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  To the women finding their voice… let's rage.
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  Listen to the very music that inspired Omens of Wolves and Witches while you read!
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Chapter 1

Bryn hadn’t slept much since the night her throat was torn open, and the wind slicing through the ruins of Tanwen promised she wouldn’t start now. 
Firelight illuminated the skeletal remains of the stone buildings around their camp, shadows twisting and writhing as if the dead themselves were watching. Her fingers traced the raised, angry scar on her neck, its tightness a palpable reminder of her brush with mortality.
Declan handed her a steaming bowl of stew, and she dropped her hand to grab it, savoring the warmth as she watched the flames dance. Their whispered heat spread throughout the campsite, now that the desert was growing colder with the setting sun. 
On the open sands, a fire was a perilous beacon, attracting Rovers bent on murder and theft, a threat underscored by the mangled bodies they’d come across on their journey to Tanwen. 
The desert bore witness to the demise of many caravans; their rough camps destroyed by Rovers, their wounded left for the scavengers. Yet, while the fire posed a danger, hypothermia was an equally significant threat.
Unlike the almost constant sticky, desert heat of Ifreann, Tanwen’s evenings brought a sharp, chilling wind. 
Around the camp, Bryn and her friends sat, mirroring each other with downcast eyes and slumped shoulders; the silence heavy. It was like this every night since they’d been on the road, staring off into the distance, quiet and pensive. The first night, her mind had raced, trying to decipher whether their silence was strategic or a sign of lingering shock. For her, it had been both.
Justin stood abruptly, breaking the tense atmosphere, before putting his empty bowl near the large, dented black pot Declan stored in his magically expansive bag containing all their belongings. As Justin walked to the truck, he picked up Travis's old rifle, checking it over before jumping onto the hood and seating himself on top to keep a vigilant watch overnight. 
He was visibly just as worn as the rest of them, his hand moving through his golden-blond hair before he settled his elbows on his knees. His hair was longer now, facial hair on the cusp of becoming a beard, and shadows darkened the skin under his crystal-blue eyes. 
In Ifreann, he was always impeccably groomed—a sharp contrast to the unshaven, disheveled man taking first watch on the truck. A far cry from the pillar of justice she remembered walking the streets of Ifreann. 
A hiccup pulled Bryn’s focus from Justin to Sage. The midwife's glassy hazel eyes reflected the faint, flickering light of the fire as she stared into it, a lost look etched on her face. Though Sage held a bowl, she had yet to put the spoon to her lips. With an expression of torment, Bryn’s cousin Jace whispered plea after plea for her to eat as he wiped away her tears with the pads of his thumbs. 
Bryn couldn’t say she blamed her. This, Tanwen, had been Sage’s birthplace, and even though they knew the wraiths had come through, to see the destruction in person… 
A sudden tingle ran down Bryn’s spine, announcing the magic of Danu before she appeared. 
Danu materialized first, her form shimmering into view between Bryn and the others, then Callum, the druid who helped to tether her to the mortal plane with his own magic, arrived.
“Hello, my children,” Danu gave a frail smile as she took in their ragtag group. Bryn heard the sharp squeak of metal followed by the crunch of footsteps in the sand, and she knew Justin was coming back. 
“Why do I get the feeling you’re not here to tuck us in and say goodnight?” Kessler asked, his green eyes moving to Declan, who had frozen still as a statue, whiskey eyes narrowed on Danu with his spoon halfway to his mouth.
The smile on Danu's elderly face faltered, and Bryn's stomach twisted with a sickening feeling. Her gaze moved over the group, all of them now looking at Danu with a mix of suspicion and confusion on their faces. All but Caden, whose eyes always seemed to be staring off into another world these days.
“You were right in your decision to search for Bryn’s mother and her people. You will find allies there, and dear Bryn”—Danu turned to her, placing her gnarled fingers together as if in prayer—“you will need all the allies you can get if you hope to defeat the king.”
“Oh, boy,” Justin muttered as he seated himself next to Kessler on a weathered stone, running his hand through his unkempt hair. “Looks like she’s ’bout to spring another doozy on us.”
Bryn tilted her head and narrowed her eyes at Danu, the prickling sensation of anxiety at Danu’s words making her skin crawl. “You say that as if you will not be joining us on this little jaunt across the ruined lands.”
Callum stepped forward, his voice firm: “She will not.” Bryn’s gaze, burning like the Ifreann sun at high noon, snapped toward him as he continued: “Danu is far too weak to stay in the mortal realm any longer and must move to the Otherworld lest her power cease to exist altogether.”
Bryn opened her mouth to speak, but Declan beat her to it. “You forced this on us, and now you abandon us when we need you most?” 
She was used to Declan’s temper, something she’d lived with in Ifreann, but his posture was menacing as he drew closer to Danu. It was nothing like she’d seen before; his reaction less fury and fire, and more controlled burn. It felt off, but then they’d never been in this situation before. Who was she to judge since she was hardly herself anymore either?
Callum’s sudden movement between Declan and Danu made the air thrum with palpable energy, the scent of ozone sharp in the air, a stark warning against further provocation. Hopefully, Declan knew better than to test the ancient druid’s resolve. 
