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      A blacksmith shop is not a quiet place, but in the brief silence at the backswing of her cross-peen hammer, Darian Wyndham heard an unusual thump. She whirled around to see John Davis, the elderly smithy, staggering backward across the smoky room. The heavy hewing axe he’d been working on—the sheer weight of which could crush bones—teetered precariously on the edge of the work bench.

      She dropped her hammer and lunged toward him.

      “Jesus, Old John. You’re liable to lose a foot if you’re not careful. Let me help you.”

      He wheezed a weak protest, then proceeded to stumble straight toward the forge’s fire. With a quick flick of her wrist, Darian sent enough power across the room to stay the axe, then grasped the old man’s arm and directed him to the nearby stool. He grumbled but complied, wiping the sweat glistening on his forehead.

      After years of helping in the smithy, Darian was accustomed to John’s cantankerous demeanor. Like her father, she was a carpenter, and there was frequent crossover between the two trades. Granted, Old John wasn’t as short-tempered with her as usual. He had a soft spot for her.

      He was a skilled blacksmith and while his mind remained sharp as the tools he wielded so capably, his body was failing. The hopeless look on his face brought a painful lump to her throat.

      “Most days I’d thank you to take that damned axe and put me out of my misery, sassy lass.”

      He didn’t sound like he was joking.

      “Most days I’d be tempted. But I can’t, for I haven’t made the handle, yet.” Her humor fell short today. “Besides, you still haven’t found anyone to replace you.”

      Even if Da hadn’t needed her with their ever-growing carpentry business, she sure as hell wouldn’t take over for John. Though their settlement was better than many, most of the men wouldn’t trust a woman with smithy work, let alone believe she had the intelligence to run the business. The mere presence of a woman in the smithy made them uncomfortable. Da suggested it was because they had to mind their language. She didn’t argue, though few males offered such consideration.

      She went to the anvil bench, gripped the heavy axe blade and eased it back to a secure position.

      “You can do this work better than any man—other than me, of course.” John chuckled, wheezing again. “But if I can no longer manage the only job I’ve done these forty years, what use am I?”

      She blew out her breath. “I will help out at least until sowing season. But after four decades of hard work, you can’t expect to have the fortitude you once did. If you had a full-time apprentice, you wouldn’t have to push yourself.”

      He nodded. “Aye. But the simpletons I tried to train hadn’t an ounce of sense betwixt the lot of them.”

      True, most hadn’t possessed natural blacksmithing skills, but they weren’t as incompetent as John made it seem. He hadn’t given them a fair shot.

      “This is no place for a woman anyway… not permanently.”

      She sent him a scowl. “If you’re going to tell me I should get married and have a dozen babies, you’d be wasting your already labored breath.”

      “I hope you will marry one day, lass, and have bairns. Maybe not a dozen, for that would take a weighty toll on mind and body. Still, it’s a lonely life on your own. The older one gets the more you notice that.”

      John had married only once. Beatrice, his wife, died in childbed before Darian was born, so John had been alone for at least twenty-two years. He rarely spoke of his beloved Bea, and after she passed this forge became his life, recently even eating and sleeping in the large room back of the shop.

      The blacksmith shop was one of the only stone buildings in their settlement, a safety measure as only the wooden beams and roof were at risk of a rogue spark. But stone buildings were slow to heat. Poor ventilation and constant exposure to dust, smoke and vapors had led to his severe lung maladies. Darian usually opened the shutters on the two small windows when the air became too thick, but John insisted that the fire needed a constant temperature. She could easily keep the fire blazing with her magic, but that was not a revelation she was prepared to make.

      The plan had been to apprentice several young men, one of whom, after hard work and ample training, would eventually be able take over the shop.

      But John was impatient and set in his ways and most left after a day or two.

      One, a Boston lad named Seymour Cocksedge—who’d received much taunting from the men regarding that name—lasted a fortnight before storming out with several expletives, expressing his hope that the shop crumbled to the ground with John inside it. He left the settlement entirely and returned to the city.

      Only with her, John made allowances. Probably because she gave the grumpy attitude right back to him. He said he tolerated her help mostly because he was afraid of her and her mother—both fiery-tempered redheads.

      “Your forge is an integral part of our settlement, John.” She pointed around her. “It’s important you ensure someone knows how to run it when…”

      She tried to swallow the growing lump in her throat.

      “Don’t go getting all sentimental, lass, or you can leave straightaway.”

      “I’m just being realistic. Have you considered what will happen if you die?”

      He snorted. “Won’t be my problem then, will it?”

      He coughed again, then wiped his chin with the back of his hand.

      “Horse shite!” She pretended she hadn’t seen the bloody spittle and focused on returning the tools to their allotted places. “You’d hate it if some gobshite without a turnip’s sense of blacksmithing tarnished your legacy.”

      “Aye. You understand. And we both know it’s not likely to be long before I depart this earth. Then you’d have to school my replacement and hope that he catches on quicker than the other dunderheads I tried to train.”

      She caught his eye. “You’re proud of this place. I know you want it to carry on.”

      “It’s a shame your brothers have no mind to take the forge after me. Like you and your parents, they seem quick studies.”

