberately on the room, she checked the kitchen and then headed up the stairs, still calling out to Theo as she went, but there was nothing. The house was empty.

      She slowly moved back down the stairs where her gaze snagged on Beau’s leash that had been dropped on the floor by the open front door. She knew Beau wouldn’t be there, she’d left him behind in the real world, but the house still felt strange without him. She only hoped someone was looking after him for her while she was gone. Sinking down on the bottom tread of the stairs, Olivia stared out of the front door absently.

      They would have realized by now that they were missing. Had they figured it out, she wondered, or did they believe that both she and Theo were dead? She sighed as her brow folded into a frown, wishing she had some way to contact her friends.

      She stared out of the open front door, so lost in her thoughts it took her a moment to fully comprehend what her eyes were seeing. She stood abruptly and stepped closer to the open door. Directly opposite, across the grassy expanse of land in front of her house, which led to the edge of the woods, a small wooden cottage had appeared. Nestled at the edge of the tree line, a small curl of smoke rose from the chimney, giving it a welcoming, homely appeal.

      The cottage hadn’t been there when she arrived, of that she was certain. She stepped out onto the porch, but paused, suddenly turning back to look behind her into the house. She felt something brush against her arm, and just for a moment she could have sworn she heard Jake’s voice.

      Shaking off the strange feeling, she stepped out of the door and headed toward the strange little cottage.

       

      ***

      Jake shivered as he crossed Olivia’s doorway, feeling as if someone had just stepped over his grave. Unwrapping his scarf and removing his hat, he closed the door behind him.

      “Roni?” he called out.

      “In here,” a muffled voice replied from the library.

      He stepped through the doorway and paused as he noted the stacks of boxes, which she was filling with paperwork and books. “What on earth are you doing?”

      “Eventually, I’m going to be organizing all this for Olivia.” She looked around at the boxes she’d already filled. “It’s a mess in here. Olivia and I had already discussed sorting through all of this so she could clean and redecorate.”

      “While she’s gone you’re going to clean up her mess?” His mouth curved in amusement.

      “Not exactly.” She tucked her hair behind her ear and frowned. “Well…yes, I mean, that is a byproduct, but you’re missing the point.”

      “Which is?”

      “There are hundreds of years of books on magic and lore in here. Some of these books I’ve never even heard of before, and I’m willing to bet they’re one of a kind. I doubt even Olivia fully understands the significance of what she’s got here. These are the most comprehensive resources on the occult I have ever seen. I don’t know how they managed to squeeze so much into one room.”

      “So you decided to catalog it all?”

      “Laugh all you like, but it’s like a balm to my frazzled soul.” She blew out a deep breath and turned her serious blue eyes on him. “It makes me happy when things are categorized and in alphabetical order, it helps my stress levels.”

      Jake bit back a smile, she was so cute.

      “I need to feel like I’m doing something.” Roni sighed as she dropped down on the arm of the tatty old sofa.

      “I know.” Jake stepped closer.

      “I just figured that somewhere in among all this stuff, there has to be an answer, a solution.” She shrugged helplessly. “Some way to cross the Veil and help them, or at the very least allow us to communicate with them.”

      “That’s actually a very good idea,” Jake mused, picking up a book at random and leafing through it. “Have you found anything helpful?”

      “Not yet. I was just going to pack this stuff up and move it back to my apartment to sort through. I don’t like being out here by myself so close to the lake. I know the gateway’s closed, but still…”

      “That’s understandable.”

      “What are you doing here anyway?” she asked. “You’re not still checking up on me, are you?”

      “No.” His lips twitched as he dropped the book back into the pile. He knew she got really annoyed when she thought he was keeping an eye on her. He probably didn’t need to mention that she hadn’t been out of his sight much since the gateway opened in the first place. “I was just picking up the spare bag of food for Beau. I figured I’d use that up before I go and buy more.”

      Her scowl softened at the mention of Olivia and Theo’s cute little puppy.

      “How’s he settling in at your place?”

      “He keeps crying for them.” Jake sighed. “But he’s slowly adjusting. Problem is, he shouldn’t really be left on his own, and I can’t really keep him with me all the time.”

      “If you need to, you can drop him by my place, or the museum.” She looked up at him. “I’ll watch him when you’re busy.”

      “I might just do that,” he murmured as he studied her face. “Have you spoken with Mayor Burnett at all?”

      “A few times,” Roni replied. “Mostly about things concerning the museum. When it comes to Olivia and Theo, she’s still not very forthcoming with information. She says she can’t give us any more details because everything that is going to happen is supposed to happen in a particular order, or something like that. I don’t really understand. I still can’t believe she’s Theo’s sister, and that he doesn’t know.”

      “I know,” Jake agreed. “It’s really weird that she’s his younger sister, but that she’s actually, physically older than him.”

      “I’m really worried about them,” Roni murmured. “They’ve been gone weeks. Surely we would’ve heard something by now?”

      “I’m worried too.” Jake stepped closer as Roni stood gazing up into his eyes.

      “I feel like we should be doing something,” she replied in frustration. “I don’t suppose you’ve heard anything from Olivia’s dad?”