Even the Morrigan, as battle-hardened as she may be, might not emerge from that conflict unscathed. 
“We are supposed to travel on, and somehow know what to do without you?” Bryn bit back the harsh words gathering on her tongue before she unleashed them on the already visibly weakened goddess. She clenched her jaw, trying to ignore the riled druid while focusing on Danu; frustration rising to the surface as her nails bit into her palms. 
While Bryn understood that Danu was weakening, her power only as strong as the dying earth, they also had no way of knowing where to go and what to do after they found Bryn’s mother.
The Tuatha Dé Danann were lost at sea, and now the captain was abandoning the ship. 
“Of course, it is as you have done in all your immortal lives. Never have you truly needed my guidance before.” Danu’s milky blue eyes met Bryn’s. “You and Dagda have always been the ones to lead the Tuatha Dé Danann.” 
Her stomach knotted, her mouth too dry to respond to Danu, as if she even could when her mind reeled. When had Bryn ever been a leader? Her time in Ifreann was spent avoiding attention, a stark contrast to stepping into the spotlight to lead.
Terrified was too small a word to describe her feelings on leadership, yet Danu looked at her with so much confidence, Bryn could almost pretend she was worthy of it. 
With a gentle, mothering touch, Danu took Bryn’s hand in hers. “You know the way, Bryn, even if you think you don’t.” She gave Bryn’s hand a gentle squeeze, the papery skin over Danu’s knuckles tightening, revealing a network of blue veins. “Trust your instincts and the Morrigan. I can see you keep her repressed, but at some point, you will need her fully. The sooner you open yourself to her, the better.”
“She’s dying,” Sage said, her voice thick with unshed tears after hours of weeping. Bryn turned to look at Sage, meeting her hazel eyes. “Keeping her here would only make us lose her faster.” 
Jace nodded at her words as he tucked Sage against him. “If she is in the Otherworld”—his eyes flickered to Bryn’s before he carefully substituted the term Bryn used for the realm—“Faerie, then she will not be lost forever.”
Bryn could see that the mother goddess was thinner, paler, and fading fast compared to when she first met her in Ifreann. It was obvious Danu had very little time left.
But did she want to lead the group? Not really. Justin felt more like the reasonable choice of leader, yet Danu knew more than any of them, and she chose Declan and Bryn just as she had hundreds of years ago.
Danu offered a sympathetic squeeze to Bryn's hand, her lips curving in a soft, regretful expression. “Trust yourself, and those who follow you will come to trust you as well.”
Bryn released a shaky laugh, trying to ignore the sting of tears at the back of her eyes when Danu's hand slipped away.
The air shimmered with a soft, ethereal glow as Danu, with a tenderness that broke through the hold Bryn had on her tears, tucked a strand of Bryn’s auburn curls behind her ear. 
“I must go, but I will be with you in the spirit of nature along your journey.” With a wink, Danu stepped back. “I have all the faith in you, my children.” 
The mist swirled around her, obscuring her and Callum’s forms, and leaving Bryn in the silence of the desert and her thoughts. 
She’d only just come into her powers as the Morrigan, and now she was to be the leader. A leader with little in the way of direction. There were no maps of the post-Collapse world, and it was anyone’s guess what the maelstrom of storms and world-ending events had done to change the landscape should they even find a map from before. 
Biting her lip, she took in her friends, all of them standing next to her, without questioning Danu’s judgment. They had faith in her, and while it felt unearned on her part, it would feel worse to let them down.
They had traveled beside her to fight a king who sent his demons into towns to murder innocent people that did not comply with his wishes. 
The very innocents who stood where she did now, making their last stand before being cut down for not bending a knee. 
Someone had to step between the darkness and the light.
She squared her shoulders, her resolve hardened by the memory of those who survived against all odds after the Collapse only to be killed by a king no one wanted. 
“You’ve got to be gods-damn kidding me!” Declan yelled, cutting into her thoughts, before jumping up to pace next to the fire. “She brings this shit to our doorstep and bails?”
Bryn balled her fists at her sides as Declan lost himself to his temper. His anger only further fueled her anxiety about the new task and her responsibility to lead them all to Cethin without Danu. 
“She was weakening, and we all knew it.” But Bryn’s words did nothing to assuage the large man’s anger. 
Whimpering gently, Finian, Justin’s ever-loyal hound, settled next to Justin with his canine eyes locked on Declan, assessing the larger man.
“Yes, then set us on an impossible road only to abandon us. Fantastic!” Declan grabbed his bag, which was lying next to the small line of rocks they’d been sitting on, before walking off to the bed of the truck, where two sleeping bags were set up.
It was all too much. The overwhelming pressure and Declan’s childish behavior ignited a fierce fire within Bryn, a feeling she’d always suppressed in Ifreann. 
“Declan!” Bryn snapped, pointing at the ground in front of her. “We’re the leaders! You cannot walk off when it gets hard! Get back over here so we can discuss what comes next.”
Her ex-lover turned, the rage simmering dangerously in his whiskey-colored eyes as he stomped back toward her. Justin jumped up, Finian bristling at his side, but both man and animal held back, watching from her periphery. 