      Unfortunately, Finn and Sean were set on farming with their betrotheds’ fathers. Kerry provided game for half the settlement and wasn’t content unless he was outside, hunting or fishing, while his twin, Daniel, favored working at the grist mill, where he hoped to take over one day. Like Darian, Edward—whose schooling was nearly complete—enjoyed woodworking and planned to work at the joinery with their father. Young Amon couldn’t see anything past wanting to be done with lessons.

      John arched his eyebrow. “There’s your sister, I suppose.”

      Darian laughed aloud at that. “Brigid wouldn’t chance getting her fancy frocks dirty. She scarcely helps Mam with making remedies, says it’s too messy.”

      “Aye. You and your wee sister are as different as two females can be, I’d wager.”

      Brigid was the youngest, petite like their mother but with Da’s fair hair. Darian was tall and strong like Da but had Mam’s deep red hair. She touched her cheek with the lone dimple that she alone had inherited from their father.

      Darian had always preferred climbing trees, riding horses, running barefoot and swimming with her brothers and their friends. But when her breasts began to bud and hair appeared where it hadn’t been before, her mother disallowed the swimming—naked at least—citing Darian’s safety, if not propriety. Darian had noticed that the boys had begun looking at her differently.

      “Maybe you and your sister will become close one day,” John said.

      “Perhaps.”

      But even with nine years and six brothers between them, they were more likely to tear each other’s hair out.

      “You both have the same blue eyes quick with spirit—and that infamous eye roll.”

      Darian smiled. “The eye color’s from Da. The eye roll—our mother.”

      John nodded. “And the feistiness.”

      “Da stands his ground. And I’m feisty.” Darian pointed to her torso. “But Brigid’s just plain stubborn and spoiled besides.”

      John laughed, wheezing longer this time, grasping his chest.

      “Will you snarl at me if I tell you to go lie down?”

      He grunted. “Johnson will want his plowshare. Greene’s coming for his sickle soon. Fitzgibbons will expect that confounded axe done by the day after tomorrow and he’s not a patient man.”

      “Does such a man even exist?” she muttered. “The plow and sickle won’t take long to finish. Afterward I’ll work on Fitzgibbons’s axe. We just won’t tell that narrow-minded jackanape that a woman touched his precious tool.”

      John threw her a grin.

      Darian wasn’t easily affronted by crass talk or obscenities as long as they weren’t belittling to women. In truth, she was known for not holding her tongue, even cussing as much as her brothers. But not when within ear shot of her parents.

      Despite their leniency, they still—Da especially—thought it was vulgar for their children regardless of gender, to cuss in mixed company.

      “You rest, John.” She nudged his shoulder. “I’ll fetch your supper. Mam said she’d be making Irish stew, and I made soda bread early this morning.”

      “Land’s sake, lass. With all the work you do, when do you sleep?”

      She only shrugged. Most evenings after she’d magically connected with her dearest friends—three other witches of the same bloodline from different centuries—she had too much on her mind to settle down.

      Therefore, when the house was quiet, if she couldn’t get drawn into a book, or the weather didn’t permit her to slip out her window to go exploring, she had to find something that wouldn’t wake her sleeping family. Their three-story home was large, but she still yearned for a place of her own.

      “Two of my favorite foods.” John smiled, weakly, “You’ve talked me into it, lass. You’ll make someone a good wife one day.”

      His feeble voice made her own chest hurt. She’d grown accustomed to his gruffness.

      “Do you need help getting to your bed?”

      “I’ll manage,” John said. “But I will be glad of a warm meal. And you’d best not be offering to assist men to bed. I tell you plain most would be wanting more than having you turn down the covers.”

      She snorted. “I wouldn’t offer that kindness to anyone else.”

      He shivered despite the heat in the room.

      “I don’t suppose you’d feel up to coming with me?” she asked. “A walk might do you good. Mam says you’re always welcome.”

      Not to mention some fresh air, away from the soot-laden shop.

      “Nah. I’m content here. There’s too many people about at your house for my liking.”

      She laughed. “There’s sometimes too many for me. If Da wasn’t so stubborn, he’d let me build my own home.”

      John cast her a cautious look. “He has your best interest at heart, lass. There’s naught but widows or spinsters reside alone here, and there’s rumors aplenty spread about them. Should a healthy, pleasing-to-the-eye young woman such as yourself live on your own, that’d be frowned upon.”

      She laughed. “You think I’m pleasing to the eye?”

      He waved his hand toward her. “You’re as pretty as a damn picture, just like your mother. Men aren’t blind to that. Even those who’ve naught but appreciation of beauty in mind.”

      She glanced down at her grimy clothes and dirty hands then caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror she’d placed on the wall. Her chin was smudged and her braided hair, bedraggled. Pretty? Pfft.

      “The fact I haven’t married is already frowned upon,” she replied.

      “True enough,” John said, “but your father’s protective nature and gift with his blade might keep would-be suitors away. And your brothers are not to be trifled with either.”

      He was correct about that. She was fortunate her father—although always ready to defend her—didn’t try to control her. Her brothers, too, would be there if she needed them, yet they knew she wouldn’t thank them for interfering in her life. They mostly shared comfortable respect along with some good-natured taunting.