      Jake shook his head. “Charles has gone to ground, along with Davis and Danae. No one’s heard from them since the day after we closed the gateway.”

      “Even Danae?” She was slightly surprised that Olivia’s young aunt had disappeared too, after all she was a permanent fixture in the community, although everyone knew her by the name deputy Helga Hanson. “Has she not been into work?”

      “She took some personal time,” he replied. “Mac hasn’t heard from her since.”

      “What do you think they’re up to?”

      “I have no idea.” His expression hardened. “Probably trying to track down Olivia’s mom.”

      “I don’t think so,” Roni mused. “He seemed genuinely concerned about Olivia, so I can’t believe he would just leave her trapped in the Otherworld to chase down her mom. Perhaps he’s trying to figure out a way to reach her and Theo?”

      “Then why exclude us?” Jake replied irritably. “We’ve all proved ourselves. If he is looking for a way to reach them, then he should be including us.”

      “Maybe he has his reasons.”

      “Look, Roni”—he stepped closer, unconsciously running his hands down her arms in a comforting gesture—“I know Charles Connell is an extremely charming, charismatic man, but first and foremost, he is a very dangerous witch, who is hell bent on finding his wife and killing her.”

      “It sounds so bad when you say it like that.”

      “There’s no use in trying to pretty it up.” Jake’s serious blue eyes bore into hers. “He’s a man capable of terrible things, you can’t trust him.”

      “Now you sound like Mac.”

      “Well, Mac has a point, several of them actually, and he cares a great deal about Olivia.”

      Roni released a slow and resigned breath. “I just want them back.”

      “I do too,” he muttered as he stared down at her, his eyes dropping involuntarily to her soft, full lips.

      “I should go,” she murmured, turning to glance at the window. “It’s going to get dark soon.”

      “Yeah,” he replied absently, his gaze locked on hers.

      Shaking her head lightly, she stepped back out of his arms.

      “I’ll help you”—Jake cleared his throat—“with the boxes.”

      “Thank you.” She smiled.

      They worked quickly and in silence until they had several boxes loaded up into her car. The temperature had started to warm up with spring just around the corner and the snow had finally begun to melt, leaving sparse patches of it dotted across the town. Jake retrieved the large bag of dog food and locking the door up behind him, he trotted down the porch steps toward Roni.

      “I’ll follow you back and help you unload them.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” she protested.

      “Roni, you live on the fourth floor of your apartment building, it’ll take you forever to get these boxes up to your apartment on your own.”

      “Shouldn’t you get home to Beau?” She frowned. “He’s been on his own a long time.”

      “We can swing by my place first and pick him up, then I can help you get the boxes up to your place and you can cook me dinner to say thank you.” He grinned.

      “Is that so?” Her brow rose questioningly.

      “Or we can order take out,” he replied with boyish charm. “Come on, Roni, I’m starving, have pity on a poor overworked and dedicated public servant.”

      “Fine,” she huffed with a quiet laugh. “We’ll pick something up on the way back.”

      Grinning one last time, Jake headed to his car and loaded up the bag of food before climbing in and firing the engine.

      They both pulled out of Olivia’s drive and headed back toward town in the pale, dying rays of light, unaware that at the edge of the woods in the shadow of the trees, a tall dark figure watched them silently with dead eyes.
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      Olivia headed down the front steps of her porch, her attention now fixed on the small wooden cabin at the edge of the trees. There was something non-threatening and homey about it, and driven by curiosity she moved closer, cutting through the long grass. A small tendril of smoke rose from the chimney, giving the impression of a cozy hearth and a hearty meal. Everything in her yearned toward the cabin, she realized with a jolt. It felt like it was calling to her, welcoming her home. Strange, she frowned silently, there had never been a cottage set at the edge of the trees by her woods, yet it looked as if it belonged, as if somehow it had always been there.

      Shaking her head in an attempt to clear her mind she approached the strange little house. If she had to place it in a time period, she would have said sometime around the beginning of the 18th Century, as it looked like early colonial cabins she’d seen in the historical records. It was just one level with a low-pitched timber roof and overhanging porch. As she neared the front door it opened suddenly and a woman stepped into the doorway, watching Olivia calmly, with serious whiskey-colored eyes.

      Olivia’s stomach clenched and her mouth went dry at the sight of the woman’s familiar face.

      She stepped up onto the porch and stopped in front of her, her voice barely more than a whisper. “Hester?”

      The woman smiled in amusement. “No, Olivia.” Her voice was smooth as honey and filled with affection. “I’m not Hester.”

      Understanding suddenly dawned in her mind.

      “You’re Bridget, aren’t you?” Olivia asked softly. “Hester’s sister.”

      “I am.” She studied Olivia warmly. “And I have been waiting a long time for you.”

      “Waiting for me?”

      “Why don’t you come in?” Bridget turned and moved back into the room, giving Olivia no choice but to follow.

      Olivia stepped inside and glanced around curiously.

      Although there was only one room, it radiated a warmth and coziness that Olivia instantly wanted to wrap around herself like a blanket. To one side, tucked away neatly, was a wooden cot covered with a patchwork quilt. At one end of the room was a large stone fireplace, and hanging from the ceiling above it were several bundles of herbs, which were drying out in the heat.

