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      Letter from the Authors:

      

      At the time this book is first being published, there is war in Ukraine.  The situation in that country is nothing short of terrifying.  There isn’t a single one of us, reading these words, who isn’t affected emotionally by what they see happening.

      From the beginning of the Kilorian sisters books we have been blessed to have someone in these pages from that country.  Domovyk the cat is proud of his heritage.  In the middle of all of these uniquely Irish characters (and some uniquely not-human characters, as well) he has remained staunchly Ukrainian, dignified and smart and dedicated to his new friends.  To quote something he says later in this book, “It’s not always easy for a Ukrainian to fit in anywhere but Ukraine.”

      We hear you, Dom.  We’re better for having known you, and we’re all looking forward to the day when glory and freedom can ring through your land again.

      

      KJE

      and

      SJW

    

  


  
    
      To Judy T-B

      I  know you are a big fan of the series

      so this final book is dedicated to you.

      Thank you for all of your support over the years.

      K.J.
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      In the history of the world, no one has ever gotten history right.

      That was the thought that kept running through Sinead Kilorian’s mind as she sat reading the Books of Ab Ithel, page by page.

      The books themselves were huge, and heavy, and although they were nearly a thousand years old they had only been seen by a few select people.  If her American cousins, Willow and Adair and Kiera Kilorian, didn’t have them in their library at Stonecrest, Sinead wouldn’t have her hands on them now.  No one in the wider world even knew these tomes existed.

      In these pages were the comprehensive histories of the Irish clans, dating back to the time of the Druids, and generations before that.  Back when the inhabitants of the Emerald Isles were only known as “The People.”  Their world might have been small, but their understanding of that world was anything but.

      Which meant somewhere in these pages might be a clue to where they could find the evil witch, Belladonna Nightshade.  Having escaped her prison, she was loose in the world again and they needed to find her.

      She continued to read.

      There were copies of two of the books in the Ab Ithel Histories in the John Hay Library in Rhode Island.  Those books were mostly poetry, and very few people knew about the John Hay Library anyway.  Volume one and two of the Books of Ab Ithel were there, not far from three books bound in human skin and a few clay tablets from Babylon, and personal letters written by H. P. Lovecraft.

      It was an interesting collection, to say the least.

      The rest of the Ab Ithel Histories were here at Stonecrest, the ancient New England home of the clan Kilorian.  The library here in the old homestead was far more extensive and eclectic than the one at John Hay, with books on subjects from the arcane to the mundane…although there were no books bound in human skin here.  Sinead was glad there wasn’t, because bibliopegy was just ew.

      Not everything in the books was a secret.  Some of the facts here were also taught in official history books, in schools all over the world, but those only scratched the surface.  There were gaps in what kids were taught in school.  Details both small and huge that had been missed, or intentionally hidden, by mainstream education.  There was always more to the story.

      History changed.  It lived and it breathed, and more often than not it died.  For more than a century, children everywhere were taught that Christopher Columbus and his three intrepid ships had discovered America.  Now, reality had caught up with history class and everyone knew that was mostly a lie.  Columbus thought he had circumnavigated the entire globe, thought he was in India when he landed, and was only interested in exploiting the natural resources of the “New World.”  Not to mention the Vikings had actually “discovered” America long before Columbus ever thought about sailing across the ocean.

      But only after the Druids got here first.  That was one of those facts that had slipped through the holes in the official histories.

      She flipped more pages, reading through languages that were long gone and forgotten by everyone except witches, like her, and others who practiced magic.  She got tripped up by a few of the pictographs, but then again, the language of the Rapa Nui of Easter Island had never been her strong suit.

      Altogether, there were eight volumes to these Histories.  Each of them was massive, containing poetry and mythology and scientific treatises that were generations ahead of their time.  This one, in front of her, was the true history of the Irish people.  A story of magic and myth, but of science as well, and absolutely none of it was giving her the answers she was looking for.

      The next page was just as helpful as all the others, which was to say it wasn’t helpful at all.  She was beginning to think even the great Ab Ithel was going to fail her.  Belladonna Nightshade had broken out of the holding cell where Addie Kilorian had put her, and that could only spell trouble.  All the magic they had used to find her had failed, and there were only so many ways to hide from magic.

      There were places that reflected locating spells.