      John cleared his throat, coughing again. “Don’t let anyone pressure you into being hitched to someone you’d regret. You’ll marry for love, like me and my Bea. I’d stake my hammer on it.”

      She looked at his misty eyes, then turned away. She wasn’t ready to risk the pain of letting herself love someone. Through her magic and the meetings with the other witches, she knew she would one day produce a daughter, which meant that one day she’d change her mind, but that didn’t mean her heart would be involved.

      Thus far she felt committing to someone either left you hurt or so changed you didn’t recognize yourself.

      Eilis, her friend and fellow witch, did seem blissfully happy with her new husband, Raff. Nearly losing one another had brought them closer. They didn’t take each other for granted. If any man would remain loyal, she suspected it would be Raff.

      Darian’s father was also ever faithful.

      Save for a few louts with dishonorable intentions, Darian hadn’t been personally wronged by a man. Yet, enough women here had been hurt when husbands or betrotheds let them down to damage her trust.

      Four cousins remained scarred, heartbroken or ashamed even years after their worthless-as-bent-nails husbands left them or mysteriously disappeared. The women were now either raising children on their own or, after the allotted time to claim widowhood, with men they’d married but wouldn’t ordinarily have chosen.

      Darian had male friends besides her brothers and cousins, young men she’d grown up with. But she’d never met a man who stirred her enough to want to take the chance of placing her heart in his keeping. She’d also never felt the attraction she believed was necessary to share more than the occasional kiss, and that was mostly out of curiosity.

      Obviously, if she were to produce a child, it would one day happen, but she didn’t want to learn more about her future than that.

      Too many women had married or become betrothed to men who couldn’t keep their pricks in their breeches. Some of those married or betrothed men had even propositioned Darian.

      One, filled with drink, had shoved her against an outbuilding and ground his erect manhood against her until she’d punched him in the face and broken his nose. A second tried something similar with the same bloody results. The third she’d kneed in the ballocks so hard he might not think with that part of his body ever again. Word must have spread, for after that, men kept their distance.

      On occasion she had a pleasant, even flirtatious, conversation with a man over a drink, but it was usually in the public house, where she was likely considered one of the lads. Few women frequented the place, but she’d started going with John occasionally or Da and her brothers who were of an age to attend.

      Darian knew she was unusual for 1718 Massachusetts Bay, but her parents had been time travelers and they trusted her, as the eldest and the only child with magical abilities, with the information. Mam was a transcendent witch, one of the four witches of time; Da was one of her guardians. They’d gone through time to fight in the Battle of Magic between those with light and dark magic.

      Another magical person, Lorcan Wright, married to Darian’s future daughter, Fiona Maguire—who’d yet to be born in this timeline but presently was more than thirty years her elder—sometimes came through a time portal to visit.

      Lorcan and Fiona brought books and gifts that they kept secret from others. In fact, only Darian and her parents knew the whole truth about her connection to Fiona. Her siblings knew about some of the magic, for she and her mother could not always hide nor control their powers.

      Mam was a fearless woman, but these days, she chose not to employ her magic except in creating her healing potions. As a young woman, she had been labeled a witch by suspicious Puritans and sentenced to hang until Da, a descendant of an infamous witch hunter, had saved her from the noose by marrying her and promising to restrain her magic.

      “You look troubled, lass.”

      John’s voice disrupted her distressing ruminations. She rubbed her forehead where a headache was building behind her eyes, not unusual in the thick smoke of the smithy. But today, weariness and worry for John added to the cause.

      “With the busy season soon upon us I’m trying to think of who might help out here temporarily,” she lied.

      John grunted. “Not many to choose from.”

      She feigned a surly tone. “Because you’ve scared them all away.”

      “You might have had a hand in that. Some didn’t want to be shown up by a woman.”

      “For now, you rest till I get back with your supper.”

      He nodded, looking wearier.

      “I’d feel better if you’d let me help you to bed.”

      She tried to hide her concern. He was her mentor, her friend and like a grandfather, she imagined. She’d never known her own grandparents.

      Occasionally she saw spirits of her father’s parents but had never conversed with them. She wasn’t disturbed by ghosts; she’d had the ability to see them for as long as she remembered. Still, she didn’t favor being seen talking to someone that others couldn’t see. She usually ignored spirits and they mostly stayed away.

      “Aye. Well… I also have to step out to answer nature’s call,” John said, “and you’ll not be helping me with that.”

      She laughed. “Let’s put a mark on the wall—we actually agree on something. But you could use the chamber pot.”

      “If the day comes when I can’t make it out to attend to my business with a tree… well that’s when I’d rather be beneath the soil, merely dust and a memory.”
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      On her way to fetch John’s stew, Darian entered the clearing where their family’s massive three-story log cabin was located and as always, admired her father’s craftmanship. The wraparound verandas on all three levels were remarkable. The numerous double-glass windowpanes he’d paid dearly to have shipped from England were stunning and allowed more light inside than most colonial homes.