Declan now stood over her, his breath fanning her face with each angry huff. “She left us. There is no way we can lead anything when we have zero fucking idea what we’re even doing.”
Tilting her chin up, she glared at him. “Then we figure it out. We didn’t fight in Ifreann only to give up now.”
As he leaned in closer, strands of his long, unbound red hair feathered her face. She knew he wanted her to back down, but she also wasn’t the same lost lamb she’d been before the Morrigan. 
“Face it, Phantom Queen,” Declan sneered, and Bryn just barely kept her hands from shoving him back. “We’re goners and the longer this goes on, we will rot with every other person who thought they could win.” When he waved his hand out toward the town turned graveyard, Sage gasped. Bryn snarled in anger at Declan for being so willing to give up and to throw it in their faces.
One last try. That was all Bryn was willing to give him. Her loyalty was stretched far too thin.
“You are either going to lead beside me, or you will get the hell out of my way.”
Declan’s eyes blazed at her words, his jaw tightening until the sound of his grinding teeth was all she could hear. 
“Then be my guest. You lead and I will follow, but I won’t die in a pointless battle that some goddess sent us on only to abandon us in the very beginning.” With those parting words, he spun, stalking past the truck as Bryn and Justin watched him disappear into the darkness. 
Justin nodded to her before he took off after Declan. To do what, Bryn couldn’t imagine, but he was the only one who had been able to calm Declan’s rages back home. A pulse of anger not her own thrummed through her, the Morrigan, and Bryn shuddered, pushing the deity to the back of her mind as much as she could. Something she’d done almost daily since Ifreann. It was in her weaker moments or when distracted that the Morrigan tried to wrest control.
All the adrenaline from the argument left her in one big burst, and she fell back onto the stone she’d been sitting on before Danu’s arrival. A sense of being watched had her turning to find Caden’s dark brown eyes locked on her for a long, uncomfortable moment before he made his way back to the truck where he would remain until they left. 
Bryn knew they needed to reach civilization soon to help him heal his arm as well as his soul. To shatter the wall of silence and isolation he’d built around himself, a shell of quiet misery. She missed Caden’s infectious smile and his quick wit, never failing to lighten the mood with a joke. 
Now, he barely acknowledged them at all anymore. He was a ghost of his former self.
To top it all off, they had a king straight from the Fomorian hellscape ruling over their land with a giant target on her and her friends’ backs. Most of the people Bryn had grown up with were dead because that very king used his wraiths, or soul-eating monsters known as Sluaghs, to attack Ifreann. 
All because Danu gave a bunch of twentysomethings a stone that brought back the powers of the Tuatha Dé Danann and told them they were reborn gods.
“We have to kill him.” Jace broke the heavy silence of the camp and Bryn’s tumultuous thoughts. Surprising her, she had to reroute her thoughts to realize he meant the king and not Declan. Though with the way Declan was acting, Bryn wouldn’t immediately say no to taking him down a peg.
The rhythmic clinking of spoons against ceramic bowls ceased as those remaining turned their attention to him. Jace held each person’s gaze one by one until his eyes came to rest on Bryn’s. “The king has to die.”
“How do you suppose we get through his wraiths? Look around. It hardly looks like we could hold our own.” Kessler shook his head, flinching when his words pulled a quiet sob from Sage. He quickly murmured an apology before focusing back on his food.
“I knew they attacked Tanwen.” Her watery voice choked off anything Bryn might have said, and she tuned into Sage’s words as if they were gospel. “But this was savagery. This was beyond anything I could ever fathom … they butchered my people.”
At Sage’s words, Jace’s blue eyes met Bryn’s, but Bryn saw the image of his mother dying in the sand, a death she had caused in her own act of savagery. Her own aunt, who had abused her so viciously in her youth after her father had passed but was still Jace’s mother, dead at Bryn’s hand. 
Swallowing past the guilt, Bryn nodded. “Then that’s what we do. We travel to Cethin, state our case, get an army and invade Drystan while the king is still sending his wraiths out hunting for us.” She made it sound so easy, but they all knew the truth. “We can do this. We just need to figure it out, one step at a time.” 
“Your mama got an army we’re unaware of?” Kessler lifted an eyebrow as he brought a spoonful of stew to his mouth. She knew he was trying to lighten the mood and satiate his curiosity, but it only riled her. More so from her own insecurity about how to pull it all off, especially when Declan was acting like a child. She pushed back her wild curls and straightened her spine.
“Callum said they haven’t fallen to King Bres yet, so they have to have numbers. Numbers we wield as a weapon against him. We’ll kill the bastard before he even sees it coming.” She didn’t add somehow aloud, but was sure everyone there was thinking the same as her. It all felt too impossible.
Everyone went quiet as Kessler returned to his meal, and Finian loped off after Justin. Eventually, Sage rubbed her eyes and stood, whispering a goodnight to Bryn before she moved to the truck where a bedroll waited for her.
Jace stood to follow, stopping by Bryn to squeeze her shoulder, his scent heavy with the wood smoke of the fire. It was supposed to reassure her, but the truth of their situation was far too heavy a burden. 
