
  
    [image: Shadow’s Reckoning]
  


  
    
      SHADOW’S RECKONING

      
        STONEBRIDGE WITCHES - BOOK FIVE

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        NICOLE R. TAYLOR

      

    

  


  
    
      Shadow’s Reckoning

      (Stonebridge Witches - Book Five) by Nicole R. Taylor

      Copyright © 2024 by Nicole R. Taylor

      All rights reserved.

      This book is written in British/AU English.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      www.nicolertaylorwrites.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

    

    
      
        Stonebridge Witches

      

      
        VIP Newsletter

      

      
        About Nicole

      

      
        More by Nicole

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Birdsong filled the crisp morning air as June Morgan wandered through the streets of Stonebridge, the late summer air filled with the promise of the looming autumn. The sun barely whispered on the horizon, casting orange-tinted light across the bluestone facade of the ivy and creeper covered cottages.

      Stone walls stood strong, encased in not just greenery, but shimmering protective wards. As June neared, the scent of dew-laden grass and morning mist reminded her of the world she existed in—a world where magic and danger spun together like the thick ivy on the cottage walls.

      She paused for a moment at the gate, taking in the building supplies covered with a bright blue tarp. Repairs that were still in progress. Had it really been a few weeks since the invasive roots of the Shadow’s Embrace caused so much havoc? Corrupting, poisoning minds, and tearing apart Mirabel’s cottage.

      Now that the twisted scars were being patched up, the cottage seemed to sparkle like a fairytale castle in a storybook. A radiance of hope, June supposed. Hope that something good still stood against the encroaching darkness.

      June swallowed hard, memories surging within her—Harriet, with her chilling betrayal, the chaos of the battle at the standing stones, and the ever-present murmur of the ultimate darkness whispering at the edge of her consciousness.

      “June, you’re early,” came Mirabel’s voice, a welcomed interruption to June’s overthinking. It was hard not to dwell on things these days.

      Mirabel stood in the open doorway, her silver hair catching the sun’s rays, the wispy strands framing her face in a radiant halo.

      Alistair had said she’d regained much of her magic, but it’d been a while since June had seen her. The Mirabel before her seemed energised, the hollows beneath her eyes filled out and colour painted her cheeks. It was a far cry from the weakened figure she’d last seen crumpled in the study beyond.

      “I couldn’t sleep,” June admitted, pushing open the gate. As she walked up the path, the wards surrounding the cottage bent, welcoming a friendly witch into their embrace.

      “Understandable. But today, we begin anew.” Mirabel welcomed June into the cottage, closing the door behind them. “The last stages of your training begin today.”

      June tried not to think of her studies ending, because it meant that the battle against the ultimate dark would soon follow…also another confrontation with Harriet. One that would likely be their last.

      Peering into the sitting room, June gasped. The last time she’d been here, the floorboards had been split apart, the roots of the Shadow’s Embrace destroying everything in their path to get to the matriarch. But now the inside of the cottage was nothing but order and tranquillity, with every book, painting, and artefact returned to its rightful place.

      “The builders have done some excellent work,” Mirabel said, standing beside her. “There’s still a few finishing touches to be done, but the corruption is gone.”

      June breathed deeply, but the rusted, metallic tang of dark magic was nowhere to be found. All she detected was touches of lavender and sage, newly varnished floorboards, and paint.

      The sense of renewal wasn’t just in the cottage's restoration, but it was also present on Mirabel’s face. June felt a twinge of hope—maybe, just maybe, they could truly push back against the darkness.

      “Come,” Mirabel beckoned her across the hall where her study awaited.

      As June followed the older witch into the study, she noticed how the sunlight streamed through the newly fitted stained glass window, casting colourful patterns on the polished wooden floor. Oak shelves lined the walls, brimming with ancient texts, crystals, and brightly coloured bottles containing various potions and herbs. The wallpaper was the same—emerald green like the forest that surrounded much of the Lake District.

      “Now,” Mirabel said. “Spirit magic is not about might. It demands a harmony of power and poise that connects our deepest emotions to the vast spiritual realm.”

      June nodded, absorbing each word. She pictured the spirit world as a place as complex as it was chaotic, where raw power could be as much a curse as a blessing. Where, for the unprepared, true emotions were ripped from where they were hidden and used as weapons.

      “Control is up to you,” Mirabel continued. “The spirits heed those who respect their domain, who can navigate their depths without losing sight of the surface.”