      Just now the lovely sunset bathed the clearing with soft colors that reflected off the windows. Darian was awed by the beauty of it. Da started building the cabin shortly after he and Mam returned from fighting in the Battle of Magic.

      At six foot six, her father towered over the men at the settlement. Her brothers—also good-naturedly referred to as giants—hadn’t reached their father’s stature. Her mother was of average height for an adult female of this time, but at five foot seven, Darian was taller than most women. She had yet to meet a man she felt measured up to her father in stature or integrity.

      Darian had been born in sixteenth century Ireland, when her parents had traveled back in time to train for the battle. She’d been only a few months old when they’d again time traveled to leave her here with Da’s brother Samuel and his wife Kathleen, unsure if they’d survive the battle and return to raise her.

      When they returned victorious, Mam was already pregnant with Finn. And after that, the babies came swiftly, eight born in nine years. As John alluded to earlier, childbearing could be perilous, yet Mam survived the births—including one set of twins—and remained healthy and vibrant, unlike most mothers of the time.

      Darian suspected her parents’ youthful strength might be due in part to their unfaltering love. The rest she attributed to having lived in the future, where they learned to boil drinking water, clean their teeth and wash their hands after using the privy.

      Da was a master carpenter who’d built several additions as the Wyndham family grew, including the top level where Darian’s bedroom was located. Their home was the talk of their small settlement for it was said to be grander than any mansion in Boston.

      Not that Darian would know; except for one trip to Boston as a toddler, she had not traveled farther than the ten-mile radius surrounding the settlement. Because their colony was still run by intolerant Puritans, Darian’s mother had used a powerful spell to create a barrier against people who meant them harm, a failsafe so witch hunters—or any with dark magic—could never witness anything supernatural.

      They had another layer of protection as well, that began with Alainn, the first transcendent witch: a thin silver amulet in the shape of a triquetra. All of her magical descendants received one either shortly after they were born or when they came into their powers, and were schooled to wear them at all times, as a personal precaution against anyone with malicious intent. Brigid’s was accompanied by a fancy silver chain, and she loved to show it off. Darian’s hung on a simple leather strand she mostly kept tucked inside her tunic.

      Darian hurried up the steps leading to the front doors and through the nearest window, saw Mam in the stillroom where she created her remedies. Because healing was—for reasons unknown—linked to witchcraft, she never claimed to be a healer. She didn’t visit people’s homes or talk about her remedies. Still, most people here, whether openly or covertly, depended on her herbal knowledge.

      A faint glow filled the room. Her mother always exuded certain magical energy, though Darian suspected she was the only one who could see it. Here, safe amongst her tools, bottles and books, it was most noticeable.

      When she was younger Darian had spent as much time here as she had in the joinery with her father. But an event when she was twelve left her reluctant to enter the stillroom.

      She’d been mixing a potion for her mother when she glanced up to the many thick tomes, drawn to one book in particular, upon the highest shelf. It was as though it whispered to her.

      She hadn’t been forbidden to read it. Or even warned not to. Yet she somehow knew she was not to touch it. She drew it down with magic and took it to a corner where Mam would be least likely to see her should she return early from visiting Aunt Kathleen.

      The book had a strap with a locked metal clasp that unlocked easily with a flick of her powers. When the book flew open, Darian gasped, simultaneously overcome with wonder and dread. Unlike the other books filled with ingredients and instructions for elixirs, each page contained sketches of creatures unlike anything her imagination could conjure. Hideous in appearance, they carried such labels as trolls, ghouls, wendigos, chimeras, werewolves, swamp dwellers, vampires and surely dozens more.

      She saw images of demonic beasts, from demon kings to shadow demons and fearweavers, who were said to instinctively know your deepest fears.

      She read of mind benders that could twist your thoughts or make you believe you were seeing what you weren’t. Memory stalkers, soul thieves, shapeshifters.  Hellraisers who could raise the dead or other entities that lie within the dark realms or the gateway to hell itself: the Unseelie court.

      Young Darian had flipped each page, remaining equally mesmerized and terrified. Some of the most heinous were listed by name: Dark Lord Odhran, demigod and tyrant who longed to control every realm, the beast who’d been the reason for the Battle of Magic; Baylor, the demon king; Vareth, the most dreaded fearweaver; Chronovath, the Time Devourer; and Mordak, tyrant of the black seas.

      Engrossed in her reading, Darian did not hear her mother approach.

      Mam was loving and kind with her children. She allowed them freedoms unknown to other children in their colony. Yet, she didn’t tolerate what she referred to as extreme disorderly shenanigans. But if Mam’s temper was piqued, she’d simply point to the offending child’s chambers with small bursts of fire trailing from her fingertips. No scolding was required. They would speak on it later when she was calmer.

      On that day, however, the reprimand was harsh and immediate. With a shriek, she snatched the book away from Darian, her hands shooting flames. The hearth fire roared, a terrifying purple blaze and in tones like molten iron, she forbade Darian from ever touching the book again. Darian still remembered how shaken she’d been. Not from the scolding, but because her fearless mother’s voice had been filled with fear.

      Then, to ensure that none of her children would ever read it, she opened the leather-bound cover, tore out the pages and tossed them into the fire. A black cloud filled the chamber as though the very contents were evil.