The path to Cethin was a complete mystery, which would force her to devise a strategy fueled by gut feelings and hazy recollections from her life as the Morrigan before the Collapse. 
They may have memories coming to the surface every day of their godly lives, but no one in their group had found their footing. Not enough to navigate the world and their powers without the mother goddess. 
The very earth where the source of their powers resided had been destroyed, which made pulling energy from it difficult, if not downright disastrous. 
They needed to learn what they were truly capable of. They needed to train in those powers in order to master them, which meant practicing skills that were incredibly rusty from centuries of disuse.
It was almost hysterical that they were the only hope for humanity.
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Chapter 2

Bryn jolted awake, unsure of what had woken her. Not that it was hard to do so when she was a fitful sleeper to begin with, always listening for her aunt’s footsteps on the worn wooden floorboards leading to her room back home. But since her soul merged with the goddess of everything that goes bump in the night, she rarely slept more than a few hours. 
Now she had to worry about the supernatural, wraiths and King Bres, as well as fellow humans, the Rovers. Having her throat cut once was enough, but a band of Rovers stumbling across their camp would guarantee it happening again. 
She could live through it, but a human like Caden could not, and he’d been through enough as it was.
It had taken her longer than she would have liked to fall asleep with the heavy feeling of specters and ghosts of those who had once lived on this soil looking over the living as they slept. She could almost feel their gazes, and the question of their intent—whether to safeguard or to harm—weighed heavily on her mind. 
Sitting up from her leather and fur bedroll, she scanned their surroundings for anything out of the ordinary. All was quiet now around the dying campfire, stillness filling the ruins as her friends slept. Justin and Kessler had to be somewhere nearby in the darkness, keeping a watchful eye out since it was their shift to guard the group. 
Kian huffed out a curl of misty breath before curling back into a ball next to her roll. Perhaps Kian’s return from watch had been what woke her.
Every night, he would return to the fire after checking around their camp, falling quickly to sleep. Never in his human form, which she missed more and more, even though in Ifreann she had thought him her adversary, an assassin sent to kill her. That was before memories returned to them, and he could no longer hide his behavior and actions behind the veil of being the enemy as he had before.
Knowing she wouldn’t find sleep again soon, she stood, brushing off the red sand that still managed to make it inside her bedroll. A small growl left Kian. One eye opened before he shook his head, closing it and falling back into rhythmic breathing. It was his way of telling her to go back to sleep, but she was far too awake now.
Stepping out of the camp circle around the fire, Bryn looked out into the inky darkness of the world around them. There was no moon for them to see by tonight, so she didn’t dare venture too far from the only light they had. 
Past one of the small, broken stone walls, Caden stood with his back to the group. Her feet were carrying her toward him before her brain caught up with her actions. His dark brown hair was unbound and matted, the wisps of hair free to move in the night breeze whispering across his face as he focused on some faraway place. Only ruins and sand lay before him, and it was far too dark to see anything since they were on the edge of the firelight. She couldn’t imagine what he was so focused on outside of his own mind.
He cradled his handless stump, and she wondered if it would be better to head the other way and avoid disturbing him. Caden had made it clear on more than one occasion that he wanted to be left alone to ruminate.
“Did you see him?” Caden’s watery voice broke the silence before he turned his red-rimmed eyes from hours of crying on her. Guilt ate at her when she realized none of them had seen Caden shed those tears. “When he died. Did you see him?”
Bryn swallowed the lump forming in her throat, but couldn’t quell the shiver that racked through her at the thought of Travis’s last moments. It haunted her, seeing her friend bleeding and dying in the sand without any hope of survival. His words of forgiveness in Faerie were agonizingly persistent, replaying incessantly in her thoughts as the guilt she couldn’t save him ate away at her.
“Did you?” His voice deepened as he stepped toward her, his pain palpable in the air between them as it contorted his beautiful face. 
“I did. He … he said he would watch over us. That he thought of you … at the end.” The words felt too small for the pain etching such harsh lines on Caden’s face.
He turned toward her, his lip curled and fists clenched at his sides.
“You let him die!” He snapped, his voice loud enough to make a small animal scavenging about nearby scurry off. 
Bryn stepped back as Caden squared off with her, his chest bumping into hers. His nostrils flared as his deep voice cut through her panic. “You could have saved him. You could have kept me from losing my … my best friend!”
“I couldn’t—” 
A low, menacing growl interrupted Bryn, making the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. 
Kian prowled toward Caden, head down and hackles raised. Black lips pulled back from razor-sharp teeth. 
“Oh, fuck you, too. You think I give half a shit if you tear me apart?” Caden let out an unhinged laugh. “Do it!” Throwing his arms out to the sides, the wrapping around his bound wrist, where his hand should have been, was coming undone. Just as Caden was. “Kill me!”
“Whoa!” Justin was suddenly there between them, pushing Caden back as Finian barked at their feet, jumping around. “Hold up. I am not sure what could have happened this early in the damn mornin’, but that’s enough. Take a breather.” 