      “Lydia told me it was easy to become lost,” June murmured. “That if you went into the spirit world unprepared, you might not come back.”

      “That’s right,” the matriarch said. “The living risk having their spirit detach from their physical body, never to return. But this kind of magic is not entirely about speaking with the dead. It’s about understanding all the energies that bind the world together, both seen and unseen—each tree, each stone, and every breath of wind. It is the magic that binds all other disciplines together, the fifth element that sits at the very top of the pentacle. Spirit above elements. This gives us our power and protects us.”

      June recalled her own reckless attempt to connect with her dead mother—stealing the ayahuasca still filled her with embarrassment. It was a mistake born from her impatience, and one she wouldn’t repeat, ever again.

      Mirabel walked over to a brilliantly illuminated crystal ball on a stand by the window. “This, for example, was crafted from quartz found deep within our very own forests. It can serve as a conduit for your energy, helping you to form a clearer connection with the spirit realm. Or it can anchor an elemental spell, or a protective ward…even a charm to shield a loved one.”

      June’s eyes widened as Mirabel lifted her hands, and the crystal ball began to glow with a gentle, pulsing light. “Like the charm I made for Lucas.”

      Mirabel nodded. “Balance is key. And remember, emotions are your rudder in these waters. Too much fear, anger, or even love, and you’ll capsize into the unknown.”

      “I understand. Sprit is…complicated. It requires truth.”

      “Not just any truth, June. Your truth,” Mirabel emphasised. “The essence that defines you, that drives your magic. In spirit magic, authenticity is more than a virtue. It’s a necessity.”

      June nodded, absorbing the lesson in Mirabel’s words.

      “I gave you my grimoire,” Mirabel went on. “I know it’s been useful in your lessons with Harry, but there’s something else we need to discuss.”

      “Your research,” June said. “I’ve been studying it.”

      Mirabel lowered her hands, the light from the crystal ball holding steady. “You’ve come a long way in your understanding of magic, but there’s more to our history and power than what’s written in the grimoire. I’ve also been busy while my magic regenerated.”

      “Busy?” June’s curiosity rose. Her gaze remained fixed on the steady light emanating from the crystal ball, as if she could already see into death.

      “Busy understanding our story. The story of the Stonebridge Witches.” Mirabel walked back to her desk and pulled out a notebook. It was a black covered journal similar to the one June was using for her own grimoire. “Centuries ago, before this place became what it is today, a coven of considerable power faced a force so malignant it threatened to consume all of existence. They called it the ultimate dark.”

      June felt the blood drain from her face. “It’s been here before? Before my parents, the Fortunes…?”

      The glow within the crystal ball faded. “It’s been here since the beginning, I think. Rising and falling like the tides. And so have the Fortunes, in one guise or another.”

      June’s hands clenched into fists at her sides as she remembered Harriet’s ominous declaration of a ‘new order.’

      “Harriet,” she murmured, “spoke of change, a transformation. She plans to do more than just release this darkness, doesn’t she?”

      “Yes,” Mirabel confirmed. “Harriet seeks to wield it, to bend its corruptive tendrils to her will in a ritual that could alter the fabric of our world.”

      Harriet sought control over forces that should have remained untouched, but it was also a power that could not be governed by anyone or anything.

      “Such a ritual,” Mirabel said gravely, “could bring about consequences we can scarcely comprehend. The ultimate dark is not just a reservoir of energy—it is sentient, a living corruption capable of unravelling reality itself.”

      “If it can do all this, then why does it want me?” June asked. “Harriet said it needed a catalyst…”

      “It needs a bridge into our world.” Mirabel’s eyes sharpened, the implications clear in her gaze. “June, you’re not just any witch. Your lineage, your essence, is intertwined with the forces that keep the ultimate dark at bay. You are both a shield and a sword in this battle.”

      That’s why it needed her and not another witch. It was why her parents died. Their bloodline was the key to either prevailing or… She pursed her lips, not wanting to become stuck in another endless cycle of overthinking the worst.

      “By merging the physical realm with the dark spiritual plane,” Mirabel speculated, “Harriet could create a dominion where she reigns supreme, where the light of our world dims and shadows hold all the power.”

      “An existence ruled by darkness…” June trailed off as she pictured the landscape of Stonebridge, the cobblestone streets, and the tranquil stream transformed into something sinister and unrecognisable. “But it wouldn’t let her. It’ll overpower her if she tries, right?”