      There were magics that cancelled other magics.

      There were objects of power that protected the user from prying eyes.

      Places, things, and people.  Everything that could be hiding Belladonna fell into one of those categories.

      There must be a clue to which one it would be, hidden somewhere in the books of the library.

      Oh great.  Now she was rhyming.  Sinead scowled at herself and kept going.  She couldn’t let this witch get away.  She just couldn’t.

      Sitting at a table in the far corner of the library, Sinead closed the book she had been reading with a soft thump and slid it away.  Then she pulled the next one closer, and started over.

      The first few pages were written in a language of sticks and dots that looked for all the world as if birds with dirty feet had hopped across the paper.  It was a language of clicks and whistles, expressing deep meanings that most modern languages couldn’t begin to convey.  Sinead simply loved the language of the birds…she was just a little rusty with it.

      Which was why she couldn’t remember if this one word, “-:/_—//,” meant never…or always.  The meaning of the whole section changed depending on which it was.  ‘Never,’ she decided.  It must mean never

      Sitting up straighter, she stretched to work out the kinks in her back.  She hadn’t worked this hard to find an answer from resource materials in a long time.  It sure would be nice if she had some help.

      She cast a dark glance over her shoulder to where her brother was asleep in his chair.  Again.

      “Sean?  Hey, you cnapán asal, get up!”

      Despite her shouting, he snored on.

      Sinead drummed her fingers on the library table, letting the sound of it echo up and down the private reading room.  Her twin was fully relaxed in a cozy corduroy recliner set squarely between two tall bookshelves.  His sun-browned face looked so peaceful.  It was a masculine version of her own, with his upturned nose and high cheekbones and clear complexion.  They were fraternal twins, thankfully, and the similarities between them ended there.

      His ability to stay on task, for instance, would never match her own.

      In his lap was volume four of the Histories, open to what she could only assume was a random page.  One arm drooped over the edge of the chair while his legs were propped up on a footrest.  His head was rolled back, his mouth open, his eyes closed tight.  His spiky blonde hair was mussed against the velvety cushions.  The only studying he was doing involved the inside of his eyelids.

      “Sean.  Hey.  Sean Fergus Kilorian, wake up right now!”

      When her brother still didn’t respond she resorted to more drastic methods.

      Lifting the pencil she’d been using to take notes she took careful aim at his face, and flung it as hard as she could…and with a quick wave of his hand Sean flicked the spinning wooden missile away when it was only inches from where it would have bounced off his temple.

      Cracking one eye, he looked at his sister, and yawned.

      Oh, he was so infuriating, Sinead thought to herself.  “You should’ve let it bean your lazy skull.  Might’ve learned you something.”

      “Now is that any way to speak to your dear, beloved brother?”

      She stuck her tongue out at him.  He wiggled his fingers at her in return, making the pencil spin in a figure eight.

      “You’re supposed to be helping me,” she reminded him.  “The answer is in one of these books, I know it is, but it’s not gonna just jump out at us, now is it?  We’ve got to put the time in to read all the little words…speaking of which, what’s this one say?”

      She held the book up for him to see and pointed to the sticks-and-dots word she was stuck on.

      Sean swung his legs down, and leaned in to squint at the page.  He tugged at the silver stud in his one earlobe for a thoughtful moment before shrugging.  “Think it means ‘moonshine,’ sis.”

      “What?  Now what on Earth does backwoods liquor have to do with anything?”

      “No, not moonshine the alcohol.  Moonshine, like the light from the moon.  You know, the big white ball thingy hanging up in the night sky.  That kind of light.”

      Looking at the page again, Sinead read the sentence over with the new definition in mind.  She muttered the words to herself, and then nodded.  “Ah.  Yes, that makes much more sense.  Which means this is no help at all.  Just like all the rest of it.  I’m so tired of this!”

      She dropped the book on the table, not giving a single care about how rare or fragile it was.  It was useless to her, and right now she didn’t have time for useless.

      Sean slapped his own book closed.  “We’re not finding the answer to where she went in these damn Histories, sister dear.”

      “We might.  You don’t know that.”

      “Aye.  I do.”  Standing up, he stretched out his back, and walked over to the reading table in two long steps.  He dropped his book next to the rest with the same disregard that Sinead had shown.  “This witch we’re trying to find is a crafty one.  She got herself out of a holding spell, for the love of everything naofa.  We’re supposed to find her by flipping through some yellowed old pages?”