      A pot of something that smelled delicious simmered on a large hook, suspended over the flickering flames, filling the air with a tantalizing scent. In the center of the room was a wooden table and chairs and along the edge of the room stood what could only be described as a very basic food preparation area when compared to the modern hi tech kitchens of her time.

      “Come in, don’t stand in the doorway staring.”

      Olivia stepped further into the house and let the door close behind her. The wooden floor was worn and scrubbed ruthlessly to within an inch of its life. There was no glass in the windows, just wooden shutters which were open to let in the light. A small pot filled with wild flowers stood on the table. Although the cabin was crude by modern standards, it was obvious that it was well taken care of.

      “Come, take a seat, love.” Bridget smiled. “You must be confused and tired, crossing over can be disorientating.”

      Olivia moved obediently over to the table and pulling off her backpack, she lowered herself into one of the chairs, studying Bridget’s face intently.

      “You look so much like her,” Olivia murmured.

      Bridget’s mouth curved in amusement.

      “Sorry.” Olivia shook her head. “That was stupid. Of course you look like each other, you’re twins.”

      “Must be very strange for you,” she agreed.

      “It is. I have a portrait of Hester painted by her daughter.”

      “Miriam?” Bridget nodded. “She was such a sweet girl. She loved to paint, always experimenting with mixing herbs and flowers and oils, trying to find a way to make them into colors to paint with. It used to drive Hess to distraction that she would rather paint than concentrate on her lessons.”

      “Lessons?”

      Bridget smiled. “The magic in our family has always been both a blessing and a curse, but it was our duty to pass it on to those who came after us. Miriam would have been happy spending the rest of her life painting rather than learning the craft, but eventually she followed the path, the same as all of us do in the end. It’s in our blood.”

      “Magic?”

      “That’s a part of it.” She nodded. “But not all. It’s a calling, a duty. What we were given came with great responsibility and heavy burdens.”

      “Was it a burden for you?” Olivia asked softly.

      Bridget stopped bustling around the small kitchen for a moment, her eyes filled with memories and judging from the fleeting emotion that passed over her face, they were painful ones.

      “We all have our burdens to bear.” She shook her head and reached up to pull down a deep clay bowl.

      “She spoke of you,” Olivia told her softly, “in her journals. She worried about you.”

      “That was Hess.” She took a long-handled ladle and dished up thick scoops of stew into the bowl from the pot simmering over the fire. “She always tried to take responsibility for everyone around her.”

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      “There comes a time when we all have to take responsibility for what we’ve done.” She placed the bowl down on the table in front of Olivia and handed her a spoon. “Eat.”

      Her stomach growled loudly, and her mouth began to water at the delicious scent wafting from the bowl. Not needing to be told twice, she dug in and almost groaned in pleasure. The meat she couldn’t identify, something wild and gamey, not at all what she was used to. It was rich and buttery and seemed to almost melt on her tongue. The vegetables were cooked to perfection and seasoned with herbs she couldn’t even begin to name, but all together it was quite possibly one of the best things she had ever tasted.

      “I didn’t know you could get hungry, or even eat in the spirit world,” she mumbled through another mouthful.

      “You’ll find there are a lot of things possible here.” Bridget reached for a loaf of brown bread and began to cut a thick slice. “It’s simply another plane of existence.”

      “Is Hester here?”

      “No.” She sighed after a moment. “I haven’t seen her in such a long time.”

      “Where is she?” Olivia asked curiously.

      “That I can’t tell you.” She handed her the generously buttered slice. “Because I don’t know.”

      “But?”

      “No buts.” She sat down opposite Olivia. “That was the agreement we made, that she would disappear so that no one could compel her soul to reveal the location of Infernum and I…” She paused as her clear gaze met Olivia’s. “I would wait here for you.”

      “For me?” Jolted by Bridget’s words, the spoon tumbled from her suddenly nerveless fingers. “But how…why?”

      “My sister saw a lot of things, Olivia, she was an incredibly gifted seer, but she was so much more than that. She could see people’s threads.”

      “Threads?”

      “Every living being has threads attached, joining them to others. I’m told it’s like looking at the world through a spider web of different colored yarns. Every line has a different color, every color has a different meaning, love, loyalty, friendship, betrayal, pain, all of them binding souls to each other. It isn’t common, but there are some gifted witches who can see the threads of life. Hester could not only see the threads binding everyone together, but she could follow individual threads down through generation after generation. I don’t really understand how she was able to do it. There has never been another witch like her, not before, not since.”

      “She could see the future, not just any future, but the future of specific individuals and their descendants?”

      “Something like that,” Bridget murmured.

      “Wow!” Olivia breathed heavily as she picked up her spoon once again. “I bet that was a hell of a headache.”

      “Perhaps.” Bridget shrugged. “If it did cause her distress, she never showed it. To her, her magic was a gift, a celebration, and she found so much joy in it.”

      “And you?”

      “It was a nail in the coffins of all the people I loved.”