      Darian longed to ask why the book had been in plain view if what was inside it was so repugnant, but she was sent to her room, and it was never discussed again.

      Since then, she’d learned more of Dark Lord Odhran as well as Baylor, the demon king who had captured Eilis. Thank the heavens she was saved. What of those other malevolent beings? Would she ever encounter them?

      Through the largest kitchen window, she saw Brigid, likely tasked with watching the bubbling pot over the hearth fire. The last of last year’s vegetables had gone into that stew.

      Instead, Brigid sat twirling her hair, dreamy-eyed. A sketch of a seascape made using drawing pencils and art paper—materials from the future—sat before her. Darian couldn’t deny that her baby sister was a gifted artist, though even in that pleasurable activity, she preferred to keep her hands clean.

      When Darian rapped on the stillroom window, Mam started and nearly dropped the potion bottle, her hand at her throat. She set the bottle down and came to lift the smaller window’s sash.

      “Darian, you gave me a fright. Whatever are you doin’ knockin’ on the window, Lasair?” Flame.

      Her father had called her Little Ember when she was a child. Darian supposed they were all lucky to have survived her, a toddler who could spark flames from her fingertips. Lorcan referred to her as a firecracker.

      Darian preferred her mother’s endearment, a recognition of their shared power.

      “I’ve come to get stew and bread for John’s supper,” Darian replied.

      Her mother’s eyebrow rose. “Sure you’ll not find either here.”

      “Mam, would you very much mind getting them for me?” she pleaded, sounding more like Brigid.

      Her mother twisted her lip. “Why ever are you avoidin’ the kitchen?”

      Darian wiped her hands on her breeches. “I am avoiding my sister who will complain fervently should I go there without having washed my face and hands thoroughly.”

      She usually washed up briefly at the blacksmith shop. Once home, she’d remove her soiled clothes for laundering, then use the shower her father had built to replicate what her parents had used in the future.

      Darian enjoyed bathing leisurely near the fire in her own chambers and had crafted a bathing vessel for herself. Brigid complained of that indulgence, but she found fault with everything Darian did.

      Each room in this gargantuan cabin had a fireplace. They were seldom chilly even during the coldest winters for Mam and Bessie O’Rorke, a family friend, also made warm blankets and quilts. They would still awaken to cold noses and frosty rooms, yet there was always adequate wood with which to make a fire. Darian, in her own bedchamber—unbeknownst to anyone—never stepped from her warm bed to a cold floor. She used magic to start fires.

      “I have to go back to work for a bit, Mam. John is unwell.”

      Instead of scolding her for working overly long, as she sometimes did, her mother nodded, empathy in her green eyes.

      “Get Brigid to dish up the food. Tell her it’s me who’s asked.”

      When Darian entered the kitchen, Brigid looked up from her position by the hearth. “Why do you look so vexed? You seem more out of humor than usual.”

      Darian only shrugged, not wanting to explain.

      “I’m talking to you, big sister,” Brigid said.

      Her sister was tiny, especially in their family. Next to her, Darian at nearly a foot taller, did appear big.

      “I’m weary. It’s been a long day.” She simply didn’t feel up to arguing. Rarely could she and Brigid have a conversation without that.

      “Why haven’t you showered and changed your clothes? Your hair is a fright, and you have grime on your face and hands.”

      “Now that you’ve assessed my appearance, Mam would like you to dish up stew and butter bread so I can take it to John. He’s… poorly.”

      Darian swallowed hard, then Mam stepped into the kitchen doorway, gently inverting the potion in her hand.

      “Brigid, please help your sister.”

      Darian waited for the eye roll. Instead, Brigid brushed her blond hair back and sighed as she moved off the stool.

      “Your bread is delicious by the way, Darian,” Mam called over her shoulder.

      Darian had thought it somewhat heavier than her best efforts.

      Brigid sneered. “Good thing you can cook something.”

      “Brigid!” Their mother’s tone was sharper than what she usually offered her youngest child as she stood watching the interaction between her two daughters. “Darian is a fine cook. Her soda bread is better than mine.”

      Brigid rolled her eyes. “Sure I couldn’t say. I never eat it. I don’t trust that her hands have come clean. It’s one thing for Darian to help Da with his carpentry, but working for that crotchety old man in that dirty, smelly blacksmith shop is beyond comprehension.”

      Darian sent her a glare. “You’ve never even been there, and you don’t know him. Truth be told, he’s more congenial to me than my own sister.”

      “That’s the pot calling the kettle black.” Brigid pulled a face. “You make fun of my gowns and my hair.”

      She wasn’t wrong. Darian had various names for her: Miss Prissy, Princess, Fragile Flower. It usually amused her, but today Darian wasn’t up to their typical banter.

      Perhaps she had resented the pretty new baby daughter at first—finally another girl after all those boys. Her brothers were thrilled. A little sister who wasn’t a second mother. From the start Brigid had been tiny, then petite and ladylike. All lace and vanity, which perhaps pushed Darian away from such interests. The sometimes-sickly child often required special attention from Mam, which did not help.