      “Yes, we are.  The answers to everything are here in our histories.  If we’re going to find a clue to where she went, it’s in these books.”

      “That’s just bollocks.”

      “Language, brother,” she teased him.  “You’ll set your Irish blood to boiling.”

      “That was a far sight less than I wanted to say, trust me.”  He rapped a hand on the cover of three books laid out across the table, one after the other, like hollow chimes.  “This is pointless.  Why don’t you just have one of your visions and find Belladonna that way?”

      “That’s not how it works, and you know it, brother.”

      “Actually I don’t know a whole lot about that ability of yours.  Other than you have your prophecies at the most inconvenient times.”

      ‘They’re not…never mind.  Just do your part to help, will you?”

      Sean shook his head ruefully.  “I’d much rather be back in bonnie Ireland kicking back with friends over a decent ale.  I’ve got a few lasses waiting on my return as well, mind you.”

      “Oh, sure.  You always say that.  We’re here to help our cousins find this nasty witch that’s been dogging them.  I think that’s worth a few missed dates.”

      “You wouldn’t say that if you knew the lasses.”  He shrugged. “You can take your personal crusade and stuff it, sister dear.  We’ve helped plenty.  This one might just be over our pretty little heads.”

      Sinead nodded at that, pursing her lips thoughtfully.  Belladonna Nightshade was one of the most powerful witches of this age, or any other.  For some time now, their cousins had held her prisoner in a jail cell of their own design.  A snow globe layered with magic spells.  It was supposed to be escape proof and yet, here they were trying to figure out where she’d gone.  Yes, Nightshade was a very scary witch…and she was also a word that rhymed with witch, but started with a B.

      Sinead sighed and closed the History volume she’d started reading just minutes ago, doing it with a lot more reverence this time.  Books were knowledge, and they deserved to be treated with respect.  She hated to admit when Sean might be right.  It gave him such a swollen ego.  Then again, even a broken watch was right twice a day.

      Did people still wear watches?  Some of them, she supposed.  Did witches wear watches?  Which watches did witches wear?  If witches wore wristwatches, on which wrist were the watches worn?  Now, try saying that five times fast.

      Lord in Heaven, she was tired.

      It had been a week now since the family had gathered here at Stonecrest for the wedding of Addie and Lucian.  Hard to say which of the events that day had been the worst of it.  The murder, the marriage being cancelled at the last moment, or Nightshade’s escape…

      No, actually, it wasn’t hard at all.  She knew exactly what part was worse.

      That was the whole reason why she and Sean were still here in America, actually, instead of returning to their native Ireland.  Everyone else had gone back already.  Grandma.  Nessa.  All of them.  She had volunteered her and her brother to stay behind and help.  If they couldn’t find Nightshade, it wouldn’t just mean trouble for their American cousins.

      Up until now, their three cousins had kept ‘big baddies’ like Belladonna Nightshade in check.  They had battled shapeshifting demons and soul-sucking zombies and all sorts of nasty things.  This town was like a magnet for shadowy things with evil intent.  A deep Well of Essence existed here, full of magic power, and if anything nasty ever got to the Well, they might all be doomed.

      The Kilorian sisters had done the work of angels keeping it safe, and they had done it very well.

      But now the evil was loose.

      “Come on,” she said to her brother.  “Let’s get out of here.  I need to relax and get outside of my head before I try finding that woman again.”

      “Oh, well now, that’s putting the shoe on the other foot, isn’t it?”  Folding his arms, he cast her a sideways glare.  “Seems to me that was my very suggestion just this morning.  ‘Twas you insisted we come here on this fool’s errand.  It’s been a week, sis, and she hasn’t shown herself once.  We don’t need to try to find her in the next two hours.  Come on.  This town has a decent enough pub.  Nothing like our old haunts back home, but it’ll do in a pinch.”

      “Is drinking your answer to everything?”

      “Course not.  Just to the things that matter.”

      Sinead rolled her eyes one more time, but she finally gave in with a smile.  “All right.  Let’s go.  First round’s on me.”
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      Addie Kilorian was frustrated.