      “I’m sorry.” Olivia studied her many times great-aunt.

      “I made my choices.” Bridget shrugged. “But there is something you need to understand.”

      “And that is?”

      “That there is no such thing as white magic nor black, it is the witch who takes the power to a light or dark place. There is no good and evil only personal responsibility. You are an extremely powerful witch, more so than you even realize. I know what has happened to you, Olivia, and I know everything that has brought you to this point. I know why you are here.”

      Olivia’s defenses were immediately up.

      “You know nothing about my life,” she said coolly

      “Yes, I do,” she replied tiredly. “And I understand more than you think. I’m here to help you. Everything you are holding inside, bolted down so tightly, is eventually going to tear its way loose. All that pain and rage and betrayal will take your magic to a dark place and you along with it. You must have felt the beginnings of it already.”

      Olivia gripped the spoon so tightly her knuckles turned white. The delicious food she’d wolfed down only moments earlier, now sat like lead in her stomach and ash in her mouth.

      Bridget was right, she had felt it. That moment she’d called down the Hellfire and felt it flood her body, vast, dark, and seductive. Even now she could feel it coiled deep inside her, restless and all-consuming, waiting to unfurl like a dragon of raw flame and power. She’d felt its dark call the first time she’d killed one of the Hellhounds. An intimate kill even in her injured, weakened state. As she’d closed her hands around its throat and made it burn, she’d felt its panic, tasted its fear, and pain. She’d reveled in it. To her shame, instead of feeling pity, she’d made the fire burn hotter, because she could, because she’d liked it.

      Shame colored her cheeks as her memory flashed back to the moment she had stood out in the snow wearing nothing but Theo’s shirt, blood dripping from the wound at her thigh, to stain the crisp, white snow scarlet beneath her naked feet. She’d reached up into the sky and pulled down lightning bolts of pure silver flame.

      Like Zeus, standing high above on the pinnacle of Mount Olympus, as he rained down fire and lightning and retribution upon the Titans.

      She’d rode the whip of power and gloried in it. In that moment, she knew she could have burned everything surrounding her, but she hadn’t. She hadn’t… she reminded herself.

      Closing her eyes she drew in a shaky breath, her body trembling in remembrance, almost reliving the moment her body flooded with such an arousing, ancient magic. Her hand involuntarily slipped beneath the table and squeezed the thigh which still bore the partially healed cut she had sustained that night. She winced at the slight pain and squeezed harder, as if the pain could somehow keep her grounded.

      “There has never been anyone like you, Olivia,” Bridget whispered. “You are the mistress of fire. No one but a god has ever been able to control such a vast elemental power as the five ancient fires.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There are five types of fire, the oldest and most unstable magic, Earthfire, Spiritfire, Hellfire, Witchfire and Demonfire, and you wield three of those already. That kind of power in the wrong hands… If you don’t reconcile your own demons, Olivia, the power will overwhelm you. It will take you down a road there is no coming back from. I know…” Her voice trembled as she fixed her penetrating gaze on Olivia, her eyes deeply troubled. “Don’t walk the path I did.”

      “You’re trapped here, aren’t you?”

      “In a way.” She sighed. “I have my part to play in this, we all do. Our family, Olivia”—she shook her head—“our history, is complicated. Stained with blood and pride and betrayal. We have so much to atone for, and each generation has added to this mess.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Did you ever stop to wonder how we came to be in possession of Infernum, the most powerful book in history, or how Nathaniel came to walk the earth free and unfettered while his brother remained imprisoned by Hades? How he knew about our connection to the book?”

      “What are you saying?” Olivia asked slowly, her stomach tying in knots.

      “Each generation has passed our history down daughter to daughter, colored by our own perceptions and our desperate desire to paint ourselves as the heroines, the warriors, who were chosen to protect the most powerful and sought after artifact ever known.”

      “That’s not true is it?”

      “No.” Her gaze hardened. “The truth is, our family is vastly flawed, unstable, and susceptible to the darkness we find so seductive and irresistible. Do you really think your mother was the first West to covet the book and its powers? Our hands are stained with generations of betrayal, going all the way back to the first of our bloodline, her name was Carrigan, and it was her fault Nathaniel escaped from the Underworld.”

      “What happened?”

      Bridget shook her head. “That’s a story for another time.”

      “But—”

      “What you need to understand is that with every retelling of our story, it has become warped and changed. Ashamed of our past, each generation has tried to rewrite our history.” She let loose a mocking laugh.

      “Our glorious history, how we came to be the powerful protectors of the book, such a sacred duty, a sacred trust, such an honor, but the simple, ugly truth is that it was bestowed upon us as a punishment, that our children and our children’s children have been enduring for nearly two thousand years. That book has been a plague on our bloodline, a disease we have never been able to rid ourselves of.”

      “God,” Olivia whispered painfully.

      “God had nothing to do with it, even the Goddess herself stood by and watched us suffer. Generation after generation of her daughters, living out a never-ending punishment, simply because of the blood that flows in our veins.”

      “She’s not like that.” Olivia frowned.

      “Not with you,” Bridget murmured. “That’s how we knew you were different. Hess looked into our future, and she saw you were the answer to the one question we’d never dared ask.”