Yanking himself from where Justin had a hold of his shirt, Caden sneered at Bryn before he stormed off toward the truck. Her eyes burned as she watched Caden’s shoulders slump before he yanked the door of the truck open and slipped in.
His words hit the very nerve screaming at her in the darkest part of the night that she could have saved Travis. If she had taken action with her visions, known she possessed the ability to foresee events instead of not believing in herself, she could have saved lives.
“Now, wanna tell me what happened?” Justin’s eyes did not hold condemnation like she would expect, but concern. “He hasn’t said a word until today.”
Finian whined as he nosed at her hand, her fingers moving along Finian’s head and down into the fur at his neck. Kian huffed from her other side, but she ignored him. It was all too much for her to wrap her head around this late, or early, as Justin said. 
Swallowing down the burn of emotions, Bryn wiped her tears away with her sleeve before she answered. 
“He asked about Travis. Wanted to know why I couldn’t—wouldn’t save him.”
“Ah.” Justin crossed his arms, shaking his head before holding her stare. “Couldn’t have saved him, Brynnie. You know this.”
Logically, yes, she did. But logic wasn’t what had a chokehold on her. How many people had died in Ifreann because she refused to push herself, to acknowledge the truth right before her? It was a mistake she wouldn’t make twice. 
Bryn now understood her visions weren’t a symptom of mental illness, but rather the divine power of a goddess. With new clarity, she promised herself she would use these prophetic glimpses to plan strategically. 
A hand on her elbow pulled her from the spiral of negative emotions she was heading down. Justin gave her a light squeeze, a silent question. Was she okay? No, she wasn’t, but she nodded to him anyway as she wrapped her arms around her stomach.
The crunch of Justin’s boots on rocks and broken stones echoed in the quiet morning hours as he walked back to where he kept watch. Shaking out her arms, she made to follow, her eyes catching on Declan, who stood leaning against the hood of the truck, roused by Caden’s shouts. 
His eyes held all the condemnation that Justin’s didn’t. 
Straightening her shoulders, she marched past Declan into camp, but as she passed him, she realized it wasn’t her that Declan was staring at with such irritation. 
It was Kian who nipped at Declan from where he followed Bryn, earning a curse. 
Had Bryn been in a better mood, she might have laughed at the act, but exhaustion overwhelmed her on every level, as it usually did since they escaped Ifreann. 
Settling onto her bedroll, she lay back, worrying that sleep wouldn’t take her but hoping for the best anyway. Kian curled up next to her, his large, warm body giving her far more heat than the fire. 
Something in the way Kian acted toward Declan made her think of Caden’s anger at her. With her breathing slowing and the rhythmic breaths of Kian against her, she worked through her rampant thoughts. 
As she dropped off to dreamland, a large clue deep inside her soul said she was missing an obvious connection. She just wasn’t sure exactly what that was.
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Chapter 3

The start of a new day meant they were leaving Tanwen. A relief since the remnants of the town were painful for all of them, and most especially Sage, a child of Tanwen. It was best that they moved on and didn’t linger. To head east and hope to find some proper places to rest along the way. 
East, where her mother’s people lived, and possibly allies against the danger the king posed to them. Bryn hoped that since Cethin had held back the king’s wraiths, they would align with her to defeat the king once and for all. 
Relief at that potential outcome suffused Bryn’s bones as she stretched out her sore muscles, joints popping, from another night of sleeping on the hard ground. Her skin, still feeling the burn from days of travel in the desert sun, calmed with the sharp coolness of the morning air. Making a fist with her fingers before shaking them out, Bryn took a deep breath and walked until she found Sage standing before an enormous structure, just as broken as the rest, but still majestic even in its decay. 
Bryn could almost see it as it once had been. 
Though broken and crumbling, the white slate of the large marble pillars and stairs still revealed the sparkling marble veins. The stained-glass windows, with their shattered blues, greens, and purples, were a ghostly echo of their former glory, hinting at once vibrant scenes of nature, a world untouched by time.
“It was a library.” Sage’s voice broke the silence as Bryn stopped next to her. “The largest building in our town, aside from the greenhouse. Everyone met here for town meetings, weddings, or anytime there was something to celebrate or discuss … it was the cornerstone of our entire community.” Sage waited a beat before she continued. “The day before we left, my cousin was married here. White desert blooms decorated the entire entrance. I stole one. It’s in one of my books where I preserved it. I can still imagine my cousin and her husband dancing along to the beat of the drums and strumming of the guitars. Now…”  
A tear fell along Sage’s cheek, down to her jaw, and Bryn pushed back her aversion to touch. She knew she wouldn’t have a vision of death by comforting her friend, but old habits died hard. Tapping her ear three times, she calmed enough to pull Sage into a hug.
Bryn tried to focus on comforting her friend, but her heart pounded in her chest at the proximity of another person. It was progress, though, and proof that Bryn was healing inner wounds. There was still the urge to pull away, or bite into her cheek to distract herself from the mental pain, but she had more control over it. She was okay, Sage was safe, and for once, her nervous system listened, letting her return to a functional state from the immediate panic that had taken place.