      No, that word wasn’t good enough to describe her state of being.  A week since her failed marriage.  A week since they lost the most powerful, evil witch in the world.  A week since her life changed, and not in the fun and fabulous way she had been expecting.  Frustrated?  No, she was irked.  Or…or disheartened.  Yes.  That word suited her better.

      Dis-heart-ened.

      She sat in a chair on the back lawn of Stonecrest, staring off at a purpling sky that hovered over the treetops, watching another summer day turn to dusk.  She had changed into jeans and a light red top paired with a white windbreaker, but even so she just couldn’t relax.  The sun had already dropped to the horizon.  Light was giving way to darkness, as it always did.  No magic in the world could stop time from changing things.

      It was that same way with her, she reflected.  For a time, she’d had light in her life, and now it was gone.  It had been taken away from her by a constant even more universal than time.

      By the fickleness of the human heart.

      Wow.  First ‘disheartened,’ and now ‘fickleness.’  She needed to get out of this funk before she started talking like a thesaurus.  Tossing her hair behind a shoulder, she watched the last rays of light bring out the paler shades among the deep auburn, turning all of it the color of flame.  At the moment, her hair matched her temper.

      Her dreams of being married to a good man were over.  She should have known it couldn’t last.  Witches like her didn’t usually find love.  Not lasting love, anyway.  Her older sister, Kiera, was having an on-again off-again relationship with a Fallen Angel.  Willow, her younger sister…well, she had a boyfriend who was a plain, ordinary human but it was hard to say if they were in love with each other or just passing time.  That was how it usually went for witches.  Either you married a magical being, or you just kept bouncing from one relationship to the other.

      “My parents found love,” she whispered to the setting sun.  “They had what I want.  Any reason I can’t find it, too?”

      The sun seemed to hesitate on the cusp of the treetops for just a moment longer than it should have, considering her question…before it sank like a stone.  She really hoped that wasn’t a sign.

      “Curse my Irish eyes,” she said, uttering her usual oath with a lot more force than she meant to.

      “Now there’s a phrase I remember our mother using often.”

      Moving with silent footsteps as she always did, her sister Kiera had come stealthily up behind her chair while Addie had been busy staring at the sunset.

      If Addie had a best friend in the world, it was her sister Kiera.  She might be nearly twice Addie’s age—thanks to a poor family planning strategy on the part of their parents—but Kiera was someone she could always confide in, and who always seemed to have the best advice ready for any situation.

      She was a tall woman, who preferred to wear long flowing dresses that covered everything but her arms and the V of her neckline.  Faint white lines of old, old scars traced her bare arms, hardly visible in the gloom of twilight and the floodlights around the back of the property.  She studied Addie with blue eyes streaked with jade, tiny wrinkles forming at the corner of her mouth as she tossed out another pearl of advice.

      “You need ice cream.”

      That might just be the best bit of wisdom Addie had ever heard.

      Pulling the hem of her black dress up from the neatly cropped grass, Kiera turned back toward Stonecrest.  “Come along with me to the kitchen.  I’ll get some for us both.  Oh, don’t look at me like that, sister Addie.  I know you think I’m old and stuffy, old beyond my years and my experiences.”

      “I never said—” Addie started to protest as she hurried after her.

      “Oh, yes you have.  On any number of occasions.  What you fail to realize, is that no one is ever too old for ice cream.”

      In spite of her dark mood, Addie heard herself laugh.  Kiera always knew what to say to make things better.  She’d been doing this for her ever since her failed marriage to Lucian Knight.  Although technically, since they were never actually married, wouldn’t that make it a failed near-marriage?  A failed engagement?  A near Mrs.?

      So much for sounding like a thesaurus, she thought to herself, and laughed again.

      Addie put an arm around her sister’s shoulders as they neared Stonecrest’s back doors.  She decided it was time to change the subject.  “So tell me, Kiera.  How are things with you and Philly?  You guys were reconnecting and then all of a sudden you didn’t seem to be talking about him much.”

      “Reconnecting over your objections, as I recall,” Kiera said with a tight smile.

      “Yes, well, it’s your life.”  That wasn’t the first time Addie had said that exact same thing to her sister.  “You make your own choices.  If a Fallen Angel is what makes you happy, then I’ll stand back and let you two be a family, along with your son.  Alan deserves to have both parents in his life.”