      “What question?”

      “It’s you, Olivia, it’s always been you. We have been waiting such a long time for you to be born. That’s why you are different, that’s why you can wield Hellfire. You’re the only one who can break the never-ending cycle of blood and betrayal. You can set us all free.”

      “No!” Olivia shook her head in denial. “You’re wrong.”

      “We’re not,” Bridget replied calmly. “We’ve been trapped on this spinning wheel for so long. Round and round we go. That book has spilled more blood than all the wars there have ever been. The darkness won, time and time again, because we have never been strong enough to end it, but not this time, this time we have you.”

      “No, you don’t have me.” Olivia’s mouth tightened. “I didn’t sign up for this, and it’s sure as hell not why I crossed over to the Otherworld. I’m here for one reason, and one reason only…to find Theo. I don’t care about anything else.”

      “Yes, you do,” Bridget replied calmly. “You’re scared, but it’s time you faced up to your responsibilities.”

      “Like you did?” Olivia stood abruptly, the chair legs scraping loudly against the wooden floor. “Because from where I’m standing, you and your sister didn’t do such a great job yourselves, and you have the nerve to sit there and lecture me about my responsibilities? I’m not here to clean up your mess. I’m here to find Theo, that’s it.”

      “You’re right.” Bridget sighed, her curved shoulder betraying the weight she carried. “My sister and I made a lot of mistakes, and it isn’t right to ask you to shoulder such a burden. It isn’t fair, but there is no one else. It has to be you, because it can be no other. I wish I could spare you the dark days ahead. I wish I could go back and undo all the mistakes our family has made, but I can’t, because it’s not up to me. I am here to instruct you and to help you, but I can’t change the way things are no matter how much I might want to.”

      “I don’t need any instruction and unless you are able to tell me where Theo is, I don’t want a damn thing from you.”

      “I don’t know where Theo is, the Otherworld is different for each of us. I only knew where you’d be because Hess saw it. He’s here somewhere, I can sense that much, but it will be up to you to find him.”

      “Fine,” Olivia snapped as she snatched up her backpack. “Thanks for the meal.”

      “Olivia”—Bridget rose from her chair—“you can’t ignore this or ignore me. I’m not going away. You need guidance, your power is raw and undisciplined, as is your knowledge of our craft. It’s not your fault, you didn’t have those who came before you to guide you and nurture you through this, but you cannot just walk away.

      “Just watch me.” She headed for the door.

      “Olivia,” Bridget spoke quietly, causing her to pause and look back. “I’ll be here when you change your mind.”

      “I won’t.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Bridget murmured as she watched the door close behind Olivia.
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      Mac looked up at the tap on his door. “Jake,” he greeted.

      “Have you got a moment?”

      “Sure.” He closed the file that had been giving him a headache for the past fort-five minutes and beckoned him in. “What’s on your mind.”

      “It’s about Olivia and Theo.”

      “Have you heard anything? Are they back?”

      He shook his head. “No, but a couple of nights ago, I helped Roni haul a load of Olivia’s books over to her apartment to sort through. She says, it’s the most comprehensive collection of obscure occult and magic books she’s ever seen. She thought by going through them, she might find something helpful on how to contact them on the other side. Or even better, find a way to bring them back, and seeing as Charles and the others have done a disappearing act, I figured what harm could it do?”

      “So”—Mac leaned back in his chair—“has she found anything?”

      “I’m not sure. She called earlier and left me a message. She sounded quite excited about something but didn’t want to talk about it on the phone. I’m going to swing by her place after I’m done here. I just thought you’d want to be kept in the loop.”

      “Thanks, Jake, I appreciate it.” He blew out the breath he’d been holding. “I have to admit, I’m getting worried. It’s been weeks and nothing. No sign of them or Charles, and when that man goes radio silent, it makes me itch. He’s up to something, and I can guarantee it’s something we wouldn’t approve of, or he would have involved us.”

      “Are you so sure of that?” Jake asked. “You seemed pretty steamed at him the night after the gateway was closed.”

      “That’s because he tried to cave my skull in with the butt of his gun.” He frowned. “However, that being said, looking back and knowing what I do of him, I can’t quite bring myself to believe he would abandon his daughter. He had her watched over and protected for years while he was incarcerated, but then again, who really knows the man? I say we rely on ourselves this time around. Tell Roni, whatever she needs, we’ve got her back. Let’s bring Olivia and Theo home.”

      “You can’t do that,” a soft voice spoke from the doorway.

      Mac looked up and his expression instantly hardened.

      “Mayor Burnett.” Jake nodded.

      She glanced over at Mac’s chilly expression and sighed, it seemed he was still pretty mad about finding out her true identity.

      “I don’t mean to intrude, but what is happening now with Olivia and Theo is important. It has to happen, which means that no matter how much you want to help them, you can’t interfere.”

      “You keep saying that, but you’re not really giving us much to work with here.” Jake frowned.

      “I know it’s hard for you to understand, but I can’t give away too much information. We have to let events unfold in their own time.”