Running her hand up and down Sage’s back, Bryn imagined a tiny Sage, her small hand clasped in her parents’, the scent of old books filling the air as they walked into the library. Warm light filled the windows, painting the room in hues of bright green, blue, and red as people of all ages gathered, a flurry of activity and chatter. The sound of their laughter and voices filled the entryway. 
With a gasp, Sage pulled away from Bryn, her cheeks stained with fresh tears, her eyes wide with ones unshed. “How … how did you do that?” 
“Do what?” Confused, Bryn narrowed her eyes, the silence amplifying her uncertainty as she stepped back from Sage, her arms crossing defensively over her chest. 
“I…” Sage looked to the library and back again. “I felt you in my head, you pulled a memory … it was weird, like you could see through my eyes. My parents walking into the building with me—”
“That was your memory? I thought I was just imagining it.” Bryn felt her breath hitching in her throat, a cold sweat breaking out on her skin at the thought of invading her friend’s personal space. “I am so sorry. I have no idea how I did that.” Bryn stumbled away, but Sage took her hand in hers, pulling her back.
“It’s okay! It’s okay, but this is a new power and one that could help us tremendously.” Bryn disliked the thoughtful, almost calculating expression in Sage’s eyes. “What if you could help us each pull the memories we need for this battle to the forefront of our minds? That way, we don’t have to wait for triggers to spark them.”
Bryn’s stomach churned with unease. “I’m not sure how comfortable I feel digging around in your mind, Sage. How the hell am I supposed to help you do that anyway, since I’m not sure how I did it just now?” 
Bryn heard a familiar voice whisper into her mind: “Because it takes both of us to do so.” Cyerra, her crow familiar, who had been missing for days while they traveled the dusty roads, suddenly reappeared on a stone wall near Bryn, her black iridescent feathers gleaming in the sunlight. A dark rainbow of colors as the light moved over her small body. The single, pristine white feather on her chest, a stark contrast to her otherwise black plumage, distinguished her from any crow Bryn had ever read about. “That is a part of my power I share with you.”
“Where have you been?” Bryn narrowed her eyes at the crow. Cyerra’s beady eyes, like chips of obsidian, glinted in the sunlight as she flew and landed on a crumbling column. Some of the aged stone cracked under her talons as Cyerra found a sturdy place to settle herself. Sage’s words, however, cut through the bright scene, bringing Bryn back to their urgent discussion. 
“Is that the same crow?” Sage asked, tilting her head and giving Bryn a momentary reprieve from their conversation. 
“Yes.” Bryn huffed in annoyance, the sound sharp and frustrated as Cyerra’s unwavering, unapologetic gaze burned into her. “Apparently, with her, I’m capable of digging around in people’s heads. An additional power no one has bothered to remind me I’m capable of.”
“Where would the fun be if I told you everything right away?”
Bryn stepped toward the bird, fingers clenched, before Sage pulled her back with a laugh. “Fantastic! Now we can move on and find a safe place to try out your power!”
Taking a deep breath and releasing it, Bryn focused back on Sage. 
“Sage, I don’t know enough about this power to dig through people’s minds. Not to mention how uncomfortable that would be for everyone—” Sadness washed over Sage's expression at Bryn’s words, extinguishing the brief glimpse of her inquisitive former self. 
With a sigh, Bryn ran her hands over her face before letting them drop to her sides. “Fine, I can try with everyone’s consent.”
Sage nodded, but her prior spark of excitement had already been extinguished. She gazed again at the remnants of her childhood home before giving Bryn a small, brittle smile full of profound sadness. “Let’s leave this place.” 
With a nod to Sage, they trudged through the red sand toward the truck, the rusty metal gleaming under the harsh sun, a beacon of random colors from the spare parts Kessler had picked up over the years. Only Kessler’s magic could keep such an aging machine, a relic from life before the Collapse, running. 
“Ready?” Kessler approached from the front of the truck, broken bits of stone and sand crunching under his boots, and met them at the tailgate where Sage stood, eyes closed, taking deep breaths. 
“East until nightfall, then we regroup and see… where my instinct sends us next.” Bryn looked at Kessler. “We good to go that far today?”
Kessler nodded, giving her a small salute. “Yes, ma’am!” Before turning toward the driver's side of the old, rusted truck.
Pulling down the tailgate, the metal groaned, showering Bryn’s boots with flakes of orange and red rust. She wiped her hands on her linen skirt, the rough fabric scratching against her skin, before hopping into the truck bed and offering her hand to Sage to help her up. With quiet resolve, Sage squeezed her hand, and together they settled into the bed, the tattered blue tarp—shredded in places by the relentless wind—billowing slightly above them.
Cyerra had returned to her flight above them before letting out a caw and swirling down to land on the edge of the truck bed near where Bryn sat. 
“Fresh tracks ahead. Be wary.”
“What kind of tracks?” Bryn asked, concern biting at her about what could be out there. A trading caravan? Rovers?
“Horses. I didn’t realize at first since I’ve never been around so much nothing and it’s hard for me to focus on details in miles and miles of beige nonsense.” As she moved closer to Bryn, the beat of her wings punctuated her words “If you could hurry it up and make it to your mother’s village so I can stretch my legs, it would be the least you can do for putting me through this torturous and repetitive nonsense.”