      Kiera inclined her head as they got to the doors, acknowledging her sister’s support of her romantic life.  “It would be easier, I admit, if I knew where Philly was,” she sighed.  “He disappeared shortly before your wedding.  I haven’t seen him since.  Honestly, Addie…I’m starting to get concerned.”

      Addie was just as glad not to have him around, personally.  She and Philly didn’t see eye to eye when it came to what was best for Kiera, or for Alan either.  Still, she understood that old line about the heart wanting what it wants.  That’s how it was with her and Lucian.

      Even now.

      “Philly hasn’t been around at all?” she asked Kiera.  “That explains a lot, but it must be hard on you.”

      “That’s putting it lightly.”

      “Well, that’s kind of the nature of the Fallen.  They come and they go, and they don’t always tell you before they do either.”

      “True, but I thought things had changed after he proclaimed his renewed love for me.  Not to mention this was a second chance for him to be with his son.”  Kiera pressed her lips together, and then shrugged her concerns away.  “Well.  That is something for him and I to discuss, whenever he shows up again.  Getting the Fallen to settle in one place for any length of time isn’t easy, as I’m sure you know.  Now, sister Addie, since I’ve told you about the man in my life, let me ask you.  What are you going to do about the man in yours?”

      Addie let her fingers rest on the door handle.  What could she say that hadn’t already been said?  “Lucian and I are just friends now.  For a brief moment in time I thought maybe I could find the same kind of happiness with him that our parents had with each other.  I should have realized that since I’m a witch and Lucian is…”

      “Not a witch?” Kiera offered.

      “Well, yes actually.  I should have known that could never work out.  Our worlds didn’t mix well together.  His words, not mine, and there’s nothing I can do about that.”

      Her sister arched a perfect, copper-colored eyebrow.  “You could give up the magic.  You always have that option.”

      Addie heard those words, but her mind took its own sweet time turning them over.  She looked up at the towering stone walls of Stonecrest, the place that had been her home all her life, and her family’s ancestral home for generations before that.  Clan Kilorian had taken on a sacred duty here in Shadow Lake, to guard the Wellspring of magic, and keep the big baddies away from its power.  That was the main purpose in her life, just as it was for Kiera and Willow.  This was what the Kilorian sisters did.  It was what they had been born to do.

      So yes, she could give up her magic.  There were rituals that would strip a witch of her power and her spells and make her just a mundane human.  A Typic, as some magic users called them.  If she did that, she could go anywhere she wanted to.  She could be anything she wanted to.  It wasn’t simple, and as she understood it the process was very painful, but the end result would be a life she could share with Lucian without magic or monsters or missing rogue witches to get in their way.

      Could she do it?

      Yes, she could.  The question wasn’t whether she could do it, the question was whether she would.  That answer, of course, would always be no.

      “Magic is a part of our family,” she told Kiera, putting her feelings into words.  “What we can do with our magic is a gift.  It’s as intrinsic to who we are as the air we breathe.  Giving it up would mean giving up a part of myself.  I don’t want to stop being who I am.  I never want that.”

      “Even,” Kiera pressed, “if it means living your life without Lucian?”

      Addie frowned.  “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m already living a life without Lucian.  He broke off our engagement, and he did it on our wedding day, and that’s that.  I haven’t heard from him since.  So.  Let’s get that ice cream.”

      “Hmm,” Kiera said with thoughtful mischief.  “Maybe it’s your freckles he doesn’t like.”

      “Ha, ha.  Very funny.”

      Yes, her big sis always did know what to say.

      The halls of Stonecrest were silent and dark as they made their way past utility rooms and sitting rooms and spaces that they hardly ever used.  A wave of Kiera’s hand turned on the lights in their sconces along the walls, pushing back the shadows.  It was just a little expenditure of her Life Essence, her magic, hardly anything to speak of at all.  They both knew their way through their home blindfolded, but there was something about the coming of night that made everyone crave the light—even witches.  Especially now, when Belladonna Nightshade was on the loose and none of them could find her despite their best efforts.  The twins, Sinead and Sean, were scouring the books in the library for clues.  Addie didn’t expect them to find anything she or Kiera hadn’t found already, but they’d be down for dinner later, and they could compare notes then.