      “And how long will that take? Months? Years? They’ve already been gone three weeks,” Jake replied. “People are starting to notice.”

      “I know how long it’s been for us, but it’s not the same for them.”

      “What do you mean?” Jake replied.

      “In the Otherworld, time passes differently, in fact time doesn’t actually pass at all. Here, three weeks have gone by, but in the spirit world time has no meaning, so to them they’ve only just arrived. It will feel like hours not weeks.”

      “That’s messed up.”

      “I don’t make the rules.” Her mouth curved into an amused smile. “I just try to work around them.”

      “You’re asking us to take a lot on faith here, Mayor.” Jake sighed.

      “I know,” she replied sympathetically. “I know you want them back. I do too, but there is a lot at stake here, and I need you to trust me.”

      “That’s asking a lot,” Mac spoke up finally, his voice low and cool. “From someone who has lied about her identity for the last forty years.”

      “Okay, fine, I deserved that, but you don’t understand what will happen if you interfere.”

      “What will happen?” Jake asked.

      “I will die,” she answered quietly

      “What?” Mac’s expression lost a little of the cool hostility as his brow creased into a frown.

      Tammy sucked in a breath and tried to organize her thoughts.

      “I was nine years old when I was brought to Mercy,” she began softly, “and I was dying from Scarlett Fever, a condition easily treatable in the present day, but from my time it was a death sentence. I’d been a premature baby, my mother died giving birth to me, and throughout my early childhood, I was sickly and prone to illness. I would never have survived, if I had been left in Salem. Even once I was brought to Mercy, it was still touch and go for a while as to whether or not I would survive. My past is your present, what is happening now directly leads to the events which brought me to Mercy. If you interfere now, those events will never take place and I will die in Salem, just another faceless statistic of childhood mortality in the 17th century colonies.”

      “Jesus Christ.” Jake raked his hands through his hair. “I thought it was bad enough trying to get my head wrapped around Theo being dragged through time, but seriously, time travel is giving me a brain aneurysm right now.”

      “I know it’s a lot to take in, and a lot to ask, but please don’t interfere.”

      “Alright.” Jake blew out a breath. “I’ll talk to Roni. We won’t try to pull them back across the Veil, but that doesn’t mean we’re not going to try and contact them.”

      “Fair enough.” She nodded as her gaze locked on Mac, who was silently studying her. “Can you give us a minute, Jake?”

      “Sure.” He noticed the look that passed between them and felt the atmosphere grow heavy. “I’ll head over to Roni’s.”

      Neither of them answered, in fact they barely noticed when he clicked the door closed quietly behind him, leaving just the two of them shut in the small office.

      “You’re mad at me,” Tammy said after a moment.

      “Is that a question or a statement?” he replied coolly.

      She sighed. “Layton, I’m sorry I never told you, but it’s really not that big a deal.”

      “Excuse me?” His expression darkened. “Not that big a deal? You lied to me about who you are.”

      “I didn’t, not really,” she replied. “Look, after I was taken to the hospital and treated, I was adopted by the Burnetts. They gave me their name legally and they shortened my name to Tammy, and it just kind of stuck. I never lied to you about who I was, I’m still me. I just didn’t tell you where and when I was born.”

      “A lie by omission, is still a lie.”

      “For God’s sake, Layton,” she snapped angrily, “stop being so obtuse.”

      “Obtuse?” He stood abruptly, facing her over his desk. “You should have told me.”

      “Really?” she asked incredulously. “Tell you what? That I was born in Salem in 1676, and magically pulled through time? Tell me, Layton, exactly how am I supposed to start a conversation like that? You wouldn’t have believed a damn word. You’d have thought I was crazy, and with good reason. Admit it, if I had told you back then, before all of this happened, before the things you’ve seen since you came back to Mercy, there is no way you could’ve believed me.”

      “Maybe not the first time around, but I have been back in Mercy for months,” he snapped. “Months, Tammy, and at any point, you could’ve come to me and told me the truth, but you didn’t.”

      “I couldn’t.”

      “You mean wouldn’t,” he replied bitterly. “You’re not the woman I thought you were. I don’t know you at all.”

      “That’s not fair,” she whispered. “You were the only one who did know the real me.”

      “How can I believe that now?”

      She could feel the tears burning the back of her eyes and the hot, hard knot forming in her throat. Not wanting to let him see how much his words had stung, she turned and headed to the door. But she paused with her hand on the handle, she didn’t want to leave him like this after everything. She’d hurt him, she knew it, and he deserved as much of an answer as she was able to give him.

      “I never had the chance to know my mother,” she began so softly he almost missed it.

      Mac watched her carefully, ignoring the heaviness in his chest as she spoke.

      “My father was an abusive alcoholic, my eldest brother became a cold-blooded killer, and my sister-in-law was violent and unstable, because she was probably suffering from paranoid schizophrenia. Theo was all I had. He pretty much raised me from the moment I was born. It was me and him against the world.

      “You can’t begin to imagine how painful it was being separated from him, and not only that, but to be placed in a world I didn’t understand with people I didn’t know, and I couldn’t tell anyone, not another living soul, where I came from.