      “I believe so, but either way, she must be stopped. We cannot allow her to hasten the ultimate darkness’ return.”

      “You say that like it’s inevitable.”

      “It is,” the matriarch murmured. “Nature works in cycles. Death, rebirth. Night, day. Light, darkness. The pendulum swings, but it is our duty to ensure it does not swing so far into shadow that light can’t return.”

      June felt the weight of those words settle in her heart. “The balance.”

      “The balance.” Mirabel turned to her. “It will always exist, the ultimate dark. Rising again and again to tip the scales, trying and failing. It is simply our turn to ensure it doesn’t happen.”

      June nodded. That was her role, then. The protector of balance. It was no longer just a battle for power or even survival. It was a fight to preserve the essence of their world. Her parents stood against it, and so would she.

      But to find out how they did it, she’d have to master her magic…then walk into the realm of the dead to find them.

      “So, where do we begin?” June asked. “If I’m the one who needs to face the ultimate dark, then I need to understand what my parents knew.”

      “We begin at the source of your power, June. Your connection to the Earth and its hidden layers. We must strengthen that bond, so you can draw upon it when the time comes. When a witch walks the path of the sprits, the veil is thin and easy to lose sight of.”

      “Is there a way to ensure I stay grounded here? So I don’t become lost?”

      “The elements are the most obvious, but also strong emotions act as a tether,” Mirabel explained. “Love, hope, passion—they are lifelines. Cling to them, and you will always find your way back.”

      She felt the ties to her heart, to Lucas, and to the memory of her parents, each a possible beacon in the murky waters of the spirit world. Her hand rose and pressed against her heart.

      “Good,” Mirabel said with a nod. “Lucas?”

      June hesitated, her fingers brushing against the fabric of her jumper. Alistair had approved of their relationship, even with the coven’s rules with keeping magic secret from the human world, but Mirabel was the leader who’d enforced it with an iron fist.

      “He’s… I love him.”

      She nodded. “Your bond will help you both face what comes.”

      “Even against the coven’s rules about secrecy?”

      “Ah, those rules,” Mirabel said with a soft chuckle. “I once held them as gospel, but now…” she trailed off, gazing out of the window where the morning had brightened. “But it’s a new era. What we face is unlike anything in our history.”

      “But—”

      “Lucas, despite being non-magical, has shown a rare understanding,” Mirabel continued, turning back to face her. “His connection to you—and yours to him—might very well be crucial in the days to come.”

      “Then you approve?” June asked, suddenly realising that she needed the validation from the witch before her.

      “Of course.” Mirabel’s smile was warm and genuine. “Love can be a powerful source of magic in itself. Do not underestimate it, nor the magic that lives in all beings, magical or not.”

      June’s heart lifted as Mirabel’s words sank in, a flicker of hope warming her from within. She felt a burden lift slightly, the chains of secrecy that had once felt suffocating now loosening. It was not just about bridging the gap between her magical and non-magical worlds, but aligning them. “Thank you, Mirabel. I… I needed to hear that.”

      “Do not doubt, June. Believe in your power, in your heart, and in the bonds that tether you to this world,” Mirabel advised gently. “Now, let us begin. Talk only gets us so far, but the true learning with magic comes from the doing.”

      June smiled, feeling empowered by Mirabel’s presence. How could she have ever thought that the matriarch would betray them when the Shadow’s Embrace invaded their town?

      Mirabel gestured to the armchair by the window. “Sit. Close your eyes and breathe. Feel the surrounding energies, the ebb and flow of life. Let your consciousness extend outward, but never forget your anchor.”

      June sat, the light from the stained glass spilling across her legs. “Meditation?”

      “Meditation is the first step. It helps to quiet the mind, allowing you to sense what is normally beyond the reach of the mundane. Magic flows through these unseen paths, and to harness it, you must first perceive it.”

      June closed her eyes, inhaling deeply, the rhythm of her breath matching the pulse of the cottage. She could sense the wards pulsing with power, the whisper of ancestral magic in the walls, and beyond that, the watching forest, alive with unseen spirits. She stood at the threshold, ready to explore yet mindful of the silver thread that bound her to her body, to Stonebridge, and to the material world she fought to protect.

      Mirabel’s voice became a distant lullaby, guiding her through the vast landscape within. June felt herself drifting, a leaf on the current of her own growing power. The cottage receded, and the embrace of the spirit realm beckoned with open arms. But she anchored herself to Mirabel’s lessons, to the stone beneath her feet, and to the love that bound her heart.