      If things had gone according to plan, she would be married right now, and be back to running the Hot Cauldron, her little diner down in Shadow Lake.  Instead she was trying to find a path forward in her personal life, and spending all of her free time tracking Belladonna.  The Cauldron remained closed—temporarily—and wouldn’t reopen until she had the time to devote to it.  She was still able to pay her employees their wages, at least for now, thanks to a shadow fund the sisters used to maintain Stonecrest and their own lives, but that wouldn’t last forever.  The people she employed at the Hot Cauldron needed to work.  Just one more reason to find Belladonna quickly and get this over with.

      Their footsteps echoed against the floor as they made their way to the kitchen.  The bedrooms were upstairs, and then up on the third floor was the room they used for scrying and conjuring, but they weren’t going there now.  The kitchen was where the ice cream was.

      In a house like Stonecrest, practically a mansion, the kitchen had to be overlarge to accommodate big dinner parties, or big families.  Stonecrest hadn’t had a lot of either for a very long time, but they still had the double oven and the huge two-door refrigerator and the separate freezer.  A long island counter in the center worked well for meal preparation and when they were in a mood to have a less formal dinner, it made a nice impromptu table, too.  There were even sturdy, padded stools on both sides.

      “What flavor ice cream would you like?” Kiera asked Addie.  “We have raspberry fudge, and chocolate, and vanilla, and what appears to be cotton candy flavor, for some reason I don’t quite understand.”

      Addie snorted loudly.  “That would be Willow’s.  She absolutely had to have that one day…”

      “What would be Willow’s?” a bright voice asked, and then their other sister swirled into the room with a big smile on her face.  Her flowing white peasant shirt billowed around her arms and her trim waist, and her cut-off jean shorts showed off her long legs and naked feet.

      Kiera cocked an eyebrow at her.  “This pink ice cream concoction, is what we’re talking about.  I can only imagine what this makes your insides look like.”

      “Well, sister dearest,” she said, leaning in to plant a sarcastic kiss on Kiera’s cheek.  “I’ll be sure to let you know exactly what color it paints my insides the next time I have my head up my—”

      “Willow!” Addie exclaimed, suppressing a burst of laughter behind her hand.  “Stop that.  Come and sit down with us and have some ice cream.  I think we all need a break.”

      “There is cake in here as well, if you wish it,” Kiera told them.  “I’m not sure why you wanted to save the top layer of your wedding cake, Addie, but perhaps we should finish it off before it gets too badly freezer burnt?”

      Addie’s smile slipped.  Past her sisters, on one of the middle shelves of the freezer, she could see the tinfoil-wrapped wheel that had been the top of a cake she and Lucian never got to taste.  She’d actually forgotten all about it, until now.  People often saved that part for their first wedding anniversary.  That was a longstanding tradition that went back centuries.  Everyone knew about that.  The Irish tradition was a little different.  In Ireland, they brought it out again to serve to guests at the christening of a couple’s first child.

      Children.  Right.  Add that to the list of things she and Lucian would never have.  No wedding, no first anniversary with slices of frozen cake to eat, no child.  There really wasn’t any sense in saving that top part now, but she couldn’t stand the thought of eating it, either.

      “I’ll probably just throw it out later,” she said, waving the question away.

      “That was actually what I meant,” Kiera said by way of clarification.  “When the caterers heard the wedding was off, they threw out the rest of the cake, at your insistence as I recall.  Why keep this part?”

      “They had already wrapped it and put it in there.  It’s just tradition.  It wasn’t like I asked them to.”  Addie sighed and tried again to steer the conversation away from her and her wedding.  “Let’s just have the ice cream now.  We can eat while we wait for Sinead and Sean to get here, and then we can compare notes on what we’ve all found out today.”

      “Nothing, that’s what we’ve found,” Willow told her with a shrug.  “Same as we did yesterday, and the day before, and the day before that.  Wherever Belladonna Nightshade is hiding, she’s doing it very well.  Do you think it’s possible that she just left town?  That she’s gone from Shadow Lake for good?”

      Addie had considered that possibility every day since Belladonna had disappeared from the snow globe and escaped—the night of her failed marriage.  And, just as she had done each time before, she shook her head.  “I don’t think so.  We’d still be able to sense her no matter where she went.  Besides.  Belladonna went to a lot of trouble to
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