      For her part, Brigid resented that Darian shared their mother’s magic, while she had none herself. At least not yet. She disliked that Darian’s hair was like their mother’s, and that she had a close bond with their da. People would frequently say Darian was a fine mix of both, such a strong healthy girl. Nothing like delicate Brigid.

      Brigid had grown up hearing stories of how much the transcendent witches and their guardians had adored baby Darian when they lived together preparing for the Battle of Magic. Of course, Darian was too young to recall them but had seen photos and videos shared by Lorcan.

      Brigid seemed resentful of nearly everything about Darian. And, instead of trying to be the understanding older sister, Darian admitted she enjoyed rankling her. She would fight tooth and nail if anyone tried to harm her only sister, yet Darian couldn’t seem to muster the closeness she should feel toward her. Maybe she should try harder. Her monthly courses were near, which sometimes made her tearful and more easily irritated. That was hardly Brigid’s fault.

      She sighed. “That’s a great drawing, Bri. Truly. It makes me want to visit the seaside.”

      Brigid lifted her pointed chin, uncertain if she was being teased.

      “Your dress is lovely, too and your hair is especially nice today. Have you used linen strips to curl it?”

      Her sister’s eyes went wide, then narrowed, suspicious. “Mam put cloth strips in it last night.”

      The compliments may have ended the younger sister’s retorts, but they didn’t go so far as to earn her assistance, so Darian went to the washstand and scrubbed her hands with the horsehair nailbrush. The water turned black. She glanced in the wall mirror to see soot on her cheek and chin. She washed her face, then straightened her hair aware her younger sister was watching.

      “You are pretty, Darian.”

      Darian looked up in surprise. Brigid sounded sincere.

      Then she wrinkled her nose and continued. “If you’d wear frocks instead of those unbecoming breeches you could surely find a husband… if he didn’t know you might set him on fire should he cross you.”

      Biting her tongue, she stifled a snappy reply. “I won’t trade insults today. I only want to take John his supper and hope it restores his strength.”

      Mam stepped into the kitchen from the adjoining stillroom. “Is he taking the remedies I gave him?”

      “Probably not as he should,” Darian admitted. “He says they dull his senses and make him groggy.”

      Her mother nodded. “The elixir I instructed him to take before bed would do that, but the others should help with his pain and improve his breathing.”

      “I think…” Darian cleared her throat. She didn’t want to cry, not with Brigid watching. “I think that he knows he doesn’t have long.”

      “He’s a tenacious man,” Mam replied. “In truth, I didn’t think he would make it through autumn, let alone winter. Now it’s spring.”

      “But he’s ready to go,” she whispered, “and I can’t begrudge him wanting to.”

      Darian took an ample-sized bowl from the cupboard, filled it half full of stew, then added two pieces of soda bread slathered with butter, and covered it with a plate.

      “If it’s a warm meal you’re after giving him, it will be cold if you continue lingering overlong,” Brigid chided.

      “Do you want to come with me?” Darian replied. “We could walk together and then visit with John.”

      “In the cold and mud? Never.” Brigid scoffed. “What would we even talk about? Old John’s shop is smelly. If you love it so much, I wish you’d just stay there, since you’re not likely to find someone willing to marry you soon.”

      “You just want my bedchamber,” Darian snapped. And the pretty cupola Da had added at her request.

      Brigid shrugged but didn’t disagree. “It’s embarrassing having a sister with magic that allows her to do nearly anything, but who seems to wish she’d been born male.”

      Darian’s hands grew hot. If she didn’t keep her temper in check, the stew would be scorched, not cold. She’d never wittingly hurt her sister, but she must calm her temper, say her piece, or leave without pause.

      “It is unfortunate,” she said carefully, “that you don’t like the outdoors as I do. It’s sad that we don’t enjoy time together. In reply to your other comment, I’m not foolish enough to use magic at will and I revel in being a strong woman. I have never for one moment ever wished to be a man.”

      Brigid stuck out her tongue.

      “If I wasn’t taking this meal to John in his dirty, smoky, extremely vital shop that provides items much needed in all our lives, including yours, little sister,” she said, through clenched teeth, “I’d gladly dump it over your pretty little blond head and frilly dress just to hear you shriek and whine to Mam about your horrid, mean-spirited sister. It’s a wonder I haven’t lit you aflame long ago. And if I lived in the feckin’ smithy, I’d never have to see your pinched, spiteful little face!”

      “Darian Jenny Eirann Wyndham!” Her father’s voice boomed.

      Shite! She hadn’t heard the door open, or she would’ve more likely once again bitten her tongue.

      “I scarce know you just now,” Da continued in a lower tone, but no less biting. “What devil has gotten into you?”

      Hurt, she sent him a furious scowl.

      “I’m too weary for gentle words tonight, Darian,” he continued. “You weren’t raised to speak to your sister in such a way. What you said was beneath you!”

      Her breath caught. Da loved all his children without question, but she’d always felt she was his favorite. That she’d disappointed him cut deep.

      “It was not one-sided, Darius,” her mother interjected. “And it’s been a hard day for our elder daughter.”