      “Remember, June,” Mirabel’s voice echoed in her mind, “the spirit realm is not a place to wander without purpose.”

      She focused on the darkness behind her eyelids, letting the energy of the world seep into her senses. The familiar scent of moss and earth from the surrounding forest filled her lungs, grounding her as she delved deeper within herself.

      Her consciousness hovered. She envisioned the bond with Lucas, the warmth it brought even amidst the uncertainty of Harriet’s plans.

      “I will stop her,” June whispered through gritted teeth. “I won’t let her bring forth that darkness. I won’t let her tip the balance.”

      “Good,” Mirabel murmured. Her hand was a gentle weight on June’s shoulder, an anchor in the physical world. “Hold on to that determination. But tread carefully. Your desires can also be your undoing.”

      June acknowledged the warning with a nod, feeling the tremble of her own power beneath her skin. Her yearning to seek her parents kept drawing her too close to places she wasn’t ready to travel just yet.

      “Small steps,” Mirabel instructed. “For now, focus on your breathing. Let each inhale draw in peace, each exhale release fear. Understand the world around you, how it flows into the next.”

      June opened her eyes, her body and mind feeling re-energised yet serene. The energy of the cottage seemed to pulse with a new intensity, as if it too acknowledged her growing strength.

      “When it’s time, your first journey will be a short one,” the matriarch told her. “Remember, you are learning to navigate, not to explore…not yet.”

      “I feel different.”

      “You will. Spirit magic can leave a witch feeling detached from the physical world at first. It’s quite a different experience.”

      “I’ll say. I could do with a nap and I didn’t do anything.”

      Mirabel smiled, her eyes flashing with amusement. “You did plenty…and went far. Keep practising and working on your wards. See how meditation reacts to them and tell me all about it at our next lesson.”

      With a last nod to Mirabel, June rose from her seated position, the room spinning slightly as she adjusted to the physical world again. She moved toward the door, her hand brushing against the ancient wood of the cottage. The wards seemed to ripple in response, a silent ‘see you later’ as she stepped over the threshold.

      The door closed behind her with a soft click. A chill scurried across her skin, and it wasn’t all from the shadow she stood in. She paused, her skin prickling as she sensed an odd vibration in the atmosphere, a subtle thrumming that didn’t belong.

      The world around her fell into a peculiar stillness, as if the air was holding its breath. June’s gaze darted across the garden where shadows lay draped over the bluestone and shale fence. It felt different now, the natural ambience of Stonebridge distorted by something unseen. Was it the aftermath of brushing her consciousness against the spirit world? Or maybe…

      She hadn’t seen Fletcher since he’d appeared a few days after the confrontation with Harriet at the standing stones. A week had passed since then, and there’d been no sign of him. What was he up to? She glanced over her shoulder. Was he watching her right now?

      June shook her head, dismissing her unease. “Just echoes of spirit magic,” she murmured to herself.

      She buried her hands into the sleeves of her jumper and headed toward home, taking the path that wound around the ivy-draped cottages and under the ancient stone archways of Stonebridge.

      The answers she needed were out there, waiting just beyond the veil of the dead. She just had to learn how to find them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      June’s hand hesitated on the iron latch before pushing open the weathered wooden door to Lydia’s cottage. The rich scents of the tangled garden filled the air with hints of rosemary and thyme, lavender and lemongrass, before mingling with the wet earth below.

      She knocked before opening the door, then stepped into the cosy chaos beyond. The space felt alive with the quiet energy of Lydia’s gentle magic, even though the kitchen was just as jumbled as she remembered it.

      Lydia looked up from the workbench in the middle of the room, smiling as she met June’s gaze. The witch nodded, her silence a reminder of their fight against the Shadow’s Embrace.

      June offered a small smile that tugged gently at the corners of her mouth. “Sorry I’m late,” she said. “I was studying with Mirabel.”

      Lydia’s eyebrows rose with a silent question.

      “It’s different,” June said. “Spirit magic. It’ll take some getting used to.”

      A rustle drew June’s attention to the corner of the kitchen where Elaine, draped in a shawl as vibrant as the setting sun, sat amidst the hanging herbs and jarred ingredients, a pile of faded leather-bound grimoires open before her. A myriad of strange oddities—crystals dulled by age, talismans etched with esoteric symbols, and vials containing remnants of powders and potions—were scattered haphazardly over the bench top.