Bryn’s lips tilted before she called out to the rest of them. “Cyerra caught horse prints on the sands, so we need to be vigilant.”
“And fast.”
Bryn raised an eyebrow but didn’t repeat the words, earning a painful peck at her ear from Cyerra before she took flight again. Bryn hissed from the painful peck as Justin called for everyone’s attention.
“You heard Bryn, keep your eyes open. Didn’t sleep last night, too bad, you’re not sleeping now. We can rest when we’re safe. Let’s roll out.” Justin slapped Kessler on the back as he moved to the tailgate.
Everyone quickly and quietly found their seats. Justin and Jace settled in the back with Bryn and Sage, while Bryn stared out at the desert city. Its crumbled structures, a knife of pale beige against the intense blue sky, and the silence broken only by the occasional creak of the vehicle as the truck slowly moved forward. 
It was so bizarre to think of the Collapse as an event that was just as much a product of magic as it was of human neglect. Having learned the truth of it all had altered so much of what she knew of their history. 
Soon, the buildings blurred into a dizzying spin of color and motion until only the endless expanse of red sand remained. Not long after, the earth’s hue reverted to its usual beige as Kian and Finian ran alongside the speeding truck, the wind whipping through their fur. A black speck in the distance soared alongside them, Cyerra coasting on the warm, dry desert breeze. 
Feeling someone watching Bryn, she turned to look into Caden’s eyes. His glare burned into her with damnation for all her perceived transgressions from the front seat as he watched her through the dusty back window. Unable to hold his stare, she looked away before she lost her composure.  
Bryn wasn’t sure what hurt more: that he blamed her for everything, or that the mirthful, humorous, and laid-back bartender she’d considered a friend had died with Travis back on the blood-soaked sand of Ifreann. 
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Chapter 4

Bryn noticed the tracks Cyerra mentioned as soon as they left Tanwen, and she wondered if whoever had made them had been nearby the whole time. It didn’t help that the desert was a blur of cacti and random tumbleweeds, a monotonous play that made it difficult to stay vigilant against any Rovers moving about looking for their next victim. 
Her eyes dry from staring at the sandy landscape for so long, she looked to where Jace rested against the truck. He had his arm around Sage, whose head drooped in her struggle to stay awake, and ran a knuckle along her cheek. Bryn wished she had that kind of love and tenderness with someone. Where even at her most vulnerable, she could trust them to be delicate and caring. 
The reminder of Kian’s last look toward her in the battle of Ifreann fluttered through her mind, and out of habit, she ran her hand over the scar on her throat. Jace caught the movement before he raised an eyebrow, concerned. She dropped her hand while giving him a reassuring smile and looked back out over the sands to keep watch. 
The sun fell lower and lower in the sky; the truck slowed before picking up speed again, a sign that Kessler was wavering himself and needed a break. Justin sat at the tailgate, rifle resting on the edge, scanning the landscape. Bryn wondered if the familiar weight of responsibility over their small group settled over him as it did her. He seemed to embrace his new role as protector of a few, a far cry from his days as sheriff when he had a whole town to mete out justice. 
A flash of light in the distance had Justin moving the rifle with the fluidity of someone well-trained with firearms, his body going perfectly still as he looked through the makeshift scope. He snapped his head in the direction of Kessler, yelling out something, but it was hard to hear over the wind. 
Justin scrambled toward the cab of the truck as the vehicle veered violently to the right. Bryn slammed into the side of the truck bed, Justin on top of her, throwing his hands out at the last minute so he didn’t crush her. 
“Rovers!” Justin yelled into her ear before pushing away and grabbing the open window, pulling himself to the cab to yell the same thing to Kessler. 
Bryn sat up, dizziness making her stomach turn as she pushed her hand into her hair. The jarring bounce of the truck added to her disorientation, but she knew immediately that the wet warmth at the base of her skull was blood. Stars swam in her vision, but she saw Sage flat in the truck bed, motioning to Bryn to get down with a shaky hand.
A heavy thud echoed off the side of the truck as it listed precariously, followed by a string of frustrated curses from Kessler in the cab as he wrestled with the steering wheel. Another loud thud sounded, joined by two more in quick succession, the sound increasing in volume each time.
“Rovers!” 
The word finally penetrated Bryn’s addled brain. She scurried to the floor beside the bed where Jace and Sage took cover. Jace grabbed Bryn’s shoulder, moving her hair aside as they tried to stay flat, a difficult feat, while the truck swerved from side to side. “It’s healing already,” he muttered, shoving her head down as a rifle appeared through the back window, firing a deafening crack that worsened her splitting headache. 
Justin had moved back to the tailgate in the chaos, his rifle up, the recoil the only way she knew he was shooting since her hearing was going in and out. Crawling and ignoring Jace’s hissed curse, Bryn took a spot next to Justin as he reloaded.   
In the distance, black shapes grew larger, the ominous forms of men on horseback, gaining on the truck, firearms in their hands. They continued to come at the vehicle from all sides before one made contact with a tire. The loud pop served as the only warning before the truck jolted violently, Justin losing his balance and falling back into Bryn, knocking the breath out of her lungs.