      This was all most unusual. Her father scolding her. Her mother admitting the younger daughter could be a pain in the arse.

      Tears welled in her eyes. When she could speak, she said, “I’ll stay at the blacksmith shop till John has eaten and is resting. Supper here will undoubtedly be more pleasant with only your proper, unburdened children at your table. If you’d simply permit me to build my own home, I’d not have to mind my tongue and I’d trouble you no longer. If you fear I’ve the devil in me perhaps henceforth Edward will assist you so I can remain at the smithy full time.”

      Darian, still holding the bowl, used her magic to throw open the door. Finn and Sean, who were about to step in, leapt back, surprised. She didn’t look at her father or speak to her brothers.

      “Darian, just hold on now…” Her father’s voice trailed off as she hastened down the steps ignoring him, and her brothers.

      “Best not press her when she’s troubled,” she heard her mother intercede.

      Then she did something she’d never done except when in the company of her friends, the daughters of the witches of time. Darian closed her eyes and called upon her powers to transport herself elsewhere.

      The smell of smoke let her know when she was inside the blacksmith shop. She set the bowl on the workbench and gave way to her tears. Holding her hand over her mouth, so she couldn’t be heard, she sobbed softly.

      Darian would speak with her friends later. She seldom liked anyone to see her as vulnerable or even emotional, but they were her closest confidants.

      “Is that you, lass?” said a weak voice.

      She dried her tears with the back of her hand, put on her typical steady face and called out gruffly, “Who else would dare to step inside your shop when the outside torch is extinguished?”

      “Don’t know anyone that brave or that simple.”

      John’s laugh triggered a long coughing spell, and Darian could hardly bear listening to him try to catch his breath.

      “I have your food.” She pushed on the unlatched door opening it a crack.

      “Come in. I’m fully clothed. Can’t seem to keep warm,” he admitted.

      She glanced at the narrow wooden bed. Although covered with several quilts, he still shivered. She tipped her head and his hearth fire flared.

      “The stew will warm you.” She tried to ignore the spatter of blood on his pillow. “I’ll stoke and add wood to the fire.”

      Placing the bowl on the side table, she helped him sit up, then plumped the pillow behind him.

      “’Zounds. I’m weak as those newborn kittens in your uncle’s barn.”

      She started to pass him the bowl. He looked at her with timeworn eyes.

      “My arms feel heavy as the anvil I used to toss around like a horseshoe. Now lifting a spoon seems a chore.”

      How undignified he would feel if she attempted to feed him. With his hands trembling it was clear the bowl would be weighty.

      She scooped a smaller serving onto the plate and tore half a piece of bread.

      “Try to eat just a little.”

      He made an indiscernible sound—a grumble or a grunt of agreement.

      He took a few mouthfuls, slowly chewed then took a bite of bread while she stood leaning against the wall. It appeared he had difficulty swallowing.

      “That’s damn fine stew. Tasty bread, too. But that’s all I can manage.” He looked at the bowl. “You finish what’s left. Don’t want to have to explain to your mother why I didn’t eat much. She’ll be suggesting even more potions.” He tilted his head toward bottles on the bedstand.

      Darian felt suddenly afraid he might decide to take them all.

      He must have known what she was thinking.

      “I wouldn’t. Not that way lass, should it place suspicion on your mam. She’s done her best by me these last months.”

      Darian moved to sit on the end of his bed and sighed.

      “But I admit,” John said, “if I should not see another dawn, I’d be happy to be with my Bea again.”

      “And she’d be happy to be reunited.”

      “You don’t have to always be strong, Darian.”

      At the sound of her name, she burst into tears. With trembling hand, he leaned forward and patted her shoulder.

      “The friendship we share might be considered odd by some folks’ way of thinking,” he said, “but we’re both softer than we let others see. My Bea and me weren’t blessed with bairns. Our wee lass was born still and Bea left soon after, but you’re like the daughter I couldn’t see grown.”

      “And you’re like a grandfather.” She sniffled. “A curmudgeon sometimes, but I have liked working beside you and learning from you… about blacksmithing, but in dealing with people, too.”

      “This is sounding a lot like farewell, lass.”

      She straightened and took a breath. “It’s not. It’s only a thank you. Besides, you cannot die.” She waggled her finger. “At least not till you find someone to take over the forge and certainly not during the onset of the busiest season.”

      He shrugged. “They’re all busy one way or another. You’d manage. Things would work out somehow. Not always as we’d want it, but that’s life now, isn’t it?”

      She shook her head.

      “Now go… leave me in peace, lass.” He gestured to the door.

      “But I have to work on Fitzgibbons’s axe.” She cleared her throat. “There’ll be plow heads and hoes aplenty needing sharpening. I’d wager Uncle Samuel will be bringing his horses in to be shoed. We need a farrier here, as well.”

      “Don’t be worrying of all that. It’ll give Fitzgibbons something to gripe about and tomorrow’s another day. If farmers hadn’t the sense to have those necessary tools ready by now, then let the fools wait. Your uncle’s a patient man who likes to shoot the breeze while he waits.”

      John knew the personalities of all the men here.

      She stood, bent over and hastily kissed the top of his balding head. He looked started but tapped her cheek with his permanently blackened fingers.