      “I’ve waited forty years to see my brother again. Do you think I didn’t want to tell the truth? The minute he arrived in Mercy, do you think I wasn’t desperate to go to him and tell him who I was? Of all the time I have spent with Olivia, do you not wonder why I was so careful to never be in the same room as Theo? To make sure our paths didn’t cross?

      “Because I couldn’t take the risk of him recognizing me or figuring out who I was before now. Things are about to get bad, Layton, really bad. Nathaniel is even more dangerous now, and Isabel West is not only losing her grip on her sanity but on her control over him. I never wanted you to get caught up in the middle of all of this. I should never have asked you to come back to Mercy, but⁠—”

      “But?” he asked quietly, his expression unreadable.

      “But you were the only one I trusted. The only one I felt safe with.” She shook her head, her voice filled with pain. “I am truly sorry for the hurt I have caused you, Layton.”

      Her eyes were burning, but she couldn’t bring herself to look at him. She turned back to the door and fumbled with the handle, trying to swallow past the misery lodged in her throat. She was so focused on trying to get out of the room, she didn’t notice him round the desk and reach her in two quick strides. All she knew was she was suddenly caged against the door by his arms. She felt the heat and hardness of his body pressed against her back and his breath whisper across her cheekbone. As he bent low his voice washed over her, familiar and gravelly, she’d always loved the sound of his voice.

      “Tell me just one thing.”

      She turned and looked up into his piercing blue eyes.

      “Is this the reason you wouldn’t marry me?”

      If her silence hadn’t given him the answer he needed, he would have read it in the guilt swimming in her glassy eyes.

      “Damn it, Tammy,” he growled.

      Before she could open her mouth to respond, his crashed down on her. A gasp escaped as he took her under, his fingers tangled in her sleek bob length hair, holding her close, as his mouth tasted her like he was a man starving. She couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe.

      It all crashed in on her with painful acuity, the familiarity, the heat, all those feeling of longing, of need, and she embraced them all and gave like she had never given before. For the first time ever there were no barriers between them, no secrets, it was just the two of them.

      Her fingers grazed his jaw and slid up to his cheeks tracing the indentations of what had been cute dimples in his youth but had now deepened into sexy creases. His stubble scraped at her sensitive skin, but she didn’t care. His hard body pressed her soft curves as he held her trapped against the door.

      When the insistent need for oxygen finally drove them apart, they stood breathing heavily, his forehead pressed to hers, his hands still tangled in her hair and her fingers still gently cupping his ridiculously handsome face.

      “Tammy,” he whispered against her mouth, “I don’t need you to protect me, I just need you. I always have.”

      “Don’t,” she choked out. “I can’t lose you, Layton, not like this. I won’t have your blood on my hands.”

      Something about the way she said it set alarm bells ringing in his head. He grasped her chin gently and brought her face up so she had no choice but to look into his eyes.

      “There’s something else.” He frowned. “Something you’re not telling me.”

      “Layton, please.” She tried to shake her head, but he held her firmly with gentle hands.

      “Tell me, Tammy, I know the truth about who you are now. There will be no more secrets between us.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Are you in danger?” She stared at him silently. “Tammy,” he warned.

      “When Nathaniel finds out who I am,” she whispered, “he’ll come after me for no other reason than to hurt Theo.”

      “I’m not going to let that happen.” He stroked her jaw softly.

      “This is exactly why I didn’t want to tell you. Nathaniel will kill whoever stands between me and him, and then he will kill me in the worst way possible. I told you before, Layton, I won’t have your blood on my hands.”

      “You think I’m just going to stand by and watch you get hurt?” he asked angrily.

      “Do you think I’m going to use you as a human shield?” she fired back.

      “It’s not your choice, Tammy.”

      “Yes, it is.” She pulled his hands from her face and pushed him away.

      She couldn’t think when he was crowding her space, she could only feel, and it was that stupidity which had made her confess everything to him in the first place.

      “Stay away from me, Layton, I mean it.” She turned, yanked the door open, and disappeared.

      He let her go, he knew she wouldn’t run far, and they both needed the space to process all that had happened.

      His heart was still thundering in his chest and he could still taste her on his lips. He pressed his forehead against the cool wood of the door and took a deep breath. So, this was how she wanted to play it was it? Pushing him away so he wouldn’t get hurt? Well fuck that, this time there was no way he was giving her up without a fight. He was going to damn well protect the woman he loved, even if it meant going up against a demon.
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      Jonathan Bailey rose slowly from his kneeling position on the hard floor. Leaning heavily on the shelves he’d just been restocking he stretched his aching back, wincing as he felt his knees click. He gazed through the window at the rapidly melting snow and breathed a sigh of relief, his bones were definitely looking forward to the warmer weather.

      Glancing around the quiet store his eyes flicked to the clock that hung above the cash register, almost closing time. There was no use denying it, especially in quiet moments like this, but he was getting too old to manage the store by himself.

      He knew his wife loved the store and helped immensely. Despite her rather frightening reputation for being a busy body, and the premier town gossip, she had a good heart, one she didn’t let the rest of the town see. She would perch on her throne behind the cash register and freely dispense her mind, and opinion, to the good people of Mercy, often with brutal practicality and razor-sharp honesty.