      “You’re right,” Elaine said. “Spirit magic is not like the other disciplines. It tends to be a little wishy-washy, but it’s the power that binds everything together.”

      “What’s all this?” June asked as she approached the table.

      “Some of the things left behind at Fortune’s Books,” Elaine explained.

      June bristled, the memory of Harriet’s reveal as the unknown witch still striking deep. “Found anything promising?”

      Elaine shrugged, her curly hair framing her face in disarray. “Only stories,” she said, her voice weary. “Stories and remnants.”

      “Stories?”

      “More like memories, I suppose.” She patted the chair beside her, inviting June to sit. “Evidence that the Fortunes did, in fact, find a way to keep the circle from closing all those years ago.”

      June obliged, pulling the chair close, ready to listen. “The spell the coven cast to bind the ultimate dark?” she asked. “After my parents…”

      Lydia appeared beside them, setting a cup of herbal tea in front of her. From the warm scent that wafted toward her nose, it was chamomile to calm her nerves. Whatever Elaine was going to say, Lydia had expected that it wouldn’t go down well.

      As Elaine spoke, her hands moved over the relics, her magic probing and dampening at the same time. “After you lost your parents, the coven was desperate. We didn’t know if we could contain such an entity, but we had to try.”

      June picked up the tea and sipped, the liquid scalding her tongue.

      “We stood in the heart of a tragedy, chanting incantations until our voices were hoarse. The air turned frigid, biting at our skin, turning our fingertips blue,” Elaine continued. “Burnt herbs clouded the night, their smoke weaving through the unnatural wind that threatened to scatter our circle.”

      “Did you ever doubt it would work?” June murmured. “I mean, it was the entire coven.”

      “Of course we did. The power your parents were up against, the power that’d corrupted them, was…” She frowned, looking down at the grimoire. “But when the final word of the spell was spoken, the circle complete, silence fell—it was as though the earth itself exhaled in relief. I’d never felt such a sense of…closure. We believed the darkness was sealed away. The circle was closed. We all felt it.”

      June let Elaine’s account seep into her, the stillness of the cottage wrapping around the three witches. Her parents’ sacrifice, the coven’s bravery—it all converged within her. She glanced down at her hands, the veins beneath her skin like rivers of hidden power, the bloodline the darkness sought to corrupt.

      “But it wasn’t,” she finally said, looking up. “How did they do it? How did the Fortunes keep the circle from closing?”

      Elaine’s eyes took on a faraway look, as if she could still see the darkness swirling around them. Her lips were drawn into a frown as she traced intricate patterns on the grimoire’s cover. “They knew something we didn’t, something about the very nature of darkness. It’s not just an absence of light, June. It’s alive, sentient in its own twisted way.” Elaine’s voice grew softer, her gaze distant as if she were reliving those haunting moments. “The Fortunes had foreseen a loophole, a way to tether the darkness to this world, even as we strove to banish it. They left a fragment, an anchor that was not part of our calculations. It was cleverly hidden, woven into the fabric of the spell itself.”

      June felt an icy knot form in her stomach. She’d suspected as much after confronting Harriet, and Alistair’s grave nod had only solidified her fears. The presence of an anchor only made things worse. That’s why the coven was combing through what Harriet left behind—they hoped to find the tether and cut it.

      “Why didn’t Alistair tell me?” she murmured.

      “Because he’s the leader of the coven, June,” Elaine said. “It’s his responsibility.”

      “He has a bad habit of deciding what his ‘responsibility’ is when I’m the target of this thing.” She scowled and drank more of the chamomile tea. “It’s my fight, too.” There were so many questions swirling in her mind, so many emotions, that she remembered Mirabel’s first lesson. Don’t let her feelings work against her. She took a deep breath and asked the next logical question she could grasp within the turmoil. “Why can’t we just close the circle now?”

      Lydia, who had been listening quietly, reached for her phone. Her fingers danced across the screen with swift, precise movements. Then she handed it to June, her expression grave.

      June read the message, feeling each word land like a blow.

      We don’t have the power to complete the spell again. And even if we did, it would mean releasing the ultimate darkness entirely before we could trap it anew.

      “Oh…” June’s heart sank. They were caught in a catch-22, unable to seal the circle without risking everything. The darkness, once merely a creeping shadow at the edge of their senses, now loomed like an inevitable storm. “Releasing it… That would be insane.”

      “Yes, it would.” Elaine’s eyes were dark. “And we’d need a force equivalent to what the coven had at the time, and some of our most powerful members left after. Even then, it’s uncertain we could beat it a second time.”