      “Now... go will you? Let me get some infernal sleep. Douse the fire and lock the door on your way out.”

      “Christ, old man! You’d think I’ve never closed your shop before.”

      “There’s the sassy lass I’ve come to know so well.”

      He laughed then and she forced a smiled as she took the dishes. She’d bring the remaining bread and stew to her special place in the forest in case the wolf she’d befriended was there. Darian had no appetite anyway.

      Then she glanced at all the unfinished tools and decided to finish some tasks here first. She created a spell ensuring John wouldn’t hear. When he awoke tomorrow, he’d be surprised at all she’d done.
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      Realm of Celtic Gods, beyond mortal time
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      Magnus Munro rattled the bars on the door of his supernaturally sealed cell hoping eventually it would annoy someone enough they’d come talk to him.

      “How pathetic is that?” he muttered.

      He was so damn bored he wanted to partake in a conversation with someone here in a Celtic prison. He shook the bars again so roughly he thought they might snap. If that were the case they would have done so when he was thrown into this blasted prison. He’d say godforsaken, but it was the confounded gods who’d put him here in the first place.

      They’d charged him with employing his ability to time travel for his own purpose at the risk of altering predestined events.

      He had been guilty of embarking upon many time journeys. Apparently, they were concerned he might alter past events and thus affect the fated future. Honestly, he’d sensed no danger of doing that when he’d simply been a bystander to some truly monumental historical events. Who wouldn’t want to experience those if they could? Besides, the gods interfered with destiny on a regular basis.

      They’d also accused him of using his charm in a manner they referred to as seductive with two females he was employed to rescue. As to the matter of the women he’d been with, they wouldn’t have felt seduced. In truth… they’d initiated the encounters. One was a famous Egyptian queen. The other, a goddess who’d also enticed him. If she was of a mind to she could have vaporized him.

      Vaporizing him wasn’t what she seemed inclined to want to do. His cheeks grew warm remembering the night they’d spent together.

      True, she was married to a god who didn’t take it well when he learned his wife had strayed with a mortal, but bloody hellfire, the man-god had numerous lovers of many species: elf, fae, mermaid, goddess and human, and allegedly in various centuries.

      Magnus supposed the double standard for men and women applied no matter the time period and even for celestial beings like Celtic deities.

      “Halloo!” he called, when no one came to see why he was riled. “Is anyone about?”

      He appeared to be the only prisoner in this jail specifically made to hold those with unusual abilities. Therefore, no one checked in regularly. Doing business for these arrogant, self-centered gods for several years clearly hadn’t earned him special treatment. Twice a day, through the bars he saw someone wearing a dark hood set food through a small hole in the stone wall. They stomped on the floor to alert him.

      They rarely engaged in conversation even when Magnus asked a direct question. One guard admitted the strategy was to ignore him. It was believed that would cause the most discomfort. As though they knew him. As though anyone did.

      Ordinarily he wouldn’t agree with their line of thinking. He could be charismatic when he needed. Yet, he didn’t go out of his way to interact with others unless he had to during time travel assignments. He had no family and few friends. He didn’t feel the need to always be around people.

      Unless he was bored or craved a woman’s company, he was comfortable being on his own for extended periods of time. Yet, he hadn’t been told when he’d be released, and he was beginning to miss good food, drink and conversation.

      Not to mention sex. How long had it been? Three… maybe four months, he estimated. Thankfully he had a toilet, but what he’d give for a long, hot shower. He had a shower, but the pressure was so low the water barely pissed down. It was lukewarm at best and lasted all of two minutes.

      Magnus hadn’t attempted to use his powers of the mind since he arrived, nor had he considered creating a time portal. He’d been warned not to. Unsure what would happen in this supernatural prison with the walls that often seemed to pulse and glow—should he disregard the cautioning—he hadn’t dared.

      Would he suffer electrical shock? Have the walls close in and suffocate him? Things were strange in the realm of the gods, and these omnipotent beings didn’t generally tolerate any antics. That was a little unfair considering the centuries—nay millennia-long—chaos they’d wreaked upon many civilizations.

      He’d met several deities in his decade of service. He might even call a few friends… yet apparently not so close that they’d spoken in his defense when the Dagda and the others on the council of the gods issued this undetermined sentence.

      Occasionally he’d hear voices outside the external walls. But with no window and without using his gifts, he had no way of knowing who was there. He didn’t recognize the voices and couldn’t make out what was being said.

      Part of his annoyance was that he had done far more good than harm in the past years. His smashing record seemed to count for nothing, which had him baffled. At first he’d felt let down, then furious.

      The gods had initially come to him, after all. They’d apparently been watching him—as gods were known to do—whether for pure entertainment or to search for humans who could aid them.

      He’d been young, naïve even. They’d convinced him he’d be an asset and that they could help him manage and enhance his already exceptional abilities. They offered to train and guide him. He’d recently graduated high school. He was taking evening martial arts training while attending business school at a local community college. That was what his wee maw hoped he’d do. Those classes had been nearly as boring as this stint in this prison.

      Especially for someone who in his early teens discovered
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