Almost tilting to the side completely, the truck came to a halt, falling back onto all four tires, their entire group going with it. Tumbling onto her hands and knees, Justin over her, she barely heard him yell to take cover before someone tore open the tailgate and grabbed her ankle, pulling her out before she could comprehend what was happening.  
Only angry screams filled the air as someone shoved Bryn to the ground, putting a knee on her back.
Sage and Jace were next to her, but she could hear the scuffling of Justin fighting before someone fired a shot and the fight stopped.
“Justin!” Bryn yelled, trying to get up. Her body revolted against her, her stomach churning as she panicked. 
Justin’s face was suddenly next to hers, his expression pinched in pain, but he tried to smile as a Rover held him down, another patting him over, checking to see what he had on him. 
“Grazed me…” he murmured, sand going into his mouth as he spoke, but she wasn’t an idiot. There was pain in his crystal-blue eyes.  
Bryn felt the sharp tug of someone’s hand in her hair, lifting her brutally as they did the same to Jace, Sage, and Justin. Bryn’s eyes darted around desperately, seeking an escape, but all she could see were the Rovers pressed in on all sides—black rags, black paint, and skull-like white faces—a suffocating cage of certain death. Not one spot for any of them to flee without a bullet in the back. 
Turning her head to the side, she could see Declan, Caden, and Kessler lined up behind them before a fist slammed into her mouth. Blood flooded it as she tasted the tang of iron on her tongue. 
“Don’t move,” a hard voice rasped from behind her. 
Several of the men grabbed ropes, pulling them tight as they walked toward Bryn and her group.
A calm settled over Bryn, her breath evening out as she watched them. She was no longer human, and she needed to remember that. Her tattoos lit up, a vibration from the ink beneath her skin thrumming through her. Boosting the magic in her veins. 
As the Rover approached, she reacted, her hand snatching the rope in a swift motion. With a powerful spin, she moved behind him; the rope tightening around his throat with suffocating pressure.
Chaos erupted.
With a grunt, Jace shoved a Rover away from Sage as she called a geyser of sand from the earth, the impact of the sandstorm-force assault shaking the ground. Declan roared as he grabbed two men and, with unbelievable strength, slammed them into each other, knocking both men unconscious with a sickening crunch.  
Justin had two guns in hand, most likely weapons from the two bodies at his feet, as he leaned against the back of the truck, his left pant leg soaked with blood. Every bullet hit its mark. Every bullet a kill shot.  
Bryn yanked on the rope until the man was unconscious before she dropped him, grabbing a knife sheathed at the belt around his waist. 
Feeling someone behind her, Bryn spun right as a flash of silver took down a man with a gun, one that was aimed at the back of her head. Kian tore into the man as Finian was quick to take down another Rover who moved in too close to Justin. 
Bryn ran at a man closing in on Caden, ducking down as bullets rained against the truck. Her knife found its way into the Rover’s side, right into his heart as she dropped him, shoving Caden into the truck and slamming the door behind him. 
There was no way out of this. They could fight, die, and come back, but that left Caden vulnerable. Far too vulnerable, and they needed to end this before someone managed to get him.
A gun went off next to her, Bryn ducking to avoid being shot. Her eyes widened at the sight of the bullet mere inches from her face, hovering in the air before it erupted into a flash of fire. 
The gunman who shot at her now lay on the sand with a crooked neck. Kessler stood over him, his hands up, sweat beading on his upper lip and brow. “Just in time, huh?” he gave a small smirk before someone clubbed him with a weapon, taking his focus from her. 
Bryn threw her knife, watching it sink into the Rover’s throat before Kessler took another hit. 
“Stop!” someone yelled and all the Rovers went silent, their eyes on Bryn and her group as they waited. A taller man, his rags not nearly as worn as the rest of his Rovers, stepped forward. “What kind of magic is this?” 
Breathing heavily, Bryn looked at Declan, his face covered in blood splatter, but he said nothing. 
Bryn’s rage was palpable as she seethed at the leader, spitting out, “You messed with the wrong fucking people,” each word laced with venomous anger as she held his dark gaze. “We are the Tuatha Dé Danann.”
“The who?” The leader tilted his head, another Rover walking to join him, but was halted by the leader holding his hand up. “It doesn’t matter.” He waved his hand before dropping it to his side. “Just give us what you have and we will leave you be.”
Bryn looked around. Countless Rovers lay bleeding and dying, begging for help or a swift death. 
“Not sure you have the upper hand here,” Kessler said before Bryn could speak. “Maybe you should head on out.” 
The leader walked toward Bryn, his gait smooth, not a scratch on him as he stopped before her, his eyes piercing her as she ground her molars together to keep herself from losing her tongue to her rage. “Perhaps you should do I as I ask before your friend gets hurt.” He nodded to something behind her.
Turning, Bryn’s vision went red as a Rover walked around the front of the truck, a gun in hand pointed at Caden’s temple. Whipping back around to the leader, she stepped up into the man’s
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