      “Then what do we do?” June’s hands trembled, the teacup rattling against the saucer. She set it down before it could spill.

      “Prepare,” Lydia mouthed silently, her eyes resolute. It was clear she’d accepted their situation and was diligently working on a solution the best she could.

      “Prepare, search, and…” Elaine placed a hand on June’s, steadying her. “Learn. We know your parents resisted in the end, that they somehow fought back. Maybe the key to finishing this cycle is with them.”

      June nodded. Mirabel had the same belief, that the secrets held by her parents weren’t just about fighting the darkness, but understanding it deeply enough to find its weakness. Harriet was the last Fortune, her plans laid bare, and now the coven had a chance.

      Elaine reached into a worn leather satchel and pulled out an assortment of objects. “These are some of the things we found in Fortune’s Books,” she said, laying them on the table with care. Each item seemed to absorb the surrounding light, their surfaces dull and etched with strange symbols.

      June leaned forward, her gaze moving over a blackened dagger, a cracked crystal orb, and a jar filled with granules of what looked like iron and something unknown. She could feel a chill pulsing from them. “They’re tainted,” she murmured, not needing Elaine or Lydia to confirm her suspicion.

      “They’re dark objects,” Elaine replied. “Imbued with dark spells and evil intent. But what frustrates us is that we’ve found nothing that ties Harriet directly to the ultimate darkness. It’s like she’s been careful to cover her tracks, or maybe…”

      “Or maybe she’s being used by something even she doesn’t fully understand,” June wondered.

      “Or perhaps she expected your discovery of Fletcher and the grimoire, hid the anchor and any other direct evidence, then attempted to trick you into believing she was a victim.”

      “Yeah,” June said with a scowl. “She tried that night at the bookshop. It was the only lie I saw through.”

      Before Elaine could respond, a sudden knock at the door broke through their conversation.

      A deep voice echoed in from outside. “It’s Harry.”

      Lydia opened the door, letting him into the small kitchen that now seemed full to bursting.

      “A reunion of past teachers,” he said, pulling up a stool. “If I’d known, I would’ve brought the yearbook.”

      “Very funny,” Elaine drawled. “I gather you have news?”

      “Harriet,” he said, his expression darkening as he glanced toward June. “She’s been busy. Gathering resources, making alliances with those who don’t realise the depth of what they’re getting into. I’ve seen the signs—I think she’s preparing for a final confrontation with the coven.”

      “Confrontation?” Elaine echoed, her colourful bracelets clinking together as she crossed her arms. “What does she hope to achieve?”

      “If her manoeuvres are any indication,” Harry continued, fixing each of them with a warning look, “she’s planning something catastrophic. Something that would bring the ultimate darkness into our world completely. Force an end to all of this.”

      The room fell silent. June felt her heart race, the dread knotting in her stomach growing tighter. “Of course she is,” she hissed. “She’s done hiding and stealing. We didn’t know her family were syphons or working with the enemy. That’s made her full of herself. She’s just dying to show off.”

      Lydia began tapping hurriedly on her phone, then prompted her text-to-speech app. “We have to face it?” the robotic voice said. “The darkness?”

      “Yes,” Harry confirmed. “And sooner than we expected. We need to be prepared for anything.”

      “Like gathering an army to take out the coven, leaving June and all the innocent people here ripe for the taking,” Elaine murmured. “We need to find that anchor.”

      June clenched her fists, her nails digging into her palms. Prepared for anything. How did one prepare to face the very essence of darkness that had haunted her family for generations? It seemed impossible. But then she remembered Lydia’s sacrifice, Elaine’s wisdom, Harry’s strength, and the work Mirabel had done to try to unravel the true nature of their enemy. The never-ending cycle of light and dark, and the eternal war of keeping the balance.

      “She’s probably taken it,” June said. “Or hidden it someplace within the wards, which could mean anywhere within a five mile radius.”

      “Let us worry about the anchor,” Harry said. “You need to master talking with the spirits. If we don’t find it in time, then you need to know how your parents resisted. I have a feeling they…” He trailed off, his brow creasing.

      “They what?”

      “They might’ve found a way to defeat it, but were thwarted by the Fortunes,” he murmured.

      June’s throat tightened. “Speculation,” she said after a moment. “But you’re right. I need to learn how to spirit walk for real this time. That’s what I need to focus on.” With a nod that felt more
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