      It wasn’t always appreciated or even warranted, but the residents had come to accept her the way she was. He was the only person who knew the real Eustacia Bailey.

      They’d never been blessed with children. As more of their friends and acquaintances subsequently married and produced large families with ease, the harder it had been on her. Sure, he’d wanted kids, he’d dreamed of passing the store on to a son or daughter, just as the store had been passed to him by his father and grandfather before him. But he’d accepted along the way that some things were just not meant to be.

      It always sat there between them, the unspoken heartbreak and regret, but as the years rolled by, the sharper her tongue became. They’d made a comfortable life for themselves, there had been good times and laughter, but he often wondered, if by keeping them tied to the store, to the legacy left by his family, he had held them back. Perhaps, when it became clear to them there would be no children, they should have created a new dream together.

      He looked around at the general store, which had been in his family for three generations. He loved it. It held so many memories of his own family, of his childhood, and his parents, and of his life with Eustacia, but perhaps…perhaps it was time to let it go.

      Lately, he had been thinking more and more about selling the store and retiring. They could take one of those fancy cruises somewhere warm and exotic where his bones wouldn’t creak like an un-oiled hinge. He’d never had the chance to take his wife on a honeymoon, as his father had suffered a stroke just before their wedding, and he’d had to take over the store. Yet, she’d never complained.

      Well, he thought with a silent chuckle, she’d never complained about him, though she damn well complained about nearly everything else.

      A small smile played on his lips as he scooped the empty cardboard cartons off the floor beside the newly stocked shelves, his mind still caught up in a lifetime of memories. Eustacia Bailey may have henpecked him to within an inch of his life, liberally and often with great gusto, but the truth was she had been the sun and the moon to him for the last fifty years.

      “Jonathan!” her familiar tone snapped, “what are you doing standing around with that silly grin on your face, it’s nearly five past and you’ve not locked the doors yet.”

      “Yes, dear.” He smiled with infinite patience. “I was just about to.”

      “Well get on with it.” She stood with one hand fisted on her hip and the other tucking the cash drawer under her arm. “I’d like to get home some time tonight.”

      He shuffled over to her, dropping the empty boxes by her feet. He leaned toward her as she watched him with wary eyes and dropped a sweet kiss on her cheek.

      “I love you, Eunie.” He smiled. “I don’t think I’ve said that to you often enough.”

      “Have you been drinking?” Her eyes narrowed suspiciously.

      “No,” he replied in amusement.

      “Then what are you after, trying to soften me up?”

      “Nothing.” He chuckled.

      Her lips pursed speculatively. “Well, you’d better get on with it then.”

      He watched her as she turned abruptly and headed toward the back, where the office was located. Suddenly she stopped, hesitated, and turned back toward him slowly.

      “I love you too,” she added, a faint blush staining her cheeks under layers of pressed powder.

      He smiled as she disappeared into the back room. Maybe it was time to start thinking about selling up after all. The soft tinkle of the bell shook him from his thoughts, and still smiling he turned toward the door.

      “I’m sorry we’re closing…” His voice trailed off and the smile fell from his face as he watched the tall figure of a man enter.

      He was uncommonly tall, must’ve been nearly seven feet in height. He was immaculately dressed in a crisp white shirt, black waistcoat and trousers. His heavy black overcoat was so long it hung to his lower calves, and his silvery hair was partially concealed by a large wide-brimmed black hat.

      His skin was papery and heavily lined with age, his cheeks hollow and his mouth a thin tight line, but it was his eyes that caused Jonathan’s own to widen in shock. The stranger’s eyes were completely black, with no whites at all. But it wasn’t just that they were black. Jonathan found himself staring, inexplicably drawn into those shiny orbs, unable to move or even gasp in fear. The blackness seemed to go on endlessly, vast, and all encompassing, a soulless void of nothingness.

      He couldn’t move. Caught like an insect in a web, his mouth fell open and yet no sound emerged. His eyes widened in fear, but he could not close them to shut out the vast, inevitable pit he was being sucked into.

      He vaguely registered the stranger’s palm pressing against his chest, the abnormally long, elegant fingers sinking into his skin, as if he were no more than a shadow. There was no blood, no wound, but he suddenly felt a shocking tear, as if something precious had been ripped from him.

      The color drained from Jonathan’s eyes, taking them from a merry, twinkling brown to the pale, colorless white of a serpent. His lips, still open in a silent scream of stunned agony, held a faint blue stain as his skin turned gray.

      Then he felt nothing but a shocking emptiness and crushing cold, his body falling backward slowly. He could see it somehow, as if he were suddenly watching from a different vantage point, and when it hit the ground, he felt nothing.

      The stranger withdrew his clenched fist from the discarded body, his long-tapered fingers wrapped around a small ball of pure white light, which pulsed brightly in his palm.

      His other hand dipped into the folds of his heavy overcoat and withdrew a small clear glass bottle. He tipped the light into the bottle and pressed a stopper into the neck, as if to prevent the strange ball of light from escaping. He shook the bottle a
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